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In these tales will be found a variety of love adventures, bitter as well as pleasing, and other exciting incidents, which took place in both ancient and modern times.

—Boccaccio, The Decameron

There should therefore be a time in adult life devoted to revisiting the most important books of our youth.

—Italo Calvino, “Why Read the Classics?”

17. Omit needless words.

—William Strunk Jr. and E. B. White, The Elements of Style








INTRODUCTION Notes of a Common Reader


Time. We all wish we had more of it. To do errands. To hit the gym or take a long walk. To bake bread or whip up that recipe we clipped last year. And, maybe, to simply read. The intrusion of the screen—first the big ones in our living rooms, then those sitting on our desks, and finally, the little ones many of us carry around—has made it more challenging to make space for the simple joy of getting lost in a book.

“In our society, where it is hard to find time to do anything properly, even once, the leisure—which is part of the pleasure—of reading is one of our culture-casualties,” writes novelist Jeanette Winterson. “For us, books have turned into fast food, to be consumed in the gaps between one bout of relentless living and the next.”

And then a pandemic made it even more challenging. For many of us, reading anything besides the deluge of news—catastrophically bad, between Covid-19 and the toxic political atmosphere—became increasingly difficult, particularly for those who felt compelled to “doom scroll.”

The pandemic changed the way we all think, feel, and behave. Sleep became harder. Our normal patterns of working and socializing were demolished by “languishing,” a term coined by sociologist Corey Keyes, and what psychologist Adam Grant called “Zoom fatigue.” We all stressed about finances, jobs, our children’s education, and the basic right to pursue happiness. These demands hit hard at our attention spans, which meant less time and motivation for reading, even though many experts advised this was the right prescription for what ailed us.

During the first months of the Covid outbreak in early 2020, and then as a bitterly contested presidential election tested the very soul of American democracy, I rediscovered the balm of reading fiction. Not as an escape from the constant press of dreadful news, but as an antidote. Fiction can provide insight, instruction, and inspiration, even as it takes our minds from the anxiety of the moment.

An expansive universe, fiction includes mystery, historical fiction, science fiction, fantasy, thriller, romance. For those who seek a complete education, reading fiction occupies a central pillar of our “Cultural Literacy.” For many people, that still means commencing with the classics, the so-called Great Books or Western Canon. You know those literary heavyweights we were all supposed to read and even reread: Anna Karenina, Bleak House, Pride and Prejudice, Middlemarch, and Moby-Dick. Not to mention all seven volumes of Proust’s In Search of Lost Time.

Of course, some of those literary sacred cows have been supplanted by a new generation of modern classics, an alternative canon that is more inclusive of overlooked women writers as well as people of color and gay writers.

But let’s get real. Even when we’re not in lockdown mode, many of us simply lack the energy, inclination, or patience to get through some of those illustrious but weighty tomes, in spite of our very best intentions. Whether you were inclined to read the old or new classics, I am reminded of Mark Twain’s definition of “classic”: “A book which people praise and don’t read.”

Then I found a simple solution: short novels.

During an earlier plague, the Italian writer Boccaccio understood this basic truth: short is beautiful. As the Black Death struck Florence in 1348, Boccaccio began writing a series of stories he completed in 1353. Boccaccio’s Decameron is a collection of one hundred brief tales, each called a novella. In this masterpiece, ten characters—seven women and three men—each tell a story every day for ten days as they seek refuge from the plague in a villa near Florence. A combination of parables, adventures, and love stories, some quite bawdy and many skewering the Church and the priesthood, Boccaccio’s work was composed in the vernacular Italian. It remains a foundational text in Western literature.

Early in the pandemic, I began reading one tale a day from the Decameron. And I realized that Boccaccio was on to something. There is a liberating quality about brief tales told in the midst of a pandemic. From Boccaccio, I moved on to short novels.

At first, my reading was dictated by the books on my shelves, as the library and bookstores were also in lockdown and the very valuable and pleasurable act of browsing was out of the question. When my local branch of the New York Public Library reopened, it was one of the most liberating moments in the pandemic. I read as the books I had requested became available for “grab and go.” Praise the library! I soon had a stack of thirty books—the library’s max checkouts allowed. Then my local bookstore, Three Lives & Company, reopened for five customers at a time—another moment of jubilee.

In celebration of this tradition of plague-bound short narratives, welcome to Great Short Books: A Year of Reading—Briefly. Based on my reading experience over a year in lockdown, and considerable research into the world of literature, this survey offers a curated book lover’s guide to some of the greatest short fiction from around the world and published in English.

Why short books?

A short novel is like a great first date. It can be extremely pleasant, even exciting, and memorable. Ideally, you leave wanting more. It can lead to greater possibilities. But there is no long-term commitment.

Short novels can often be read in one to several sittings. With careful rationing, they can be easily enjoyed at the rate of one book per week. And that is why I have chosen fifty-eight books: one for each week in the year plus six bonus books, the literary equivalent of the proverbial “baker’s dozen.” That still means getting through fewer than five books per month. It is highly reasonable to suggest that most readers could easily navigate all of the titles in Great Short Books in a year’s time. Thus, a year of great reading—briefly.

Here you will find fifty-eight entries, each featuring a single work, listed in alphabetical order by title, along with the author and original year of publication.I In addition, I have noted the publisher, publication year, and the page length of the edition I read. Several of my selections are works in the public domain and available from various publishers; others are more recently reissued editions. I also sought out the most current and authoritative English versions of translated works. This basic information is followed by the novel’s opening passages and a brief overview of the plot and action—NO SPOILERS! I once accidentally revealed the fate of Captain Ahab of Moby-Dick to my daughter. I have never lived down the ignominy of this grievous error.

Next comes a life of the author in which I offer a sense of how the author’s times and circumstances are reflected in the work. It is impossible to encounter such writers as Alberto Moravia, Natalia Ginzburg, or Albert Camus among others without recognizing their confrontations with fascism and Nazis.

I would add that researching these biographies has often been a study in profound unhappiness. Mental illness, alcoholism, broken marriages, and struggles with sexual identity plagued many of these writers. Did they write because they were troubled? Or were they troubled because they were writers? Or were they just troubled people who happened to be writers? Questions, perhaps, for another book.

“Why You Should Read It,” brief observations that include critics’ appraisals alongside my own reflections, follows. Finally, “What to Read Next” offers suggestions for exploring some of the author’s other works.



By now you may be asking: Why doesn’t such a guide to short novels already exist?

For me, the answer is simple. Short novels are literature’s equivalent to stand-up comedian Rodney Dangerfield’s signature line: they “get no respect.”

Certainly, when set against short stories they do not. Esteemed magazines such as the New Yorker continue an honored tradition of publishing short stories, which are often the writer’s stepping-stone to producing longer work. And many novelists have published prizewinning story collections, including Ernest Hemingway, Katherine Anne Porter, and others in this guide. At the other extreme are those long novels and multivolume sagas that attract the attention of critics, reviewers, and many readers.

