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    Introduction

   





   

    

     T

    his book is for people who, like ourselves, believe in culture—in its existence and commercial value. It is for people who still believe in the “canon,” that great body of learning and literature that has guided study and cultural debate for the last couple of thousand years. The canon has come under fire recently as the tired legacy of a small clique of dead white European males, most of whom rarely bathed and suffered from terrible gum disease. This is a book for those who disagree, those who strongly believe that Hegel remains as incomprehensible today as he was two centuries ago, and that Shakespeare is still as rewarding and relevant as SpongeBob.


   This is also a book for scholars, students, and all those who have chosen to dedicate their existence to intellectual pursuits in a deeply anti-intellectual age. As professors writing about the rewards of learning, we hope to show that there is more to life than generous remuneration, social prestige, political power, erotic adventure, and basic happiness.


   And yet, this is a book of modest ambition. Long ago we realized that we could not single-handedly reverse civilization’s inexorable decline. We could, though, contribute to it. This is the path we have chosen. If we cannot revive the life of the mind from its increasingly vegetative state, then at least we could put a smile on the patient’s face.








    

     Part One

    


    

     Bibliomania

    


   





    

     

      Literary Mergers

     


    


   

    

     T

    he international merger is now all the rage in global economic circles, with trillions of dollars in corporate betrothals announced each year. The book trade has hardly been immune to this trend, as many of the leading names in U.S. publishing now find themselves in mixed (and sometimes shotgun) marriages. While these giant international corporations initially pledged independence to their American subsidiaries, recently the industry has been rocked by the announcement that a number of publishers, in an effort to downsize their lists and attract new readers, have decided to extend their merge-mania to books themselves. This unprecedented decision promises to produce the first truly global literature. Here, then, is a sneak preview of Crown-Bertelsmann-Gallimard’s catalog for its new “Books without Borders” series:


   


   

    Moby Shtick . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .


   Melville’s famous, though often ponderous, novel gains new narrative verve through this audacious merger with the fiction of Isaac Bashevis Singer. Gone is the dour and monomaniacal Ahab. In his place we learn to love the fumbling, but well-meaning, Captain Gimpel, perhaps the greatest kvetcher in seagoing literature, who struggles valiantly, if conflictedly, to turn the Great White Whale into the most plentiful portion of gefilte fish the world has ever seen. (Illustrations by Leonard Baskin.)


   


   

    Huckleberry Faust . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .


   This book brings together Twain’s beloved “sivilized” boy and Goethe’s spirit of eternal negation. Together Huck, Jim, and Mephistopheles make an unbeatable team, as they pull off some of the most outrageous pranks in the annals of the picaresque novel (including the transformation of Aunt Sally into a poodle)! “You’ll laugh out loud as Huck tries to pull the devil’s tail out from under the darkest character in world literature” (Kirkus Reviews.)


   


   

    The Old Man and the Flea . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .


   Hemingway’s classic, as seen through a mirror Kafkaesquely. We find the protagonist wrestling, now not with a marlin but—yet more symbolically still—with a flea. The tension of the narrative and the grandeur of its hero are in no way dimmed, yet the subtle shift creates a novella with a distinctly absurdist, and so European, flavor.


   


   

    The Fullback of Notre Dame . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .


   Victor Hugo, the most redoubtable French novelist of nineteenth century letters (hélas), joins forces with Don DeLillo, the master of black humor, whose first novel, End Zone, remains the greatest literary examination to date of the forward pass. Together they tell the story of Quasimodo, the Hunchback of South Bend, the heartrending figure whose deformity turns out to be a formidable asset on the gridiron. Throwing blocks that pave the way for halfback Claude (“Moose”) Frollo’s runs for glory, Quasimodo tries to win the heart of Esmeralda, the bubbly cheerleader and one of the Midwest’s most radical party animals.


   


   

    Thatcher in the Rye . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .


   In this sparkling merger of Salinger’s seminal tale of adolescence with Martin Amis’s Money, Holden Caulfield decides to sell out big time and throw himself into the world of the phonies. Armed with a B.A. in Semiotics from Brown, Holden heads to London, where a PR job with Saatchi & Saatchi has him running an ad campaign for an unprecedented re-election bid by the Iron Lady. Read on as Holden pawns his brother’s mitt to support his coke habit, and as he and sister Phoebe, now a supermodel with a serious eating disorder, rewrite the rules of the London club scene.


   


   

    The Red and the African-American . . . . . . . . . . . . .


   This inspired melding of Stendhal and Toni Morrison brilliantly adds new relevance to the story of Julien “Honeyboy” Sorel, an aspiring black jazz drummer and communist who finds himself on death row in Louisiana, wrongfully convicted of shooting his white bourgeois girlfriend. This terrifying tableau of race relations also provides an insightful analysis of the lingering influence of the Napoleonic Code on twentieth-century New Orleans music.


   


   

    To the White House . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .


   Virginia Woolf meets Richard Caro. Here the memorable portrait of the Ramsay family during their visits to a gale-buffeted vacation house off the Atlantic is replaced by an equally penetrating analysis of love, loss, and struggle—but now focused on the First Family, as the (quasi-fictionalized) President seeks re-election and his family’s lives are tossed about by the winds of Washington politics.


