Richard Scofield
1898 -1970

MEMORIAL SERVICE FOR RICHARD SCOFIELD

Held in the Great Hall of McDowell Hall at St. John's College,
Annapolis., Maryland, on Alumni Homecoming Day, October 17, 1970

Mr. Weigle:

We are gathered here today to pay tribute to the memory of one
of the truly great teachers of St. John's College, Richard Scofield. I
have asked four members of the faculty who knew him well to speak
in tum: Jacob Klein, Hugh McGrath, Robert Bart, and Simon Kaplan.
Mr. Klein:

A man has left this community who was respected, admired, and
loved by all of us.
Why was Richard Scofield respected?
Because, in his relation to students, his capacity to understand
them, to elicit questions and answers from them and to help them
win clarity, his deliberate caution and amazing patience, his fairness
and firmness made him truly a teacher-trustworthy, resourceful,
exemplary.
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Why was Richard Scofield admired?
Because, in spite of his strong predilections and distastes, he was
always ready to check them, to listen to arguments that challenged
his views, always ready to put aside what he cherished most, namely
the detached enjoyment of works in which subtlety and beauty
matched each other, and always ready to search for hidden treasures
in rugged lands.
Why was Richard Scofield loved?
Because of his abiding friendliness and helpfulness, because of
his gracefulness, his taste, his refinement.
How could one not respect, admire and love a man, who in his
modesty reached the heights of excellence, brilliance, and nobility?
We mourn his death, we mourn it deeply, but this mourning also
encompasses an intense feeling of gratitude and pride that he was
one of us.
Mr. McGrath:

We cannot wish to vex that gentle ghost. A man of such unpretentious authority could not be at ease upon the rack of public praise.
Yet we must praise him . . . not for his sake but for our own. We
need to remind ourselves, now and often, that we have had-and that
we have lost-a kindly friend who was a daily touchstone to us of all
that we most prize within ourselves. He had that daily beauty in his
life which helped us to enhance our own worth. We need to remind
ourselves that we have lost a friend who was, at the end, a pattern
of all patience.
But, though ill at east with praise, he would surely share the feelings expressed in Thomas Hardy's Afterwards:
When tae present has latched its postern behind my tremulous
stay
And the May-month flaps its glad green leaves like wings
Delicate-filmed as new spun silk, will the neighbours say
"He was a man who used to notice such things"?

locked within our breasts. But some of them we can share. And one
thing I especially remember now is how often in his talk he would
begin, "Have you ever noticed how ... ?" He noticed the glad green
leaves of the May month just as he noticed "a certain slant of light/On
_winter afternoons." He noticed all the subtleties of change: in persons,
in seasons, in thoughts, in feelings, in characters, in actions, and in
imitations of them. And as often as I encounter or re-encounter some
especially touching expression of the delight, the comedy, the pity,
the terror, the "imperial affliction" of our human life, so often do I
hope to be reminded of him.
He sees them not now, but used to notice such things.
Mr. Bart:
I was in Italy when Richard Scofield died. I was unprepared
for the news. Time and again Mr. Scofield had surmounted pain,
suffering, and physical limitations to resume unchanged the activity
he had interrupted so briefly for his visits to the hospital. He was a
strong man and he loved to exercise. Through the early years of his
ordeal he set it as the goal of his recovery to be able, come summer,
to do just as many chin-ups as before, on the arbor of the boxwood
garden. Even to the very end it seemed to me that his walk was
just as athletic as when I first met him twenty-four years ago, when
he would swing down the military walk from McDowell to the Baptist
Church, inserting a quick little half step in his elastic stride, to sustain
his pace down that giants' walk. Not so long ago, he said that -he
came of a long-lived family, and that he hoped to live to be a hundred.
Mrs. Scofield remarked that everyone he knew would be gone. "But,"
he said, "there will be so much going on I want to see."
I was grateful for the comment in Hugh McGrath's cable. It was
from Lear:

we that are young
Shall never see so much, nor live so long.

Richard would surely be pleased to be remembered by his neighbors. And we will each of us remember him in our own way. Our
most intimate and precious moments of him will no doubt remain

Like Lear, Richard Scofield lived every moment of his life with
passion, but in a different mode. Everyone that met him knew his
gentleness, his reserve; they felt the depth of his modesty. He was at
the opposite pole from tragedy; he had no trace of hybris. His
luminous intelligence, his unsparing honesty told him always that
what he possessed was mere opinion. He always acted in the strictest

