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Introduction

Somehow, despite myself, I’d gotten stuck in the
same stupid bind as everybody else. After more than a decade spent
keyboard-pecking and deadline-squirming to the freelance writer’s
quickstep, by the early 1980s I felt like every harried business
executive, teacher, programmer, or parent— or, for that matter,
like every drudge of a nine-to-fiver: I loved to read, yet wasn’t
reading much. And what I did read was usually what I had to read.
Oh, one time an assignment to profile Yiddish storyteller Isaac
Bashevis Singer gave me the chance to read some of his strange,
otherworldly creations. And a piece about city living sent me back
to Jane Jacobs’ classic, The Life and Death of Great American
Cities. But more often, I suffered the sad affliction of our age:
Hopelessly caught up in the now, I had no time for those great old
books of richness, subtlety, and originality I’d grown up hearing
about, that were part of my cultural heritage, that I really wanted
to read.

As it happens, my writing included the occasional
book review, usually of books editors assigned to me. But, what if,
the thought struck me one happy day, I picked what I’d review? And
not books just then the object of some publicist’s intemperate
pleadings, but classics of their kind, ones that had been around
for fifty years, maybe, or five hundred.

I approached an editor at the Baltimore Sun.
Would he be interested in reviews of old books? No, not too often,
I reassured him. Not so often as to compete for editorial space
with the latest war, fashion, or scandal. But maybe, say, once a
month?

 Thus was born
“Vintage Reading,” a column which appeared first in the Baltimore
Sun, then for much longer in the Evening Sun (now
sadly folded into its bigger brother) and concurrently, for a
while, in the Los Angeles Times, where it was called
“ReReading.” For seven years, I took time out from articles on
bicycle racing, laser surgery, and the space shuttle to dip into
Kipling and Thucydides, Flaubert and William James.

Vintage Reading gave me the chance to read
old books I wanted to read, then turn around and write about what
reading them had been like. I am forever grateful for those years
now. “Vintage Reading” was my own private liberal arts education
(term papers and all). Except that rather than write to suit some
professor’s pedagogical agenda, I was writing for readers of a
daily newspaper— folks like myself who, however intelligent and
professionally accomplished they might be, rarely had time for the
books they didn’t have to read.

My credentials? Those only of a working writer, and
of a long-time voracious reader and lover of books. The essays you
find here are not the work of a scholar or academician. They are
the work, and the pleasure, of a species of literary dilettante.
They are middle-brow essays reflecting, I suppose, middle-brow
sensibilities. They draw their inspiration from the friendly, more
or less knowledgeable guide who brings to life the ruins of Pompeii
or the glories of Chartres for visiting tourists.

A tour guide will not, of course, suit everyone. In
particular, those of more academic stripe may come away hungry from
these brief essays. They are, first of all, brief. But more, that
very delight and sense of wonder many of us felt in college, say,
as we met new authors, new books— an experience we associate, after
all, with 18-year-olds—may seem to more refined palates simplistic
or naive.

Still, I offer no apologies. My wish all along has
been not to “protect” the great books behind daunting battlements,
but to lower the drawbridge and welcome readers inside. If some
find these essays less discriminating than they might prefer, I
choose to see them as less standoffish— more open, accessible,
welcoming.

Other readers may question my particular choices.
Some, certainly, are predictable enough; who would omit Thomas
Wolfe’s Look Homeward, Angel or Gibbon’s Decline and Fall
of the Roman Empire from any list of candidates for rereading,
or first reading? But other choices may seem problematical or
perverse— such as works by the relatively unknown English detective
story writer R. Austin Freeman, the Bavarian fantasist Gustav
Meyrink, or the now forgotten American novelist Joseph
Hergesheimer; or by frank popularizers like C. R. Ceram; or
distinctly unliterary figures like, well, Adolf Hitler.

The brutal truth, dear reader, is that I chose these
books for my benefit, not yours— because I wanted to learn
something; or venture to an old time, or new place; or because
circumstances awakened me to the merits of some long-dead author;
or in a few cases because a book just happened to cross my desk or
catch my eye. Typically, my choices reflected the whim of the
moment, and so include vintage books that might not make every top
ten list of immortal classics, but to which I nonetheless turned
for literary, emotional, or intellectual sustenance at the
time.