   


   

    Off the Road

   


   A skillful combination of Kerouac’s Beat novel with Jean-Paul Sartre’s No Exit, in which Dean Moriarty hits the road—and is mysteriously never able to get off. The irrepressible antihero becomes increasingly frustrated as he tries in vain to find an exit ramp that will lead him to the girls, drugs, and jazz he longs for.


   


   

    As I Lay Frying . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .


   Is Dante’s Inferno right underneath Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha County? Such is the bold premise of this sparkling merger of two bona fide classics. The Bundren clan’s struggle to bury Addie takes on a new poignancy as the family finds its beloved Ma heading literally straight to Hell. Can a rickety wagon led by a tired mare make its way through the nine circles of the Underworld?


   


   

    Madame Gatsby . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .


   At last, an upbeat ending for two of the great tragedies in modern literature! Relieved of the tedium of Rouen, Emma Bovary finds happiness on the North Shore of Long Island, while Jay Gatsby finds the woman of his dreams—a self-taught interior decorator with a genuine French accent. This splendid hybrid tells the story of Jay and Emma’s romance, from their first meeting in a Parisian fabric shop, through their coy banter about Jay’s shirts, to their amorous trysts in Gatsby’s yellow Rolls. Great Neck has never been so romantic.








    

     How to Write a
Crossover Bestseller


    


   

    

     W

    e all know the difficult moment. Your book is hot off the academic press, and you nervously sneak a peak at its listing on Amazon or barnesandnoble.com. A bolt of hot, wild elation strikes you as you notice the improbably high number next to your humble scholarly title: 673,248. In the next instant, shock and disappointment set in as you recall that the number corresponds to sales rank, not total sales. Briefly you contemplate this figure. Can 673,247 books really be selling more briskly than your title? You examine Books in Print, and glumly note that the tome lists only 250,000 titles. Over the next several days, indulging a masochistic impulse, you continue to consult the sales rank of what consumed the last eight years of your life. It doesn’t change. Holding steady at least, you think. Then, perhaps a week later, you notice that it’s jumped a half-million spots to 145,683. Wow, people are snapping it up! Then comes the message from your mother that she ordered a copy for her senior center.


   Every now and again, however, an academic title breaks through to bestsellerdom. Recently, Stephen Wolfram’s doorstop, A New Kind of Science, made it to the top of both nonfiction and children’s picture book bestseller lists. And perhaps the most spectacular example of the successful crossover in recent times remains Stephen Hawking’s A Brief History of Time, which sold an astonishing two million copies in its hardbound edition alone and was translated into all the world’s major languages. What made this publishing feat all the more remarkable was the fact that not a single purchaser of Hawking’s work managed to finish the dense and frankly incomprehensible book. (In fact, most lay readers didn’t survive the Introduction.)


   The strange truth, however, is that Wolfram’s and Hawking’s books succeeded not despite but because of their profound obscurity. In this crucial regard, they provide an invaluable template for turning unfathomable scholarly texts into international publishing sensations.


   First, publishing success requires authorial gumption and editorial savvy. Let’s begin with the title. The title is critical—at least as important as the book’s subject matter. A Brief History of Time provides a nice example of a clever, easily marketable title. Unfortunately such creative naming is difficult to emulate; most professors would be hard-pressed to come up with anything catchier than Taxonomy of Fungi Imperfecti.


   Fortunately, we have identified two foolproof models for titular success. The first follows the form of Blank’s Blank, in which Blank #1 requires a proper name, presumably of a famous scientist, writer, or general celebrity; and Blank #2 requires a noun, ideally denoting a concrete object not commonly associated with the first noun. Wittgenstein’s Poker is an excellent example of this approach, though we could cite any number of recent books that follow this model, some potently alliterative, others simply intriguing: Leonardo’s Laptop, Kepler’s Conjecture, Beethoven’s Anvil, Schopenhauer’s Telescope, Mendeleyev’s Dream, Darwin’s Blind Spot, Napoleon’s Buttons. Despite the popularity of this naming strategy, many winning combinations remain for the taking for the enterprising academic: Kant’s Concubine, Hegel’s Hula Hoop, Dante’s Dentures, Newton’s Fig, Heidegger’s Stand-up Routine, Nietzsche’s Eczema. And so on.


   The second fail-safe title template is of the form The Blank of the Blank, in which Blank #1 takes a name for a feature, trait, characteristic, or part of what gets named in Blank #2, which should be a noun commonly referring to a species, in particular of bird. Here the obvious examples include such bestsellers as The Beak of the Finch, The Song of the Dodo, and The Eye of the Albatross, though, again, the possibilities are endless. Consider such sure winners as The Buff of the Hermit Thrush, The Gullet of the Gull, The Breast of the Titmouse, The Wing Bar of the Eastern Wood Pewee, and The Lower Mandible of the Semipalmated Sandpiper. We are confident that this approach can be successfully applied even to nonavian species. The possibilities are literally inexhaustible and we leave it to your imagination.


