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The reviews of Tom Wolfe’s The Bonfire of
the Vanities described an essentially literary -
event—the transformation of America’s
greatest journalist into a first-time novelist.
To be sure, Bonfire is a literary phenome-
non of the first order. But it is more than
that. New Yorkers are also talking about
The Bonfire of the Vanities as a social phe-
nomenon. Wolfe's acerbic anatomy of
power and privilege in the nation’s richest
city has added indelible, even essential new
phrases ( “social X-ray,” “lemon tart”) to
the vocabulary of every literate New Yorker.
Moreover, the candor with which Wolfe
discusses race relations in New York has
already changed the euphemism-bound rules
of public discourse in polite society.

The Manhattan Institute convened a panel
to discuss what Bonfire has to say about the
social, political, and economic realities of
life in New York. Chaired by Manhattan
Institute Fellow Walter Olson, the panel
explored the degree to which Wolfe's bleak
vision of New York today is exaggerated—
and speculated on what the world of The
Bonfire of the Vanities will be like in the
decade to come.
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