Short novels, on the other hand, have been shortchanged. They occupy the place of the neglected middle child of the literary world. It is as if length determines merit. Short-listed—no pun intended—for the prestigious Man Booker Prize in 2007, Ian McEwan’s On Chesil Beach provoked controversy because it was deemed too short—sniffed at as a mere novella. So, a degree of critical prejudice—call it literary sizeism—exists against short fiction.

This raises the first question: What is short? Number of pages? Word count? Weight?

As I define them, short novels encompass fiction of about one hundred to two hundred pages in length, again an arbitrary measure that does not account for type size. But much shorter than that gets into the territory of the long short story. Much longer than two hundred pages, in my book, no longer qualifies as a short novel. Again, this is an arbitrary yardstick and I left some room for fudging, so you will find some notable exceptions. A handful of shorter novellas—Richard Wright’s Big Boy Leaves Home measures fifty highly charged pages and No One Writes to the Colonel by Gabriel García Márquez weighs in at a magical sixty-four—and slightly longer books are represented, such as A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. Allowance was also made for Agatha Christie. Anyone who sells billions of books merits special consideration.

Brevity is chief among the short novel’s virtues. So, size matters—at least in this book. And while it should go without saying, I will say it: brevity does not mean lack of artistry. Great Short Books pack timeless themes and powerful stories into profound but highly compressed narratives. As novelist Ian McEwan told a literary festival audience in 2012, “the novella is the supreme literary form…. The prose is better, more condensed, more rigorous.”

Short can be masterful. Short can be rewarding. Evidence of that fact is the inclusion of several Pulitzer-winning books and eleven Nobel Prize winners in this collection. The short work of such Nobel laureates as Thomas Mann, Ernest Hemingway, Nadine Gordimer, Doris Lessing, Toni Morrison, and Kazuo Ishiguro offers ample evidence of why these literary virtuosos won their accolades.

So why these books? Definition set, how did I make these selections?

Like many lists, this one reflects my prejudices, preferences, and passions. The most difficult part of creating this guide was culling down an extensive list of short fiction, including the recommendations I sought from friends, librarians, publishing colleagues, and others. There will be considerable debate over my choices—especially the books and writers omitted. I anticipate howls of, “How could you leave out _________! [fill in the blank].”

I set out to reflect a broad diversity of writers and voices. This is not just about “dead white guys,” although they are well represented. My first rule was to include an equal number of male and female novelists, based upon how they themselves chose to identify. Next, I chose a mix of books that might be deemed established classics alongside more recent works. For me, that meant revisiting some familiar works.

“The classics are books that exert a peculiar influence, both when they refuse to be eradicated from the mind and when they conceal themselves in the folds of memory, camouflaging themselves as the collective or individual unconscious,” wrote Italian novelist and essayist Italo Calvino. “There should therefore be a time in adult life devoted to revisiting the most important books of our youth.”

But I also set out very deliberately to encounter writers for the first time. These include several novelists whose work might be less familiar to many American readers. My own attempt to learn Italian is reflected in the choice of several Italian novelists whose work was recommended by my professors.

I hope, Gentle Reader, that you too will venture out of your literary comfort zone, stretching to experience unfamiliar or challenging writers. Many of these selections plumb the most consequential literary themes, from coming of age and coming out, despair, marriage and its discontents, to confronting racism, totalitarianism, and fundamental questions of meaning. Did I mention sex?

I wanted to make certain that this collection included “Must Reads”—books by writers everyone should experience at least once. I also focused, first unintentionally and then more deliberately, on works that reflect the current atmosphere of politics and society. A novel is a measure of the times in which it is written.

The relevance of these books to our time is clear in such works as Animal Farm. After I witnessed the January 6 Capitol insurrection and recently published Strongman, a nonfiction book about the rise of dictators and the threats they pose to democracy, the dangers of authoritarianism were very fresh in my mind. Several selections also explore the act of writing, including The Ghost Writer by Philip Roth, Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, and Clarice Lispector’s The Hour of the Star.

This guide also represents a form of lifelong learning: having enrolled in a local community college several years ago to learn Italian, I strongly believe that the process of ongoing education is critical, especially as we age. Reading fiction is just one more way to achieve that. In the end, the lifelong learner may find a richer, deeper sense of fulfillment in life, especially in a moment when it feels in such short supply.

When the pandemic’s intrusion meant a shift to remote learning, I must confess I dropped out. Without classes to attend and missing the personal connections with professors and fellow students, my daily reading became even more important. This book is meant to convey some of what I have gleaned in my year of reading briefly. There are few pleasures greater than sharing the experience of a beloved book.

This guide is not a lecture or dissertation. It is a conversation—a friendly exchange among book lovers. I do not consider myself a literary scholar or a book critic. I view myself as what Virginia Woolf once described as “the Common Reader” who “differs from the critic and scholar.”

“He is worse educated, and nature has not gifted him so generously,” wrote Woolf. “He reads for his own pleasure rather than to impart knowledge or correct the opinions of others. Above all, he is guided by the instinct to create for himself, out of whatever odds and ends he can come by, some kind of whole—a portrait of a man, a sketch of an age, a theory of the art of writing.”

For most of my life, I have been that “Common Reader.” I suspect that a great many people would place themselves in that category. Whatever genre or style they might prefer, they read for their “own pleasure,” as Woolf put it. I take exception to the notion that any reading constitutes a “guilty pleasure.”

While many readers might know me for works of history, my life has largely been about books. Yes, I wrote Don’t Know Much About History, which gave rise to a series of books and audios on geography, the Civil War, the Bible, and mythology, among other subjects. More recently, I have written about people enslaved by presidents, the 1918 influenza pandemic, and the rise of dictators and the fall of democracy.

But as a child, my world was shaped by trips to the majestic, temple-like Mount Vernon Public Library, an Andrew Carnegie jewel, just outside New York City. My mother took me there weekly—until I could get there by myself—and those visits were rituals as significant to me as going to church on Sunday.

I remember the day I graduated from the street-level Children’s Room to the Adult Room. That entailed a climb up a grand staircase into a reverential world of books. These visits were supplemented by the weekly arrival of the Bookmobile: if you couldn’t get to the library, the library came to you in the form of a large, bus-like vehicle. You climbed aboard, and it was lined with books, floor to ceiling. At the rear exit, a librarian awaited with an inky red stamp that filled in the due date.

As a kid I might have loved playing soldier, basketball, and football, but I also loved to read. Along the way, I had influential guides. There were the librarians and teachers who made recommendations and got me started on Dos Passos, Upton Sinclair, and Steinbeck. There was the lady in the church choir who handed me a copy of Dubliners when I was about fourteen. It would take me some time to appreciate James Joyce, and I have often wondered why that woman gave me that book at that moment.

Halfway through college with an uncertain path as an English major, I dropped out of school to start my professional life in the book business by packing and checking out orders at a book wholesaler in Westchester County. From there, I moved to work in a small independent bookstore in Manhattan. But I still had no clue that I could, or would, become a writer. In that shop, I met a woman who read my college writing. She told me I was wasting my time selling books, I should be writing them. And yes, I did marry her. (She hates it when I tell that story, but it is true.)