   After the title, the subject matter is perhaps the most important choice. Here, again, we take our instruction from Wolfram and Hawking: the more recondite, obscure, and incomprehensible the topic, the better. Experience tells us that it’s hard to go wrong with any book about superstrings, Riemannian geometry, quantum computing, primordial nucleosynthesis, gluons and bosons, and space-time in general (its rending, deformation, or crumpling, in particular).


   Next, of course, comes the question of style. One point here is critical: don’t commit the beginner’s mistake of trying to make your subject matter understandable to your reader. Remember: you barely understand your subject yourself. Your readers don’t have a prayer of understanding anything you’re talking about. Lest you feel queasy about penning words that people will stare at blankly, bear in mind that your readers aren’t buying your book for edification. Either they simply want to be seen owning it (the Coffee Table Effect), or they want to mouth gibberish about the cosmos at a cocktail party (so-called Hapless Cosmos Chatter).


   It is important, then, that your style be breezy, conversational, and seemingly straightforward, while at the same time that you don’t soft-pedal the impenetrable difficulty of your central ideas. To this end, always introduce a fresh idea or topic with a casual, easily grasped analogy. Consider the following example:


   

    So far we’ve seen that our universe is a good deal more complicated than the ancient Egyptians thought. In fact, until recently, very few scientists had given any thought to the topological implications of multidimensional supersymmetry. To understand this exciting idea, let’s imagine that we’ve gone into a Dunkin’ Donuts for breakfast. There we order a piping-hot coffee, a glass of juice, and a fresh doughnut. To make things really concrete, let’s say that we order a chocolate sugar-glazed doughnut with a neat hole in the middle (this will be important), black coffee, and a large orange juice (this will not be important). Now imagine that we dunk our doughnut into the coffee. What will happen? Well, unless we’re quick enough, the coffee-sodden portion of the doughnut will drop off and fall into the coffee, bob on the increasingly oily surface of the liquid, and then sink to the bottom and dissolve into a disgusting mess. Now that’s just the idea behind Calabi-Yau’s conception of geometric supersymmetry!


   


   This passage, from a soon-to-be-published work by the present authors, does everything right: it presents a big idea through an easily digestible analogy, which creates, in the reader’s mind, the fleeting illusion of illumination.


   We have now discussed title, subject matter, and style. You may be wondering what advice we have to give about content. After all, you might be thinking, shouldn’t what you have to say be as important as how you say it or package it? How touchingly naïve.


   Obviously not every book on holographic determinism or the scales of the mummichog can race to the top of the bestseller list. But by following the simple advice we’ve outlined here, you’re sure to be pleasantly surprised the next time you consult your Amazon sales rank. In the meantime, be on the lookout for our forthcoming Freud’s Fruit: The Wattle of Wien (Simon & Schuster). Merry writing!
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      NOVEL AWARDS

     


    


   

    

     W

    hile the Motion Picture Academy gives out dozens of awards at its annual extravaganza, the National Book Foundation—which bestows the National Book Award—offers only four prizes: for fiction, nonfiction, poetry, and young people’s literature. We propose, then, the following categories and nominations in the interest of celebrating more aggressively the achievements of writers.


   


   

    BEST MALE PROTAGONIST—HERO

   


   Odysseus, The Odyssey


   Mr. Darcy, Pride and Prejudice


   Mr. Rochester, Jane Eyre


   Harry Potter, Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone


   


   

    BEST MALE PROTAGONIST—ANTIHERO

   


   Werther, The Sorrow of Young Werther


   Raskolnikov, Crime and Punishment


   Geoffrey Firmin, Under the Volcano


   Satan, Paradise Lost


   


   

    BEST MALE PROTAGONIST—ANTIANTIHERO

   


   Leopold Bloom, Ulysses


   The Underground Man, Notes from the Underground


   Lemuel Gulliver, Gulliver’s Travels


   Mr. Toad, The Wind in the Willows


   


   

    BEST FEMALE PRORAGONIST—DOOMED

   


   Emma Bovary, Madame Bovary


   Anna Karenina, Anna Karenina


   Lily Bart, House of Mirth


   Antigone, Antigone


   


   

    BEST FEMALE PROTAGONIST—
SURVIVED BUT CHASTENED

   


   Katherine, The Taming of the Shrew


   Hester Prynne, The Scarlet Letter


   Lydia Bennet, Pride and Prejudice


   Black Beauty, Black Beauty


   


   

    BEST FEMALE PROTAGONIST—
SURVIVED AND RESPLENDENT

   


   Jane Eyre, Jane Eyre


   Emma, Emma


   Isabel Archer, The Portrait of a Lady


   The Wife of Bath, The Canterbury Tales


   


   

    BEST SUPPORTING CHARACTER

   


   Sancho Panza, Don Quixote


   Dr. Jekyll, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde


   Dr. Watson, The Sign of the Four


   Piglet, Now We Are Six


   


   

    BEST LOATHSOME CHARACTER

   


   Mickey Sabbath, Sabbath’s Theater


   Mrs. Danvers, Rebecca


   Claggart, Billy Budd


   Voldemort, Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets


   


   

    BEST LOATHSOME CHARACTER WHOM
WE LOVE in SPITE OF OURSELVES

   


   Ebenezer Scrooge, A Christmas Carol


   Oskar, The Tin Drum


   Richard III, Richard III


   God, The Old Testament


   


