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JOHN KENNEDY TOOLE


			AMERICAN NOVELIST


			

					Born in New Orleans in 1937.


					Died in Biloxi (Mississippi) in 1969.


					
Literary awards:
	Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, 1981 (for A Confederacy of Dunces; awarded posthumously)







					
Notable works:
	
A Confederacy of Dunces (1980), novel


	
The Neon Bible (1989), novel







			


			John Kennedy Toole grew up in a middle-class environment which afforded him very few opportunities to exercise his creativity and often left him feeling suffocated. His mother was unable to help him overcome these issues, and he had a complex relationship with her: although they were very close, their relationship was characterised by conflict and rejection. However, she was the one who first introduced him to the world of art and literature by enrolling him in a comedic theatre class.


			Kennedy Toole later attended Tulane University, after which he went on to study English at Colombia University. He also taught several university-level classes, and was fairly well-respected in the academic world. However, his career was interrupted when he was drafted into military service and deployed to Puerto Rico, although he continued teaching English Literature during his time there.


			After completing A Confederacy of Dunces, Kennedy Toole submitted the manuscript to a number of publishers, but it was rejected every time. This left Kennedy Toole feeling depressed, paranoid and shut out of the literary world, and he decided to travel around the United States. After arriving in Biloxi, Mississippi, he committed suicide by connecting a hosepipe to his car’s exhaust pipe and inhaling the carbon monoxide.


			A decade later, his mother gave a copy of the manuscript of A Confederacy of Dunces to the publisher Walker Percy, as he recounts in his foreword to the novel:


			“But the lady was persistent, and it somehow came to pass that she stood in my office handing me the hefty manuscript. There was no getting out of it; only one hope remained – that I could read a few pages and that they would be bad enough for me, in good conscience, to read no farther.

			


			[…]

			


			In this case I read on. And on. First with the sinking feeling that it was not bad enough to quit, then with a prickle of interest, then a growing excitement, and finally an incredulity: surely it was not possible that it was so good.” (pp. vii-viii)


			Kennedy Toole’s mother was therefore the one who eventually catapulted him to fame.


			

			

			Early efforts




Kennedy Toole only ever wrote one other novel: The Neon Bible. It is set in an ordinary American town during the Second World War, and centres on a reclusive teenager who lives with his mother and aunt. All the men in the town have left to fight in the war, and all the women have gone to work in the factories. Any men who come back from the war become either religious fanatics or alcoholics, and the protagonist tries to escape this life.
Kennedy Toole came to hate this novel, which he considered excessively juvenile, and never seriously attempted to get it published. Although A Confederacy of Dunces is widely accepted to be his masterpiece, The Neon Bible is also worthy of critical recognition.
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