My future wife also started me on my career as a freelance writer, reviewing books for the trade journal Publishers Weekly for the majestic sum of ten dollars a book—more if it was unusually long. It was a valuable apprenticeship in writing. One of the bonuses was being among the first readers of such memorable works as Midnight’s Children, Waiting for the Barbarians, The Color Purple, and The Executioner’s Song. After a period of reviewing books, I moved on to writing feature stories and later to interviewing writers. As a young journalist, I had the thrill of interviewing and writing about Norman Mailer and Gay Talese, among others.

From there, I wrote my first book—a book about books. In 1984, I published Two-Bit Culture: The Paperbacking of America, a history of mass-market paperback publishing. In addition to charting the rise of the paperback business, the book examined how these inexpensive paperbacks, all priced in the beginning at twenty-five cents, or “two bits,” democratized reading in America. In writing it, I also got confirmation of the central importance of literacy and access to books as essential to the free exchange of ideas in our culture.

It is more important than ever to foster reading. As a small boy forbidden to learn his ABCs, the great American abolitionist Frederick Douglass understood why enslaved people were not permitted to learn to read. It was one way the white man kept the Black man in chains. There is a reason that dictators order the burning of books and seek to silence writers, from Voltaire to Solzhenitsyn and in our own time. Reading fiction can provide “that glimpse of truth for which… [we] have forgotten to ask,” as Joseph Conrad once wrote. Reading is fundamental, not only to the development of our hearts, minds, and spirits but also to Democracy with a capital D.

This book is not about “academic” or “literary” criticism, semiotics, or deconstructionism. It is certainly not about starting an argument. It is about the pleasure and value of reading great fiction. And it is meant to start a good conversation—about books.


	
I. There is one exception. Michael Cunningham’s The Hours was placed after Mrs. Dalloway, as this Pulitzer Prize–winning novel was inspired by and modeled on Virginia Woolf’s masterpiece.








Agostino

— 1945 —

Alberto Moravia
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New York: New York Review Books, 2014; translated from the Italian by Michael F. Moore; 102 pages



FIRST LINES

In the early days of summer, Agostino and his mother used to go out to sea every morning on a small rowboat typical of Mediterranean beaches known as a pattino. At first she brought a boatman along with them, but Agostino gave such clear signs of annoyance at the man’s presence that the oars were then turned over to him. He rowed with deep pleasure on the smooth, diaphanous, early-morning sea, and his mother, sitting in front of him, would speak to him softly, as joyful and serene as the sea and sky, as if he were a man rather than a thirteen-year-old boy.


PLOT SUMMARY


“A man rather than a thirteen-year-old boy” sums it up. In this quintessential coming-of-age tale, the fatherless Agostino worships his well-to-do widowed mother, “a big and beautiful woman still in her prime.” In the casting game that readers play, it is easy to envision Sophia Loren or perhaps Penélope Cruz as this iconic figure: Madonna and object of desire.

Agostino proudly knows this: “All the bathers on the beach seemed to be watching, admiring his mother and envying him.”

But his pride and joy will soon disappear. When a tanned, dark-haired young man arrives on the scene, Agostino must accept being replaced as his mother’s boating companion. Jilted, Agostino joins a group of local boys—tough sons of boatmen and lifeguards—and their older leader, a Fagin-like character with six fingers on each hand.

Though repelled by these boys and their coarse ways, the effete Agostino is nonetheless irresistibly drawn to them, even as they snicker and force him to imagine what his mother and the young man might be doing on the boat.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: ALBERTO MORAVIA

Born Alberto Pincherle in Rome on November 28, 1907, Moravia—his pen name was linked to a family surname—became one of Europe’s most prominent twentieth-century writers. At his death in 1990, he was the most widely read Italian novelist and essayist of the century.

The son of a prosperous Jewish architect and painter and a Catholic princess, Moravia contracted tuberculosis at the age of eight and was bedridden for long stretches, spending two years in a sanatorium. Learning German, French, and English from governesses, he spent much of his solitude reading, devouring everything from Boccaccio to James Joyce.

“My education, my formal education that is, is practically nil,” Moravia once told an interviewer. “I have a grammar-school diploma, no more. Just nine years of schooling. I had to drop out because of tuberculosis of the bone. I spent, altogether, five years in bed with it, between the ages of nine and seventeen—till 1924.” By then, Mussolini had taken power in Italy.

Tuberculosis and Fascism, said Moravia, were the most important facts of his life. He began writing at the dawn of Fascist rule and in 1929 self-published a first novel, Gli indifferenti (The Time of Indifference), a story of moral decadence that became a sensation. Politically and sexually daring, his next two novels were censored or confiscated by the Fascists during the 1930s and placed on the Vatican’s Index of Forbidden Books.

In 1941, Moravia and his wife, the writer Elsa Morante, moved to the island of Capri, where he wrote Agostino in the space of a month. Rejected by Fascist censors, it went unpublished. When Moravia learned his name was on a list of subversives, he and Morante fled to the mountains near Fondi, south of Rome.

After Rome’s liberation in 1944, the couple returned to the city and Agostino was published in 1945. Moravia’s international reputation grew with a subsequent book, La Romana (1947), a provocative story of a prostitute entangled with the Fascists. Later translated as The Woman of Rome, it sold more than 1 million copies in the United States.

Moravia’s star continued to rise with Il conformista (The Conformist, 1951), his third novel. It told of a sadistic man who becomes a Fascist assassin while concealing his sexual orientation. A story collection, I racconti (Stories), won Italy’s prestigious Strega Prize in 1952. A few years later, Elsa Morante also won the Strega for L’isola di Arturo (Arturo’s Island, 1957). The couple separated in 1961 but never formally divorced.

Moravia’s fame grew as his books, including Agostino, were adapted to the screen in Italy and abroad. Based on his time in hiding, La ciociara was published in 1957 and filmed under its English title, Two Women, by director Vittorio De Sica; Sophia Loren won an Academy Award for her role in the 1961 film. In 1970, The Conformist was adapted and filmed by director Bernardo Bertolucci.

Nominated for the Nobel Prize fifteen times, Moravia never won. He continued to write well into the 1970s and 1980s, but his later works never equaled the earlier acclaim. In 1990, he was found dead, at age eighty-two, of an apparent heart attack in his Rome apartment.

WHY YOU SHOULD READ IT

A classic coming-of-age story, Agostino is both painful and candid. It peels back the moment when a young boy is forced—quite literally—to look at his mother, and all women, in a new light. “Like many a forlorn poet, the narrator suffers the afflictions of unrequited love,” translator Michael F. Moore wrote, “but the object of his affection, scandalously, is his mother. Rather than seek to elevate her, like Petrarch’s Laura, he is intent on debasing her, repeating like a mantra, ‘She’s only a woman.’ ”

I discovered the book after reading The Conformist and wished I had read Agostino first. Compressed into one hundred pages, Agostino’s story pulses with raw, erotic energy as it explores two fundamental themes of twentieth-century literature: social class and sexuality. Dispensing with academic and political jargon, Moravia delves into the realms of Marx and Freud, distilling philosophical ideas into a story of an affluent adolescent’s singular summer mixing with rough boys from the working class.