   

    BEST NARRATOR—OMNISCIENT

   


   

    War and Peace

   


   

    Mrs. Dalloway

   


   

    Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban

   


   

    The Bible

   


   


   

    BEST NARRATOR—UNRELIABLE

   


   John Dowell, The Good Soldier


   Ishmael, Moby Dick


   Huck Finn, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn


   The Madman, Diary of a Madman


   


   

    BEST NOVEL

   


   

    Moby Dick, Herman Melville


   

    Sentimental Education, Gustave Flaubert


   

    Anna Karenina, Leo Tolstoy


   

    Pride and Prejudice, Jane Austen


   

    The Brothers Karamazov, Fyodor Dostoyevsky


   


   

    BEST NOVEL UNFINISHED BY AUTHOR

   


   

    The Man without Qualities, Robert Musil


   

    The Trial, Franz Kafka


   

    The Castle, Franz Kafka


   

    Amerika, Franz Kafka


   


   

    BEST NOVEL UNFINISHABLE BY READER

   


   

    Infinite Jest, David Foster Wallace


   

    Mason & Dixon, Thomas Pynchon


   

    Finnegans Wake, James Joyce


   

    Remembrance of Things Past, Marcel Proust


   


   

    BEST NOVEL without PARAGRAPHS

   


   

    Austerlitz, W. G. Sebald


   

    Correction, Thomas Bernhard


   

    The Unnamable, Samuel Beckett


   

    The Old Testament

   


   


   

    BEST NOVEL MISSING THE LETTER “E”

   


   

    A Void, Georges Perec


   


   

    BEST NOVEL—ADAPTATION

   


   

    Ulysses, James Joyce


   

    Bridget Jones’ Diary, Helen Fielding


   

    A Thousand Acres, Jane Smiley


   

    While England Sleeps, David Leavitt


   


   

    BEST SOUND TRACK

   


   

    Krapp’s Last Tape, Samuel Beckett


   

    The Crying of Lot 49, Thomas Pynchon


   

    Corelli’s Mandolin, Louis de Bernières


   

    Dr. Faustus, Christopher Marlowe


   


   

    BEST EDITING

   


   Maxwell Perkins for Look Homeward, Angel


   Robert Gottlieb for Catch-22


   Gordon Lish for What We Talk about When We Talk about Love


   Pharisees for The Bible


   


   

    BEST COSTUMES

   


   

    Vanity Fair, William Makepeace Thackeray


   

    The Great Gatsby, F. Scott Fitzgerald


   

    American Psycho, Bret Easton Ellis


   

    Paradise Lost, John Milton


   


   

    BEST SPECIAL EFFECTS

   


   

    Naked Lunch, William S. Burroughs


   

    The Metamorphosis, Franz Kafka


   

    The Book of Genesis

   


   

    One Hundred Years of Solitude, Gabriel García Márquez


   

    Inferno, Dante Alighieri


   


   

    LIFETIME ACHIEVEMENT AWARD

   


   Henry James


   Jane Austen


   Charles Dickens


   William Shakespeare


   Homer








    

     

      Happiness: A Personal Ordeal

     


    


   (An Interview with Booknotes’ Brian Lamb)


   

    Brian Lamb: Our guest this evening is Henry “Chip” Singer, author of the bestselling memoir Happiness: A Personal Ordeal, in which Singer describes how he was able to surmount a joyful childhood and sunny disposition, and, against all odds, win his way through to a successful literary career. Welcome to the show, Chip.


   

    Chip Singer: It’s a pleasure to be here.


   

    

     	

      

       BL:

      


     

     	 

     	

      When I think of all the things you’ve been blessed with—two successful and loving parents, an affluent upbringing in an award-winning house, doting grandparents, adoring siblings, and supportive teachers—it strikes me as nothing short of miraculous that you’ve made it as a writer.


     

    


    

     	

      

       CS:

      


     

     	 

     	

      Well, it’s been a strange trip.


     

    


    

     	

      

       BL:

      


     

     	 

     	

      In the first chapter you describe your parents.


     

    


    

     	

      

       CS:

      


     

     	 

     	

      Yes. My father was a highly successful businessman. For years, he ran a large drug company, which he inherited from my grandfather. At the same time, he loved music and the arts. On Friday nights we’d play string quartets together, and Sundays we’d drive out to Westchester to paint landscapes.


     

    


    

     	

      

       BL:

      


     

     	 

     	

      He was also an avid sportsman.


     

    


    

     	

      

       CS:

      


     

     	 

     	

      He won the Class A golf championship at our country club five years in a row, and coached my Little League team to the state championship. But at the same time, he taught us always to respect life’s losers.


     

    


    

     	

      

       BL:

      


     

     	 

     	

      He believed in giving something back.


     

    


    

     	

      

       CS:

      


     

     	 

     	

      Absolutely. As a child, my father was blessed with robust health, but once he had a bad case of strep. He learned firsthand the power of prescription drugs to clear up infections. Running a multinational pharmaceutical concern was his way of saying thanks.


     

    


    

     	

      

       BL:

      


     

     	 

     	

      But he never let business interfere with parenting.