Is this, I wonder, so wrong a way to direct one’s
reading? Maybe that seat-of-the-pants hunch about what to read next
makes as much sense as leaving it to nagging shoulds-and-oughts. A
friend gave me an old leather-bound copy of Longfellow’s
Hiawatha; it sat on a shelf for months until I was ready for
it—and then, suddenly, I was. Some books mentioned to me a hundred
times left me unmoved; then, the 101st, I’d pounce upon it. So it
was, for example, with The Federalist Papers.

From the beginning, I was determined to free my
choices from chains of class and category. I wanted neither to flee
from intellectually formidable territory nor dismiss lighter, more
popular works just because they were popular; neither to exclude
familiar names just because they were familiar, nor omit the
unknown and idiosyncratic. Readers will find here mixed together
not only fiction and nonfiction but an epic poem, a short story
collection, a book from the bible, even a reference work or two. I
did, however, exclude plays; Shakespeare and Beckett are primarily
theatrical experiences, not for reading. And this being Vintage
Reading, I’ve included only books that have had time to age;
readers will find here nothing more recent than the early
1960s.

I hope readers will bring to my attention favorites
of their own they’d like me to know about. But I hope they will not
introduce them to me as books I’ve unaccountably “left out”; I’ve
left out thousands, many of which I hope to some day read.
To me, it is no source of regret, as I’ve heard some say, but
rather of anticipation, that so much great reading awaits me. I’ve
still not read War and Peace, nor Macaulay’s History of
England, nor Plutarch’s Lives; I will some day. I have,
though, recently read Narrative of the Life of Frederick
Douglass, an American Slave, and just last week— for the first
time, at age 51— Jane Eyre, which I enjoyed greatly.

The eighty books I’ve written about for Vintage
Reading include, by my count, 38 American authors, five German
or Austrian, five French, two Italian, and twenty-two British.
Thirty-three are fiction, the rest nonfiction. Forty-seven first
appeared after 1900, fifteen in the nineteenth century, eight in
the previous three centuries, one in the early Christian era, nine
in antiquity. Ten were penned by women, at least half a dozen by
homosexuals, none by Hispanic authors, two by Afro-Americans. Eight
have an Asian setting or “Eastern” flavor, four raise identifiably
Jewish themes or subjects. One takes place on Mars. Books by
tyrants, knaves, curmudgeons, and misanthropes number at least
five. In a spirit of usefulness, I dutifully transmit the results
of these calculations. I leave to others to figure out what they
mean.











 


I

On Every List of Literary Classics

As I Lay Dying — William
Faulkner

The Portrait of a Lady — Henry
James

Look Homeward, Angel — Thomas
Wolfe

Wuthering Heights — Emily
Bronte

Kim — Rudyard Kipling

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland —
Lewis Carroll

Justine — Lawrence
Durrell

Oliver Twist — Charles
Dickens

Pride and Prejudice — Jane
Austen

A Passage to India — E. M.
Forster

My Antonia — Willa
Cather

Madame Bovary — Gustave
Flaubert

_________________________________

A sadly unadventurous grouping?

The truth is, the dozen novels here would land on
almost anyone’s list of admired classics. Oliver, Madame Bovary,
White Rabbit, Kim, and the other characters who appear in them are
by now almost no longer fictional; they live in our collective
imagination. We encounter them, third hand, in the movies and plays
most of these novels have inspired. But how much better to meet
them personally, within the warm embrace of print, in the way
Dickens and Flaubert intended us to meet them?











 


Look Homeward Angel

____________

By Thomas Wolfe

First published in 1929

This is a Great American Novel.

Nothing about it is small. From its sheer length to
its soaring, sometimes overswollen language, to its magnificent
characters, to a romantic publishing history awash in the glow of a
famous editor (Maxwell Perkins), to the towering narcissistic
personality of its author, Look Homeward Angel is, and
always was, a Literary Event.