Moravia rejected the flowery style that dominated classical Italian fiction. His stark language and focus on social injustice and class distinctions herald what would become the signature of Italy’s postwar, neorealist filmmakers—Roberto Rossellini, Vittorio De Sica, and Luchino Visconti, among them—who depicted working-class Italy in bluntly unromantic terms.


WHAT TO READ NEXT


In a career spanning six decades, Alberto Moravia was prolific. He wrote many novels, short stories, and essays on politics and literature. But an ideal follow-up to Agostino is The Conformist. In fact, the teenage Agostino hints in some ways at Marcello, the character who is the “Conformist” of the title.

Opening around 1920, before Mussolini’s rise to power, the novel follows Marcello from his troubled youth, in which he goes from killing lizards and a cat to committing a more serious crime. From childhood, Marcello desires to feel “normal,” which he equates with behaving in conformity with other people.

After the Fascists take power in 1922, Marcello’s quest leads him to a post in Mussolini’s regime and then to an assignment to assassinate a former professor who opposes the Fascists. Marcello’s craving to conform through unquestioned loyalty to a ruthless leader and murderous cause is very much a story of our time.

Also worthy of attention are Moravia’s postwar novels The Woman of Rome, a complex story of characters, including a prostitute, who must deal with the Fascist regime, and Two Women, a wrenching tale of the horrors endured by a widowed shopkeeper and her daughter in the last days of the war.






Animal Farm: A Fairy Story

— 1945 —

George Orwell
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New York: Berkley, 2020; 75th Anniversary edition with a foreword by Ann Patchett, an introduction by Téa Obreht, and an afterword by Russell Baker; 97 pages

* Number 31 on the Modern Library list of 100 Best Novels *

* TIME: “All-TIME 100 Novels” *



FIRST LINES

Mr. Jones, of the Manor Farm, had locked the hen-houses for the night, but was too drunk to remember to shut the pop-holes. With the ring of light from his lantern dancing from side to side, he lurched across the yard, kicked off his boots at the back door, drew himself a last glass of beer from the barrel in the scullery, and made his way up to bed, where Mrs. Jones was already snoring.


PLOT SUMMARY


First things first. George Orwell may have subtitled his brief allegory A Fairy Story when it was published in England. But Animal Farm is assuredly NOT a children’s book. Unlike the barnyard paradise of Charlotte’s Web (see entry), Orwell’s “Fairy Story” depicts a barnyard hell.

The story is simple enough. At Manor Farm, the animals rise up to throw off their human overlords. “The Rebellion” comes after Old Major, a “majestic-looking pig,” asks the gathered animals, “Is it not crystal clear, then, comrades, that all the evils of this life of ours spring from the tyranny of human beings?”

But as suddenly as this uprising liberates the barnyard’s residents from their two-legged masters, the utopian ideal of “All animals are equal” is overturned. Under its new leaders, two pigs named Napoleon and Snowball, a new order prevails and a shifting set of commandments is posted. One of these reads:

ALL ANIMALS ARE EQUAL

BUT SOME ANIMALS ARE MORE EQUAL THAN OTHERS

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: GEORGE ORWELL

Very few novelists’ names become adjectives, as in “Orwellian.” Let’s agree that “Blairian” doesn’t have quite the same ring.

Born Eric Arthur Blair in British colonial India in 1903, George Orwell was the son of an official in the Opium Department of the civil service. He gained literary immortality under his chosen pen name: George for England’s patron saint and its king at the time and his surname derived from the river Orwell in East Anglia.

In 1911, at age eight, Eric Blair was sent to an English boarding school where, as a boy, he observed the sharp differences that class endowed and wealth ensured. He later remarked that his family was in the “lower-upper-middle class.”

With a scholarship, Blair finished his education at Eton, where Aldous Huxley was one of his masters. Too poor to attend university, Blair instead joined the Imperial Police and was assigned to Burma (now Myanmar).

While on leave in England in 1927, Blair chose not to return to Burma. He resigned from the police to pursue his dream of becoming a writer, moving to live among the working classes in East London and, for a time, Paris.

Under his pen name, Orwell’s nonfiction account of working as a penniless dishwasher was published in 1933 as Down and Out in Paris and London. It was followed by an autobiographical first novel, Burmese Days (1934), based on his unhappy time in the British colonial police. Two more novels followed and then Orwell went to reside with the destitute miners of northern England, an experience he described in another nonfiction work, The Road to Wigan Pier (1937).

By the time that book appeared, Orwell and his wife had joined an anti-Fascist militia after the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War in 1936. While fighting against Franco’s Fascists, Orwell was shot in the throat and nearly killed in 1937. He eventually left Spain over conflict within the anti-Fascist movement as the Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin set out to wrest control of all opposition to Franco’s forces. This experience led to Orwell’s nonfiction account of the war, Homage to Catalonia (1938), considered one of his best books. He was also left with a lifelong dread of communism, and in particular Stalinist communism.

Back in England during World War II, Orwell served in the Home Guard and continued to work as a journalist and broadcaster for the BBC. He also finished Animal Farm, which appeared in 1945 and was widely viewed as an anti-Stalinist allegory when it was published. Today Stalin is recognized as a genocidal dictator. But at the time, Orwell’s criticism of Stalin was controversial; the master of the Soviet Union was still viewed favorably as a crucial ally in the defeat of Hitler’s Germany, not as a murderous tyrant. Still, the book brought Orwell his first popular success.

In 1949, Nineteen Eighty-Four, Orwell’s dystopian masterpiece about a future world dominated by three constantly warring totalitarian states, was published, cementing Orwell’s reputation.

Since his death, it has been revealed that Orwell provided a list of names of supposed Soviet sympathizers to British government sources in the Cold War era. “The author of ‘1984’ maintained that he ‘named names’ not because of any private vendetta or opposition to dissent,” wrote Timothy Naftali in the New York Times, “but because totalitarianism posed a greater threat to liberty than providing information on those with a history of supporting the Soviet Union. This was a hard-won conviction, born of his experience with Stalinism in the Spanish Civil War.”

Orwell died on January 21, 1950, at age forty-six, of tuberculosis.

WHY YOU SHOULD READ IT

Orwell was devoted to British socialism and insisted, according to the New York Times columnist Russell Baker, “that he had no intention of damaging the ‘socialist’ cause.” But this cautionary story of the rebellion at Manor Farm unmistakably refers to the rise of the Soviet Union. It mirrors how Stalin ruthlessly consolidated his power over the Soviet Union following the Russian Revolution and the death of Lenin in 1924. Old Major stands in for Karl Marx, the German-born theoretician of communism, and Napoleon is Stalin. And the pig Snowball is modeled on Leon Trotsky, Stalin’s chief rival, who was first expelled from the Communist Party, later exiled, and then assassinated in Mexico City by a Soviet agent in 1940.

While its depiction of the ruthlessness with which the Russian Revolution was transformed into Stalin’s murderous regime is still significant, Animal Farm’s value as a piece of history is only a part of its genius. Orwell demonstrated more broadly and in the simplest terms how an idealistic movement is co-opted by a murderous strongman.

The techniques he described, in which truth, facts, reality, loyalty, and a communal spirit are turned upside-down, make Orwell’s “Fairy Story” a potent cautionary tale in our time. In an introduction to Animal Farm, novelist Téa Obreht—born in the former Yugoslavia—writes, “The notion that Western countries are clever and strong enough to both recognize and resist the grip of totalitarianism is a dangerous myth. A fairy story, if you will.”