     

    


    

     	

      

       CS:

      


     

     	 

     	

      He was a remarkable man and father. Though his work took him literally around the globe, he was never late for dinner. Maybe once because of a blizzard at Kennedy.


     

    


    

     	

      

       BL:

      


     

     	 

     	

      What was it like having a brain surgeon for a mother?


     

    


    

     	

      

       CS:

      


     

     	 

     	

      It was very comforting, knowing that if—God forbid—one of us had a nasty tumble, Mom could put things together again.


     

    


    

     	

      

       BL:

      


     

     	 

     	

      Once your younger sister needed stitches.


     

    


    

     	

      

       CS:

      


     

     	 

     	

      That’s right. Seven.


     

    


    

     	

      

       BL:

      


     

     	 

     	

      How did your mother balance her medical career and mothering?


     

    


    

     	

      

       CS:

      


     

     	 

     	

      Effortlessly, it seemed. She always said that she found performing neurosurgery and being a mom equally rewarding. She used to read to my sisters and me and give us our voice lessons while still in surgical scrubs. And I used to love to watch her cook—you should have seen her slice carrots and carve the meat!


     

    


    

     	

      

       BL:

      


     

     	 

     	

      I wonder if you could read to us from the beginning of Chapter Four.


     

    


    

     	

      

       CS:

      


     

     	 

     	

      Certainly. Shortly before my tenth birthday, my family moved from our sprawling ranch in Great Neck to a shorefront estate in Sand’s Point. My new bedroom was very large and commanded a beautiful view of the Long Island Sound. During the day, I could see sailboats, and at night, the lights of the Throg’s Neck Bridge. After school, I played soccer with friends and did my homework.


     

    


    

     	

      

       BL:

      


     

     	 

     	

      Yet as you grew up, there was occasional discord.


     

    


    

     	

      

       CS:

      


     

     	 

     	

      Right. When it came time to choose a college, my father desperately wanted me to go to Princeton. He had gone there, as had my grandfather and my great-grandfather. My mom, though, came from a Harvard family.


     

    


    

     	

      

       BL:

      


     

     	 

     	

      So you worked out a compromise.


     

    


    

     	

      

       CS:

      


     

     	 

     	

      I went to college at Princeton, and got my JD and MBA from Harvard.


     

    


    

     	

      

       BL:

      


     

     	 

     	

      When did you decide to become a writer?


     

    


    

     	

      

       CS:

      


     

     	 

     	

      I read The Catcher in the Rye in seventh grade—that’s when I knew.


     

    


    

     	

      

       BL:

      


     

     	 

     	

      But you also knew from early on that it would be an uphill struggle. Tracing your family tree back several generations, you couldn’t find any cases of mental illness, alcoholism, or physical abuse.


     

    


    

     	

      

       CS:

      


     

     	 

     	

      My father’s great-aunt was known as Weepy Clara, but that’s about all I was able to uncover.


     

    


    

     	

      

       BL:

      


     

     	 

     	

      Tell us what almost happened on New Year’s Eve, 1981.


     

    


    

     	

      

       CS:

      


     

     	 

     	

      My parents had gone out to a party. My sisters and I were watching Times Square on the TV in the den. Mom and Dad had said they’d be back by midnight so we could all celebrate together, but the ball dropped and they still hadn’t come home. Then suddenly, the front door burst open. A man stumbled in, cursing wildly, knocking over furniture. For a second, I thought it was my father, drunk. In the next instant, I realized it was our neighbor, Mr. Crowley. My parents had brought him home because they didn’t want him driving alone. My sister giggled when Mr. Crowley stumbled over a chair, but Dad told us to be compassionate because Mr. Crowley and Mrs. Crowley had recently separated and his business was now failing. The next morning we all had pancakes.


     

    


    

     	

      

       BL:

      


     

     	 

     	

      It was in high school that you started writing in earnest.


     

    


    

     	

      

       CS:

      


     

     	 

     	

      My first story was about a boy and his golden retriever. After the dog takes “Best in Show” at the Westminster Kennel Club, a tumor is discovered on his front paw. It ends up being benign, but the dog is never able to show again. It was very much the work of a novice.


     

    


    

     	

      

       BL:

      


     

     	 

     	

      At Princeton you tried compensating for this absence of material.


     

    


    

     	

      

       CS:

      


     

     	 

     	

      Yes, I told my roommates that my mother was a Vegas hooker, and that my father had been assassinated running drugs in Colombia.


     

    


    

     	

      

       BL:

      


     

     	 

     	

      How did your parents respond when they found out?


     

    


    

     	

      

       CS:

      


     

     	 

     	

      With genuine bafflement, intelligent guidance, and loving support.


     

    


    

     	

      

       BL:

      


     

     	 

     	

      You continued to write throughout college and law school.


     

    


    

     	

      

       CS:

      


     

     	 

     	

      I wrote dozens of stories and even tried my hand at novels. But they were all awful, without exception. At the time, my favorite authors were Céline, Dostoyevsky, Strindberg, and Kafka. But every time I tried to write a dark, edgy piece of fiction, my characters would rebel against their fate. All my stories would end with my characters happily reconciled, sharing a home-baked cheesecake.