6

7

accord with that fact. As we all know, he was a man of the most
refined taste, the most exacting observation, and the deepest thought.
He excelled at everything. But he never imposed himself, he never
gave weight to his opinion. He was revered and loved because he c~n
sistently thought so little of himself. He never asked for anythmg
more than to be treated like everyone else. His judgment was a touchstone for every other, yet it almost embarrassed him when circ:imstances obliged him to correct a plain mistake. He would be pamed
that we are met to honor him today.
Devoted as he was to fairness and equality, he was an ardent
democrat and liberal. He had least patience for the pretensions of
conservatism. Indeed, if Richard Scofield was modest, who would
dare be proud? His modesty, combined with his lofty character and
mind his sense of fairness to all, including respect for every excellence: made him a perfect representative of that true aristocracy
which can be found only in a republic. Richard Scofield was a great
American. He was open, as we, a colonial people, must always be, to
greatness from abroad, yet he was sure in the strength of our traditions, not merely those of a remote past, but those of yesterday, those
which we today must hand on to tomorrow.
In the last years he took up his humiliating disease into the elegant
play of his mind and discoursed as engagingly, as simply and naturally
of it as he was wont to discuss anything else. Perhaps another man
might find it an enemy too terrible to look in the face, its seat in the
flesh too delicate for words. Seemingly without effort he could elevate
it to its natural place in everyone's concern. Meanwhile, his love of
teaching, his devotion to books, his relish for the whole range. of
human affairs were always as manifest as ever. This ease and simplicity while he was always engaged with a dread disease was his
supreme grace.
Despite this courage, despite this power to tum even the enc.roachment of death into life itself, he of course succumbed. Not his love
of St. John's, which owes so much to his participation, not his love
for Mrs. Scofield which alone sustained him in the most severe
assaults, not even his love of life itself could keep him alive to enjoy
the things he loved.
Richard Scofield's spirit, with its graceful resignation and gentle
wit, had the greatness of the comic spirit. While he lived, his victory
was such that one could never remember its terrible price. But perhaps
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now that he is gone, it is some consolation to say, as Kent said of the
dying Lear,

i

0 let him pass; he hates him
That would upon the rack of this tough world
Stretch him out longer.
Mr. Kaplan:

Between July 1963 when his fatal illness started, and July 1970,
when his death occurred, Richard Scofield underwent fourteen operations. Most of them were preceded by pain and all of them were
followed by pain and considerable loss of strength. In a spirit of real
magnanimity, Richard Scofield submitted to all of this without complaint. After each of these operations, which he always tried to
schedule during vacation periods-the delay often being at the expense
of his health-he somehow managed to regain his physical strength,
as well as his mental composure, in a way that was unusual. His
recuperative powers, his quick return to his graceful cheerfulnes~, his
resumption of his role as a member of the St. John's commumtyseemed (to me) so remarkable that, on one occasion, I said to him
that the young Rhodes Scholar is still alive in him. To this he ironically added: "and the leader of men." This, of course, he could have
been to those who took his gentlemanly excellence as a model for
imitation. He once said to me, "You and I certainly cannot complain
that we died prematurely." Yet his amazing ability for recovery
following each of his many operations showed how life was very
strong in him.
Nobody but Mrs. Scofield, who in her complete devotion was
constantly at his side, knew the extent of Richard Scofield's suffering
and how complicated his life was, particularly during the past few
years. In spite of the length of his illness and all the suffering t~at
he experienced, he never exhibited any impatience, anxiety, or feeling
of frustration . His courage never forsook him. The strength and goodness of his soul shone through all that he had to endure.
When I think of Richard Scofield's last years,. I recall Adam
Smith's description of the last days of David Hume, of whom he said
that "he never affected to make any parade of his magnanimity." This
has to be said about Richard Scofield, too.
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Mr. Weigle:
It seems appropriate that we should conclude this service by reading a portion of the citation which was written following Richard
Scofield's retirement last June. Unhappily, the scroll was still in process
of preparation at the time of his death. It reads in part:
The College was fortunate to have so richly gifted a person
already on the Faculty when the New Program began. His
luminous intelligence, his learning, his gentleness, his humor,
his love of excellence, and his sure knowledge of when to
speak and when to be encouragingly silent-these have made
him as nearly ideal a Tutor as the College is likely ever to
have, especially in the seminar. Through long membership
on the Instruction Committee, he helped to shape the curriculum. In Faculty meetings he has been a voice of wisdom
and sensibility, with economy of words. His common sense
was recognized when the Board of Visitors and Governors
in 1943 elected him one of its members. In all these years
nothing has been more trusted by students and colleagues
alike than his patience, his modesty, his calm perseverance,
his subtle understanding, and his unswerving rectitude,
nothing more admired than his urbanity and elegance, and,
above all, his capacity for warm friendship. In his company,
other persons have felt themselves somehow at their best.
What Richard Scofield has done and said has borne the mark
of distinction and has enriched the life of the College.
Let us all rise for a brief period of silence in memory of Richard
Scofield.
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