WHAT TO READ NEXT

Published in 1949, Orwell’s dystopian masterpiece is Nineteen Eighty-Four. At more than three hundred pages, it was too long to place among these great short books. But this is a no-brainer if you haven’t read it yet. And if you last read Nineteen Eighty-Four in high school, it is well past time to reread it.

In it, Orwell describes a totalitarian world in which individuality is crushed by the Party and both history and language are strictly controlled to maintain the state’s total grip on the people. Both Animal Farm (#31) and Nineteen Eighty-Four (#13) were included in the Modern Library list of the 100 Best Novels of the twentieth century. Deservedly so.

Orwell’s three nonfiction books—Down and Out in Paris and London, The Road to Wigan Pier, and Homage to Catalonia—help seal his place as one of the most influential writers of modern times.

I can also recommend one of his essays, “Politics and the English Language.” In it, he wrote, “Modern English, especially written English, is full of bad habits which spread by imitation and which can be avoided if one is willing to take the necessary trouble.” Orwell’s essay formulated rules for writing that were not merely about points of literary style but reflected a route to better thinking—a defense against the authoritarianism that Orwell feared and opposed with his timeless literary crusade.






Another Brooklyn

— 2016 —

Jacqueline Woodson

[image: Image]


New York: Amistad, 2017; 175 pages



FIRST LINES

For a long time, my mother wasn’t dead yet. Mine could have been a more tragic story. My father could have given in to the bottle or the needle or a woman and left my brother and me to care for ourselves—or worse, in the care of New York City Children’s Services, where, my father said, there was seldom a happy ending. But this didn’t happen. I know now that what is tragic isn’t the moment. It is the memory.

PLOT SUMMARY

Set in Brooklyn in the 1970s, this is the poetic, elegiac story of the life stage in which the Woman emerges from the Girl-Child, an account of the perils and pressure of growing up in that chrysalis time of transformation.

It opens as August, an Ivy-educated anthropologist, returns to Brooklyn for her father’s funeral. As memory takes over, the story moves back to pre-gentrified Brooklyn in a time when white flight is ongoing and the streets are filled with young Black men whose experience in Vietnam has left them addicted—or otherwise damaged, like August’s father, who lost two fingers in the war.

In brief, verse-like vignettes, August recalls growing up without a mother against a backdrop of a neighborhood that is both vibrantly alive yet filled with threats: of men who lurk in corridors; of “Son of Sam,” the notorious mass killer who terrorizes the city; of the cheerleader forced to “go South” to have her baby. Facing the turmoil, August and her friends—Sylvia, Angela, and Gigi—aspire to futures that may seem out of reach. They share that link between teenage friends that seems unbreakable but will be tested by their sometimes-unforgiving world.

As August says, “Sylvia, Angela, Gigi, and I came together like a jazz improv—half notes tentatively moving toward one another until the ensemble found its footing and the music felt like it had always been playing.”

As she and her brother grow up, August also remembers leaving behind her mother and their Tennessee home. Brought to Brooklyn by their father as small children, August and her brother wait expectantly for her mother to join them. Will she come to Brooklyn? When?

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: JACQUELINE WOODSON

In her 2014 award-winning verse memoir Brown Girl Dreaming, Woodson poetically and poignantly described the details of her birth. She wrote of being born on February 12, 1963, in Columbus, Ohio, near the place where her great-great-grandparents were enslaved and worked the land, “unfree” and “unpaid.”

Transplanted from Ohio to South Carolina and then later to Brooklyn—where her character August lives—Woodson has emerged as one of the most critically acclaimed and best-selling authors of our time, with more than two dozen award-winning books and an impressive collection of accolades and prizes.

A four-time National Book Award finalist, a four-time Newbery Honor winner, a two-time NAACP Image Award Winner, and a two-time Coretta Scott King Award winner, Woodson received the National Book Award in 2014 for her best-selling memoir, Brown Girl Dreaming. In 2018, Woodson was appointed the National Ambassador for Young People’s Literature, a position created in 2008 by the Library of Congress.

In 2020, she was named a MacArthur Fellow—the so-called genius award. That same year, she received the Hans Christian Andersen Award, an international honor recognizing lifetime achievement given to authors and illustrators “whose complete works have made an important, lasting contribution to children’s literature.”

On her website, Woodson recalls the moment she knew she could achieve something:


I remember my fifth grade teacher, the way her eyes lit up when she said “This is really good.” The way I—the skinny girl in the back of the classroom who was always getting into trouble for talking or missed homework assignments—sat up a little straighter, folded my hands on the desks, smiled, and began to believe in me.



Raised in the Jehovah’s Witness faith, Woodson later broke with her family’s religious tradition. Eventually, she came out to them, telling an interviewer, “That kind of choice was not an option.” She lives in Brooklyn with her wife and their two children.


WHY YOU SHOULD READ IT


Read it for many reasons.

Read it because it is a compact but engrossing coming-of-age story that plumbs the painfully powerful pull of both family and future during that agonizing time when friendship seems to be the only thing that matters.

Read it because the transition to the adult world and the complexities of family, and sex, and identity are universal experiences. Despite differences in time, place, and race, everyone must make this passage.

Read it because Woodson’s novel is a haunting, lyrical work that strikes the many chords of memory, childhood, friendship, and family.

As an author who has written nonfiction for adults often read by younger readers and books for younger readers often read by adults, I believe the distinction between these two categories can be fuzzy—and misleading. “Young adult” once meant roughly twelve to eighteen. But that definition has evolved. That is one reason that so many young adult novels have recently crossed over to find adult readers. It is the same reason that books as diverse as A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, To Kill a Mockingbird, and The Catcher in the Rye—not originally written for young people—are now part of the modern student’s canon.

Another Brooklyn falls into this crossover category. Clearly aimed at an adult audience, it will attract younger readers, especially those who already know Woodson’s earlier work.

WHAT TO READ NEXT

Woodson’s most recent novel for adults, Red at the Bone, would make a good next choice. Published in 2019, it became a best seller and was named a New York Times “Notable Book of the Year.” Set in Brooklyn, it opens in 2001—some thirty years after the events in Another Brooklyn—and centers on two Black families who come together when Iris, a girl in high school, becomes pregnant by her boyfriend Aubrey.

Also try Woodson’s 2014 verse memoir, Brown Girl Dreaming, a signature achievement and winner of the National Book Award. Reviewing the book in the New York Times, Veronica Chambers wrote, “This is a book full of poems that cry out to be learned by heart. These are poems that will, for years to come, be stored in our bloodstream.”






The Awakening

— 1899 —

Kate Chopin
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New York: Signet Classics, 1976; edited with an introduction by Barbara H. Solomon and published as The Awakening and Selected Stories of Kate Chopin; 137 pages



FIRST LINES

A green and yellow parrot, which hung in a cage outside the door, kept repeating over and over:

“Allez vous-en! Allez vous-en! Sapristi!I That’s all right!”