     

    


    

     	

      

       BL:

      


     

     	 

     	

      When did you realize that there is a place for happiness in literature?


     

    


    

     	

      

       CS:

      


     

     	 

     	

      I think it was in business school, when I read Lee Iacocca’s autobiography. It was then that I appreciated that not all books have to be about alienation, madness, and death.


     

    


    

     	

      

       BL:

      


     

     	 

     	

      And so you decided to write the happiest story you know?


     

    


    

     	

      

       CS:

      


     

     	 

     	

      Yes—the story of my life.


     

    


   








    

     

      

       POETRY OLYMPIAD

      

     


    


   “Jim Nantz here, and joining me today in the booth on a drizzly afternoon in Manhattan is the former U.S. Poet Laureate, Robert Pinsky. Great to have you back again, Bob.”


   “It’s always a pleasure to be here, Jim.”


   “Tell us something about our next event.”


   “The free-form hexameter is one of my favorite competitions, and it’s a real crowd-pleaser as well. The Barnes & Noble in midtown is packed, and we should be in for a memorable afternoon of verse.”


   “Of course, Bob, we know that today’s event is not without some controversy.”


   “Right you are, Jim. I’m sure our viewers are all aware of the recent reports that Barnes & Noble tried to influence the venue choice of the International Organizing Committee by promising its members free cappuccino for life.”


   “You just hate to hear about that kind of thing.”


   “But it hasn’t dampened the enthusiasm of these great fans!”


   “There’s some activity at the lectern, Bob. Quickly, before they get started, tell us what will be central to today’s event.”


   “Look for strong starts—rhymed couplets and elegiac quatrains right at the outset. But the key will be endurance. The hexameter is a long stretch of language. The poet who can go the distance without doggerel will win this event.”


   “Tell us something about our first competitor.”


   “Twenty-six-year-old Lyle McDermott from Des Moines, Iowa, has to be considered one of the favorites since winning both the Paris Review Open and last year’s prestigious Dithyramb Derby.”


   “A high-octane event.”


   “Absolutely, Jim. Lyle is considered a master of metaphor, and if he can rein in his zeugma—something that’s troubled him in the past—he should put in a strong performance.”


   “Tell us something about the competition today, Bob.”


   “Well, the American team is going to face a strong challenge from the Israelis, who have shown themselves masters of the hemistich. And frankly, Jim, it’s just not clear we can match some of the inspired trochees and daring dactyls that we’ve seen recently in some of the central European powerhouses, such as Hungary. But we have a young and brash group of poets who feel that the hexameter is theirs to lose. I’d say our team is confident of its chances to medal.”


   “And we’re ready to begin, Bob. A hush has fallen over the crowd at Barnes & Noble, as Lyle approaches the lectern wearing the controversial red-white-and-blue cargo pants that MTV has designed for the American team. He takes a sip of water—we’re told he prefers Water Joe to Aqua Buzzz, an official sponsor. Now let’s listen in …”


   “A breeze off the river, catalpa errands ran their course”


   “A very nice start, Jim. Gnomic. Quasi-pastoral.”


   “After your fall, a shredded moon crested the plinth”


   “Plinth—strong, classical. Sure to score with the judges.”


   “Who slices with a platinum fork marked Excalibur?”


   “Bold, bold. This kind of hypallage is often a prelude to a difficult lyrical maneuver. Let’s watch.”


   “The child barked …”


   “He could be in trouble, Bob. He needs to regain control over his ictus now.”


   “… Beat my barky brains!”


   “Wow! A daring alliteration! Very risky, Jim, but I think it works!”


   “We have Richard Wilbur, former Poet Laureate on the floor. Dick, can you quickly give us your perspective down there?”


   “Jim, as you can see, I’m within earshot of the podium, and I can tell you that that rhapsodic epanalepsis was beautifully executed; standards are being set right here, right now. The crowd knows it: there’s pandemonium around me. I can see Lyle’s trainer nodding, smiling to himself. A big moment for Lyle. Back to you, Jim.”


   “Let’s have a quick replay.”


   “The child barked: Beat my barky brains!”


   “Takes your breath away. I wonder what his competitors are thinking now. As we wait for the cheering to die down, I’ll remind our viewers that this portion of our broadcast has been brought to you by Roget’s, the official thesaurus of the U.S. poetry team. Now let’s return for the final line.”


   “Everything is riding on this, Bob.”


   “Let’s see what he can do. Here we go …”


   “And from your emerald fillet I sipped your love.”


   “Oh, Jim, he stumbled terribly on that metaphor! He really shot himself in his iambic foot. Look at his face—he knows it. What a shame!”


   “Bob, there’ll be gnashing of teeth tonight in Des Moines.”


   “I can hear them already, Jim. This is sure to cost him with the judges!”


   “And here come the marks … A 9.2 from the British judge. That’s quite respectable, Bob. And now the judge from Greece with … 8.4!”


   “Ouch! That must hurt, Jim. A sharp rebuff from the land of Homer, birthplace of it all.”


   “And finally the judge from the National Endowment for the Arts weighs in with … 12! Well, this will take some sorting out. In the meantime, Bob and I will be back tomorrow for the second heat of the 200-meter back strophe. We hope you can join us. Back to you, Bryant.”








    

     

      Curing the
Classics

     


    


   

    

     A

    dvances in psychopharmacology and a close reading of the Fourth Edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV) suggest that many of the great tragedies of Western literature could have been prevented. Proper diagnosis and timely therapeutic intervention might have spared much unnecessary suffering in the annals of fiction. What follows is but a sample:


    


   

    The Metamorphosis. The famous first sentence—As Gregor Samsa awoke one morning from uneasy dreams he found himself transformed in his bed into a gigantic insect—already suggests a protagonist suffering from acute Dissociative Identity Disorder (DSM-IV 300.14), a condition marked by feelings of extreme alienation from one’s self. It is now widely appreciated that, if left untreated, DID can manifest itself somatically as whole-body transformation, sometimes of a cross-species variety. The disease can be triggered or aggravated by physical disorders such as a disfiguring skin condition—and indeed the text suggests that Samsa was seborrheic before the metamorphosis. Embarrassment at this condition, combined with an exhausting schedule as a traveling salesman and an early childhood trauma (such as watching his father crush cockroaches with his bare hands), might well have predisposed Samsa to an acute case of DID. Treatment indicated: Prozac, cyclopropanecarboxylate (the active ingredient in RAID™), and cortisone; family counseling strongly recommended.


    


   

    Ulysses. Molly Bloom’s excited outbursts of rambling and incoherent discourse match the diagnostic criteria for pibloktoq, a culturebound syndrome observed primarily in arctic and subarctic Inuit communities, but also occasionally in certain groups of women in early twentieth-century Dublin. Its cause is unknown, but in this case it coexists with a Hypoactive Sexual Desire Disorder (DSM-IV 302.71) possibly caused by a failure to master the anxiety occasioned by an absent partner. Recommended treatment: Prozac and, assuming cooperation of her husband, Leopold, intensive couple therapy.


    


   

    The Republic. The quintessential philosophical gadfly, Socrates was put to death by the citizens of Athens, who were convinced that his “incessant, irksome, and irritating” questioning of all aspects of existence showed a “deliberate perversity.” What the Athenians considered acts of subversion, however, can now be clearly seen as the symptoms of an Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (DSM-IV 300.3). This disorder involves repetitive behaviors that “cause marked distress, are time-consuming (take more than one hour a day), or significantly interfere with the person’s normal routine, occupational (or academic) functioning, or usual social activities or relationships.” Socrates, whose specific condition might have been compounded by a Rumination Disorder (DSM-IV 307.53), can finally obtain relief (as can his fellow Athenians), for Prozac has proven its effectiveness as a pharmacological response to OCD: a recently completed pilot program to test the efficacy of Paxil, a closely related drug, helped reduce Lady Macbeth’s hand washing by 37 percent and Sisyphus’s rock rolling by 24 percent.


   

    Oedipus Rex. The most famous tragic hero in world literature, the ill-fated King of Thebes has long been misdiagnosed, largely as a result of the dominance of Freudian models. It now seems, however, that Oedipus’s problems were not oedipal in nature. Instead, his key character traits—competitiveness in quiz-show settings, rage at the sight of suffering donkeys, and forward behavior toward older women—all support a diagnosis of Intermittent Explosive Disorder (DSM-IV 312.34), exacerbated by a previously existing condition of Oppositional Defiant Disorder (DSM-IV 313.81). Treatment includes Prozac and extensive family therapy.


    


   

    Hamlet. The protagonist of this most famous drama has likewise endured centuries of misdiagnosis. Now, nearly 400 years after Hamlet uttered his first soliloquy, researchers have identified the affliction that long puzzled the Prince’s kinsmen and generations of critics: Malingering Disorder, with its telltale “feigning of … the sick role … [to] avoid legal responsibility” (see Factitious Disorder Not Otherwise Specified, DSM-IV 300.19). Treatment consists of Prozac in combination with a month in Provence and a mild antihistamine.


    


   

    The Bible. Notwithstanding the unmistakable rhetorical and therapeutic gifts of the principal protagonist of the New Testament, recent clinical studies suggest that Jesus of Nazareth demonstrated classic symptoms of Delusional Disorder of the Grandiose Type (DSM-IV 297.1). According to the DSM-IV, this disorder may cause an individual to “have the delusion of having a special relationship with a prominent person (e.g., an adviser to the President)…. Grandiose delusions may have a religious content (e.g., the person believes that he or she has a special message from a deity).” This first and most exemplary case of the disorder might have been treated with Prozac and a tincture of myrrh. Treatment also calls for complete avoidance of crowds and abstinence from substances that interfere with monoamine oxidase inhibitors (such as red wine).


    


   

    Romeo and Juliet. Pressing the apparently dead Juliet to his chest, Romeo excitedly proclaims, “Arms, take your last embrace! and, lips, O you / The doors of breath, seal with a righteous kiss / A dateless bargain to engrossing death!” Moments later, Juliet lies beside Romeo’s body and declares, “I will kiss thy lips.” Although long overlooked, there can be no doubt that the doomed lovers both suffered from a mild case of necrophilia (technically, a Para-philia Not Otherwise Specified, DSM-IV 302.9). Most experts recommend behavior modification therapy, in conjunction with Prozac.