He could speak a little Spanish, and also a language which nobody understood, unless it was the mocking-bird that hung on the other side of the door, whistling his fluty notes out upon the breeze with maddening persistence.


PLOT SUMMARY


If it does not already exist, we might label an entire literary genre “Dangerous Beach Holidays.” And I don’t mean Jaws.

Sun, sand, and surf can be far more threatening than sharks. And they are in Kate Chopin’s The Awakening. Published in 1899, this novel about a married woman dipping her toes into the waters of independence and infidelity is a nineteenth-century example of a distinct category that includes Agostino, Death in Venice, On Chesil Beach, and The Stranger (see entries).

The Awakening opens as twenty-eight-year-old Edna Pontellier summers with her two small boys on Grand Island, a seaside resort in the Gulf of Mexico. It is no spoiler to say that the exotic atmosphere of Gilded Age 1890s New Orleans is also key to the novel’s sensuous pull.

Married to a well-to-do businessman who leaves his family on Grand Island as he tends to his affairs and card games, Edna stands among literature’s unfulfilled women. Think Madame Bovary and Anna Karenina—but Edna is one of the earliest iterations of this fictional icon to have been written by a woman. “In short,” writes Chopin, “Mrs. Pontellier was not a mother-woman.”

When Robert Lebrun, a young man staying on the island, teaches Edna to swim, it is a liberating act. “She grew daring and reckless, overestimating her strength. She wanted to swim far out,” Chopin writes, “where no woman had swum before.”

Edna sketches and paints and contemplates having an affair—perhaps with Robert or another man once she has returned to New Orleans—and even leaving her family. As she dips her toes into the Gulf waters, “The voice of the sea is seductive;… the touch of the sea is sensuous.”

The question is: Will she take the plunge?


ABOUT THE AUTHOR: KATE CHOPIN


Catherine O’Flaherty was born on February 8, 1851, in St. Louis, to a mother of French descent and an Irish-born father. Raised in a slaveholding household, she spoke French and English, read widely, and attended a Catholic school under French nuns who provided girls with an elite education. Her father died when she was five when a railway bridge collapsed during a grand opening. A stepbrother fought in the Civil War with the Confederacy and died in a Union prison.

In 1870, she married Oscar Chopin, a Creole cotton merchant, and settled with him in New Orleans, giving birth to five sons and a daughter. When her husband’s business failed, the family moved to northern Louisiana, where Chopin learned more about the Creole culture that would flavor her works. Chopin found herself in difficult straits when Oscar died in 1882. She tried to manage his business, but it was burdened with too much debt.

Returning with her children to live with her mother in St. Louis, she began to write. By the late 1880s, she had successfully sold more than one hundred short stories to prominent magazines of the day like Vogue and the Atlantic Monthly. A first novel, At Fault (1890), received little attention. But two collections, Bayou Folk (1894) and A Night in Acadie (1897), were popular and won critical praise.

The reception to The Awakening was far less favorable. When the novel appeared, it was condemned as “unhealthy,” “sordid,” “vulgar,” and “poison.” The few reviews that recognized its literary merit could not rescue Chopin’s reputation. Although the book was chaste by later standards, the very ideas of extramarital sex and family abandonment were unacceptable concepts, especially as voiced by a female writer in Victorian America.

While never officially banned, the book was shunned by booksellers and the public, effectively ending Chopin’s career. Her publisher canceled a planned third collection of stories. While visiting the St. Louis World’s Fair, Chopin suffered a brain hemorrhage on August 20, 1904, dying two days later at age fifty-four.

WHY YOU SHOULD READ IT

The first question must always be, “Is it great?” If not, the second must be, “Is it important?”

To those questions, my answer is The Awakening is very good. It is also very significant. Chopin was ahead of her time, both as a literary stylist writing in the postbellum American South and as a woman novelist voicing discontent. Thirty years before Virginia Woolf published A Room of One’s Own, Chopin imagined a woman who wanted a house—and a life—of her own.

When it first appeared, The Awakening shocked reviewers and readers with its vision of a married woman contemplating the unthinkable—leaving her husband and children and embarking on an illicit liaison.

The Awakening eventually fell out of print and into obscurity, along with its author. However, in the late 1960s The Awakening was revived by a generation of readers and scholars who found in Kate Chopin a pioneering voice of early feminism. Her depiction of a woman having desires—artistic and sexual—beyond her role as wife and mother brought The Awakening wide readership as the feminist movement accelerated in the 1970s. A woman struggling with discontent and desire, Edna is a figure represented elsewhere in this collection in work by Natalia Ginzburg (The Dry Heart), Elena Ferrante (The Lost Daughter), Jenny Offill (Dept. of Speculation), and Leïla Slimani (The Perfect Nanny).

Reading The Awakening today raises another question. Written by a southern white woman in the late nineteenth century, the novel refers to its mostly nameless Black characters with cringe-worthy racial pejoratives. But are they disqualifying? When Black writers deploy similar language is that also problematic?

In Middle Passage (see entry), Charles Johnson also uses one of these words, and readers may have a different reaction. How do we judge writers of earlier eras in a time when sensitivity toward language has become paramount? In a nation in which freedom of expression is expressly guaranteed in the First Amendment, the chilling effect of sanctioning books and writers can cut in several directions.

The answer lies in what I would call discernment. We might wonder, here, if “offensive” or even “oppressive” language represents the views of the character or of the author. Is the author expressing an overtly racist personal perspective? It is fair to consider the time and place of the writing but also to read with sensitivity into an author’s intent—whether it is Kate Chopin, Mark Twain, or Charles Johnson. In some of her other works, Chopin dealt sympathetically with race and intermarriage. But it remains a fair, yet difficult, problem that calls for a judicious and open-minded reader.

One thing is certain. Chopin was a pioneer in American letters. Writing about her career, Barbara H. Solomon concluded, “Chopin, with the same kind of honesty she attributed to Edna, unflinchingly depicted her vision of the paradoxes, complexities, and conflicts of human experience, treating them as no one else had in American fiction.” Chopin’s life and impact were the subject of a largely admiring PBS documentary, Kate Chopin: A Re-Awakening, broadcast in 1999, on the hundredth anniversary of the publication of The Awakening.

WHAT TO READ NEXT

Chopin’s short stories are widely anthologized. They can be found collected in a single volume by the Library of America and in other published editions of The Awakening. Of these stories, “Désirée’s Baby” remains one of her most widely read pieces, according to the Kate Chopin International Society. Set before the Civil War and published in Vogue in 1893, it is about the birth of a child to a beautiful married woman who was herself a mysteriously abandoned orphan. This brief tale, with its “shock” ending, was certainly ahead of its time in exploring the complexity of racial fear and animus in nineteenth-century America.


	
I. “Get out! Get out! Damnation!”








The Ballad of the Sad Café

— 1951 —

Carson McCullers
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New York: Mariner Books, 2005; published in The Ballad of the Sad Café and Other Stories; 71 pages



FIRST LINES

The town itself is dreary; not much is there except the cotton mill, the two-room houses where the workers live, a few peach trees, a church with two colored windows, and a miserable main street only a hundred yards long. On Saturdays the tenants from the near-by farms come in for a day of talk and trade. Otherwise the town is lonesome, sad, and like a place that is far off and estranged from all other places in the world.