    


   

    The Brothers Karamazov. Ivan Karamazov’s sickness has long been a mystery to researchers. His violent mood swings, his capacity to discourse at length, and his hallucinations suggested that a mental disorder or some philosophical point was in play. In fact, it now seems that the principal culprit of Ivan’s sufferings was the family samovar. His excitability, insomnia, and general “brain fever” all support a diagnosis of Caffeine-Related Disorder Not Otherwise Specified (DSM-IV 292.9). Treatment indicated: gradual reduction of tea consumption to ten cups per day; Prozac; existential therapy.








    

     

      Dear Literary Ethicist …


    


   

    

     Dear Literary Ethicist:


    

     Though the term “famous professor” sounds, in our culture, somewhat oxymoronic, call me the exception. My books have received numerous awards (too many to list in this space), and my most recent appeared fleetingly on the New York Times best-seller list. I have been interviewed by both Charlie Rose and Terry Gross, and regularly lunch with Ken Burns. I am also considered a superstar in the classroom, as my lectures are regularly standing room only. It occurs to me, however, that in making certain statements about my past, I might, on occasion, have misspoken. For example, at a ceremony honoring my recent induction into the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, I might have misleadingly suggested that, during a recent sabbatical, I single-handedly rescued a platoon of UN peacekeepers from kidnappers in Afghanistan. Was this wrong?


    —Joshingly Elaborating


   


   

    Dear JE:


    It depends what you mean by “wrong.” Our guide here is Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the famous eighteenth-century philosopher and liar. In accounting for his own complex relationship to the truth, Rousseau drew a distinction between telling lies and making up stories. The latter, he argued, involve no more than harmless “embellishments” and “adornments” and thus raise no ethical problems; only the former, which contrive to disadvantage others, should be considered objectionable. If the tale of your daring commando raid was intended for didactic purposes or even merely to enliven an otherwise dull acceptance speech, then your conscience should be happily clear. Indeed, we applaud your creativity and chutzpah! And what’s this we hear about you circumnavigating the earth in a hot-air balloon?


   


   

    

     Dear LE:

    


    

     I am the author of a number of dark and edgy postmodern fictions that deconstruct the boundary between illusion and reality and dispense with the weary conventions of plot and character. Apparently as the result of a case of mistaken identity, I was invited to address Laura Bush’s second-grade book group. My agent/therapist tells me that the appearance, to be carried on C-SPAN 2, will increase the sales of my recent metafiction by a thousand-fold. But much as I could use a new pair of black jeans and Campers, I’m worried that the appearance will cripple my credibility—how will I ever be able to read at KGB again?

    


    —Just Frazzled


   


   

    Dear JF:


    You’re in a bind, no doubt about it. But all is not lost if you follow a nuanced, situational approach to your problem. When you meet the First Lady, wear a string tie and punctuate your reading with folksy tales of hunting. (You might consider wrapping your book in an old Bridges of Madison County dust jacket.) Afterwards, among your friends, you can claim that your boot-licking behavior was meant entirely ironically, and snicker about how all your references to Lacanian psychoanalysis went right over the heads of the second-graders. Remember, fluid approaches to identity is what postmodernism is all about.


   


   

    

     Dear LE:

    


    

     I recently published my autobiography, a harrowing tale of survival in wartime Germany. My detractors, including some members of my immediate family, insist I was born and raised in Scarsdale, and accuse me of lying about my upbringing, my education, my marriage and domestic life, my friendships, and my career. These charges hurt and sadden me—would you recommend suing for libel?

    


    —Benightedly Willful


   


   

    Dear BW:


    Unfortunately, libel suits usually work only if you’re telling the truth. The threat of a suit is another matter however: it may stifle criticism, and you can always drop the case if your attackers call your bluff. At any rate, take comfort in Wilde’s observation that “Truth is entirely and absolutely a matter of style.”


   


   

    

     Dear LE:

    


    

     As a professor at one of America’s most prestigious universities, I recently uncovered a very disturbing instance of plagiarism in one of my courses. After carefully studying all the relevant material, I confronted the student, who brazenly denied the allegation despite overwhelming proof to the contrary. Scrupulously following procedure, I referred the case to our university’s disciplinary committee, which, after diligent review, found the student guilty and expelled him. In retrospect, however, I wonder if my conduct was appropriate in light of the fact that throughout my long and successful scholarly career I have routinely lifted whole chapters from other sources without attribution. Have I been hypocritical?

    


    —Strangely Ambivalent


   


   

    Dear SA:


    A fundamental maxim of justice counsels one to treat like cases alike. By this standard, your behavior might seem problematic. Nevertheless, a careful analysis reveals that your actions and those of your student are not really of a kind. Your student, no doubt, plagiarized because he had little or no understanding of the material, and thus intentionally substituted another’s knowledge for his own ignorance. In your case, we expect that the hectic and pressured pace of your intellectual life inadvertently interfered with your normally rigorous research methods. So we applaud your vigorous response to your student’s execrable actions: standards have to be upheld! And we suggest you hire some trusted research assistants to help you maintain the literary virtues so important to all of us.
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