PLOT SUMMARY

In an isolated Georgia hamlet, Miss Amelia Evans is an overall-wearing, well-muscled woman who owns the town’s general store, makes moonshine, and also lends money. Her store is the center of the small town’s circumscribed life, which seems to proceed as if in a fairy tale when a hunchback with a suitcase turns up, claiming kinship with Miss Amelia. To the townsfolk’s amazement, she lets him drink from her flask and welcomes him.

When a group of men enters Miss Amelia’s store, they are stunned to see the hunchback, Cousin Lymon, now residing with Amelia. As the men gather, Miss Amelia delivers another shock. She had never allowed drinking inside her store. But now she goes to the kitchen and brings out bottles of her moonshine and two boxes of crackers, allowing the men to drink and eat.

And so is born Miss Amelia’s café, soon the heart of the town’s life, a place to gather “for the sake of pleasure.”

But the pleasure is short-lived. This brief idyll crumbles with the return of ex-convict Marvin Macy, Amelia’s former husband from a ten-day marriage. His homecoming will violently shatter the harmony and happiness that Amelia’s café had bestowed on the town.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: CARSON MCCULLERS

What a complicated life. It might be called “The Ballad of the Sad Author.”

Waiflike and boyish in photographs, Carson McCullers was born Lula Carson Smith on February 19, 1917, in Columbus, Georgia. In her teens, she decided to drop Lula and take the name Carson. “By the time I was six,” she later wrote, “I was sure that I was born a man.”

With hopes of becoming a concert pianist, she began studying the piano. But rheumatic fever left her unable to practice and she began instead to read voraciously. Given a typewriter, Carson was soon writing plays and stories.

At seventeen, she was given money for a voyage to New York, still intent on studying at the famed Juilliard School. But she lost the five hundred dollars she had carried with her and instead worked various jobs while taking creative writing classes at Columbia University and NYU.

When illness struck again, Carson returned to Georgia. While recuperating she spent time writing, and in 1936 her first short story was published. She was nineteen when “Wunderkind,” about a teenage violinist and a Jewish music teacher, appeared in Story magazine. Writer Sarah Schulman later commented that “it was here that McCullers began a lifelong investigation of Jews, blacks, the physically disabled and homosexuals as reflections of an overly self-aware adolescent girl stepping out of her own traditional gender role.”

In 1937, she married James Reeves McCullers Jr., an aspiring writer and soldier stationed in nearby Fort Benning; she was twenty, he was twenty-four. “From the beginning,” notes Carlos Dews, “the marriage was plagued by alcoholism, sexual ambivalence (both were bisexual), and Reeves’s envy of McCullers’s writing abilities.”

Based on an outline and six chapters of a novel, Carson McCullers received a five-hundred-dollar advance, and the couple later moved to New York when The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter was published in June 1940 to immediate success. She was twenty-three.

After Reeves McCullers forged some of her royalty checks, Carson McCullers divorced him in 1941. She later moved into a Brooklyn house rented by George Davis, a prominent literary editor, and shared with the British poet W. H. Auden and his lover. Known as “February House,” it emerged as a bohemian commune whose luminary residents included composer Benjamin Britten, the children of Thomas Mann, and poet Paul Bowles. Occasional visitors included Salvador Dalí. The house was underwritten by the famed Gypsy Rose Lee, the burlesque star who had literary aspirations and would become a love interest for McCullers.

It was here, after a night in a Brooklyn bar with Auden, that McCullers was inspired by a dwarf she had seen to write The Ballad of the Sad Café.

A second novel, Reflections in a Golden Eye, came next. First appearing in two installments in Harper’s Bazaar, it was published in book form in 1941. A complex exploration of infidelity, set on an army base, it met with mixed critical and commercial success. (It would be filmed in 1967 by legendary director John Huston, starring Marlon Brando and Elizabeth Taylor.)

Following a brief reconciliation, Reeves and Carson became involved in a complicated love triangle with a prominent and openly gay composer, David Diamond. This entanglement, a personal drama partly expressed in The Ballad of the Sad Café, was followed by their divorce. The novella appeared first in magazine installments in 1943 and was published in book form in 1951 in a collection with other stories.

McCullers next wrote The Member of the Wedding (1946), the story of Frankie Addams, a bored adolescent girl who wants to join her brother’s wedding as more than a bridesmaid. Playwright Tennessee Williams encouraged McCullers to write a theatrical adaptation, which opened in 1950. A commercial and critical success, it won the 1950 New York Drama Critics’ Circle Award for best American play.

In March 1945, Carson McCullers remarried Reeves, who had re-enlisted during World War II and been wounded on D-Day but continued fighting in France and Germany. After the war, while in France in the early 1950s, Reeves tried to convince Carson to commit suicide with him. Fearing for her life, Carson McCullers returned to the United States. Reeves McCullers committed suicide in a Paris hotel room in November 1953.

Troubled by illness much of her life, Carson McCullers was eventually bedridden after a series of debilitating strokes. Few of her later works equaled the critical or commercial acclaim of her earlier writing. She was sick and in decline when, on August 15, 1967, McCullers suffered another cerebral stroke. Comatose for forty-six days, she died in Nyack, New York, at the age of fifty on September 29, 1967.


WHY YOU SHOULD READ IT


Beneath its inventive charms and memorable characters, epitomizing what is called Southern Gothic, this novella explores the delicate matters of the heart—solitude, isolation, “otherness,” and desire—that are central to McCullers’s work. It contains this memorable insight into the pained nature of relationships:


First of all, love is a joint experience between two persons—but the fact that it is a joint experience does not mean that it is a similar experience to the two people involved. There are the lover and the beloved, but these two come from different countries.



Admiring the book as among the best of McCullers’s, critic Hilton Als of the New Yorker wrote of the book’s first lines, “This opening has the power of music, a prelude introducing the story’s themes: a far-off place, grief, estrangement from the self, dreams, isolation.”

In the end, its comic sensibility gives way to mournful, elegiac notes that linger long after this brief melody ends.

WHAT TO READ NEXT

A novella set on a peacetime army base, Reflections in a Golden Eye is a complete departure in tone and style from Ballad. I commend it as another short book, but a starkly different and disturbing account of sexual obsession, repressed sexuality, infidelity, and self-harm. It explores the isolation, loneliness, and desperation that animate much of the author’s work.

“Outsiderness was McCullers’s great theme,” comments writer Megan O’Grady, “one that’s inextricable from the quest for identity and self-definition, and while none of her protagonists were out of the closet, it’s hard to read her work now and not see queerness as a central part. It was her identification with people ill at ease in themselves that made them so relatable to so many.”

The much-loved novel The Member of the Wedding offers another shift in voice—a coming-of-age tale about a young girl who is in love with her brother and his wife-to-be.

Finally, The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter remains Carson McCullers’s most popular work and is number 17 on the Modern Library list of 100 Best Novels.

Also set in small-town Georgia, it explores the lives of four people—an adolescent girl with a passion for music, a socialist agitator, a black physician, and a widower who owns a café. Reviewing it at the time of publication, novelist Richard Wright (see entry) wrote:


To me, the most impressive aspect of The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter is the astonishing humanity that enables a white writer, for the first time in Southern fiction, to handle Negro characters with as much ease and justice as those of her own race. This cannot be accounted for stylistically or politically; it seems to stem from an attitude towards life which enables Miss McCullers to rise above the pressures of her environment and embrace white and black humanity in one sweep of apprehension and tenderness.








Big Boy Leaves Home

— 1938 —

Richard Wright
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New York: HarperCollins/Olive Editions, 2021; published in the collection Uncle Tom’s Children; with an introduction by Richard Yarborough; 50 pages; originally published in 1938



FIRST LINES

Yo mama don wear no drawers…

Clearly, the voice rose out of the woods, and died away. Like an echo another voice caught it up:

Ah seena when she pulled em off…

Another, shrill, cracking, adolescent:

N she washed ’em in alcohol…

Then a quartet of voices, blending in harmony, floated high above the tree tops:

N she hung ’em out in the hall…

Laughing easily, four black boys came out of the woods into cleared pasture. They walked lollingly in bare feet, beating tangled vines and bushes with long sticks.

PLOT SUMMARY

In the Jim Crow South, four young Black friends have cut school and walk boldly through a white farmer’s woods, aware of the danger if they are caught. Taunting one another, full of boyish bravado, they eventually strip down in the heat of the day and jump into a swimming hole.

Suddenly, a young white woman appears. As the naked boys scramble to retrieve their clothes, she screams. They hear the crack of a shot. One body falls. A man in a soldier’s uniform appears with a rifle and the scene quickly escalates as Big Boy, strongest and largest of the four, grabs for the weapon. The instant of murderous violence that follows will force Big Boy’s parents to make a fateful decision, certain that a lynch mob will soon be hunting their child.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: RICHARD WRIGHT

One of the most influential American writers of the last century, Richard Wright was born on September 4, 1908, on a Mississippi plantation, to a sharecropper father and a schoolteacher mother. His grandfathers, both born enslaved, had won emancipation fighting for the Union in the Civil War. When Wright was six, his father deserted the family and Wright’s mother moved to Natchez, Mississippi, where she took menial jobs. After she was felled by a stroke when Wright was ten, he went to live with his grandmother, a strict Seventh-day Adventist, in Jackson, Mississippi.

A gifted student, at age fifteen Wright had published a story—now lost—“The Voodoo of Hell’s Half-Acre,” in Jackson’s Southern Register, a Black newspaper. He was forced to drop out of high school to find work and he took jobs as a porter and bellhop, always facing the threat of racist violence. To use the local library, he had to forge letters pretending that he was checking out books for a white man. But he discovered the work of journalist and cultural critic H. L. Mencken and was profoundly influenced by Mencken’s style and withering assault on an anti-intellectual American society including the “low-down politicians, prehensile town boomers, ignorant hedge preachers, and other such vermin” that accepted and celebrated lynching. “He was using words as a weapon,” Wright later wrote, “using them as one would use a club…. Then, maybe, perhaps I could use them as a weapon?”

At nineteen, Wright moved to Chicago in 1927, where he lived for the next decade, working at a succession of humble jobs: porter, busboy, and post office clerk. During the Great Depression, Chicago was a center of left-wing politics and Wright met a group of radical workers. He joined the John Reed Club, a group of communist writers and artists, and by 1933 had joined the Communist Party. Soon after, his poems and writing began to appear in leftist publications such as Left Front and New Masses, where he published his first article about boxer Joe Louis. He also worked as a college campus communist organizer and as a reporter for the Daily Worker.

In 1935, Wright joined the Federal Writers’ Project, a New Deal program to provide work to writers during the Depression by creating city and state guidebooks that collected folklore and oral history. Its projects included the landmark oral history project “Born in Slavery,” which included more than twenty-three hundred firsthand accounts of formerly enslaved people. Wright contributed to the guidebooks the project was creating and acted as a supervisor as well. The government work also permitted him to continue his own creative work. Leaving Chicago for Harlem in 1937, he again worked with the Federal Writers’ Project and came into contact with other Black writers including Ralph Ellison and a young James Baldwin (see entry).

During this time, Wright unsuccessfully sought to sell a first novel (published posthumously in 1963 as Lawd Today). But Big Boy Leaves Home appeared in an anthology of Black fiction in 1936 and another prizewinning piece, “Fire and Cloud,” appeared in Story magazine two years later. These and other novellas were collected in Uncle Tom’s Children (1938), winning Wright immediate critical renown. In 1940, Uncle Tom’s Children was reissued with “The Ethics of Living Jim Crow,” a stark autobiographical essay underscoring the indignities and violence that Black Americans confronted daily.

Awarded a Guggenheim Fellowship, Wright was able to complete Native Son, his first published novel. Released in 1940, it was a landmark work of fiction about Bigger Thomas, a young man growing up in Chicago’s Depression-era poverty. A critical sensation, it was chosen as Main Selection by the powerful Book-of-the-Month Club—which demanded the deletion of scenes of masturbation and interracial sex—a major commercial breakthrough for Wright. (Zora Neale Hurston’s first novel, Jonah’s Gourd Vine, had earlier been an alternate selection of the book club.) Native Son became the first best seller by a Black writer and was later adapted for Broadway, directed by Orson Welles.

After a brief marriage to ballet dancer and dance teacher Dhimah Rose Meidman in 1939, Wright wed Ellen Poplowitz, a Communist Party member, in 1941. After the birth of their first daughter, Julia, they moved into the Brooklyn home of influential editor George Davis. The large house had become an international literary and artistic commune, with residents including W. H. Auden and Carson McCullers (see entry), whose first novel, The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, Wright had reviewed admiringly before their meeting. By then, a disillusioned Wright had left the Communist Party, rejecting its orthodoxy and the Stalinist purges; a 1944 essay, “I Tried to Be a Communist,” which appeared in the Atlantic Monthly, was later published in a 1949 collection called The God That Failed.

Wright’s next book was the memoir Black Boy, published in 1945. Selected again by the Book-of-the-Month Club, it remained on the best-seller list for the larger part of that year. But despite Wright’s growing fame and success, he was dismayed by the persistent discrimination he and his white wife faced. With the assistance of Gertrude Stein, the thirty-eight-year-old Wright moved his family to Paris in 1946, where a second daughter, Rachel, was born. Richard Wright never returned to America.

Wright found both literary celebrity and acceptance in the French intellectual circle of Camus, Sartre, and Simone de Beauvoir. But over time, he lost much of his American audience. His fellow expatriate James Baldwin later criticized Wright in “Everybody’s Protest Novel” and “Many Thousands Gone,” essays collected in Baldwin’s 1955 Notes of a Native Son, which attacked Native Son as confirming racist stereotypes of Black people. It ended their friendship.

Three of Wright’s novels written in France—The Outsider (1953), Savage Holiday (1954), and The Long Dream (1958)—explored existential themes and were more successful overseas than in the United States. His other books of reportage, political commentary, and autobiography were largely overlooked in the United States. Richard Wright died of a heart attack in Paris on November 28, 1960, at the age of fifty-two.
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