Plot? The plot is that Eugene Gant is born and grows
up, period. This is a coming-of-age novel, one relating Eugene’s
rich inner experience while growing up in a small southern
city—“Altamont”—in the early years of the century. “A Story of the
Buried Life,” Wolfe subtitled it.

Eugene, set apart early from his brothers and
sisters as the family scholar, inwardly thrills to the glories of
the Iliad and of Shakespeare, dreams of maidens and
warriors, virtue and purity. He feels confined and out of place in
Altamont—“Oh, lost!” is Wolfe’s refrain—but he is rescued from a
life of unremembered dailiness by Mrs. Leonard, a kindly teacher
and intellectual mentor.

Eugene’s mother, Eliza Gant: No paragon of
sweetness, she. Her mind forever clicking to a calculus of real
estate deals, she sees Altamont as a gridwork of future roads and
rising land prices. Her boardinghouse takes in everyone from
part-time prostitutes to dying consumptives.

Eugene’s father, Oliver Gant: A great human hulk of
a man that American literature will not soon forget, if only for
his rolling diatribes, sometimes drunken and sometimes not, that
thunder down and across the pages, lamenting his life, cursing his
fate or his foes. As, for example, in this performance, delivered
to hapless draymen who have dared to sprawl on the steps in front
of his shop:

“You are the lowest of the low, the vilest of the
vile. You lousy, goodfor-nothing bums: You have brought me to the
verge of starvation, you have frightened away the little business
that might have put bread in my mouth, and kept the wolf from my
door. By God, I hate you, for you stink a mile off. You low
degenerates, you accursed reprobates; you would steal the pennies
from a dead man’s eyes, as you have from mine, fearful, awful, and
bloodthirsty mountain grills that you are!”

And the setting for this Great American Novel, this
would-be well-spring of the American character? Why Asheville,
N.C., of all places, here named Altamont. Asheville equals
Altamont?

If normally it’s dangerous to term a novel
autobiographical and proceed to search out exact correspondences
between the author’s fiction and his life, here they are
indisputable. Thomas Wolfe’s father was a stonecutter, his mother
the proprietress of a boarding house; so is Eugene Gant’s. Wolfe
was precocious, well-read beyond his years, by all accounts a
prodigy. So is Eugene Gant. Wolfe attended the university of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill, Eugene the state university at Pulpit
Hill.

Altamont is so unambiguously Asheville that
following the book’s appearance, Wolfe was sued for what amounted
to malicious gossip. One woman wrote him that though she
disapproved of lynching in general, she would not lift a hand were
he dragged across the public square and strung from the nearest
limb. For it was not the Asheville of its boosters that Wolfe
described, but of pinch-mouthed landladies, and raging drunken
brawls, and cross-racial “Niggertown” liaisons.

Today, half a century later, readers can experience
Wolfe’s Asheville in great outpourings of sentiment and
grandiloquence, in riotous paragraphs that careen down the pages:
Eugene “heard the ghostly ticking of his life; his powerful
clairvoyance, the wild Scotch gift of Eliza, burned inward across
the phantom years, plucking out the ghostly shadows of a million
gleams of light—a little station by the rails at dawn, the road
cleft through the pineland seen at twilight, a smoky cabin-light
below the trestles, a boy who ran among the bounding calves, a
wisp-haired slattern, with snuff-sticked mouth, framed in a door...
“

Often it goes on for paragraph after paragraph like
this, seemingly out of control, as if the author were determined to
purge his soul, through language, of every thought, feeling or
experience that was ever his. Any freshman composition teacher
would edit it ruthlessly.

Still, Wolfe’s great, rambling paragraphs stand in
rough proportion to the job he sets them to do. His whole
“project”— and if great dams, bridges and pipelines come to mind,
that is not inappropriate—is animated by an ambitiousness of scale,
a sense of its own importance, that wins us over by its sheer
audacity. The writer takes his work dead seriously—the more so, no
doubt, because his subject is so unabashedly himself.

Narcissistic? Sure. But then, Wolfe himself was
large; he was six-footsix. So is his story.











 


The Portrait of a Lady

____________

By Henry James

First published in 1881

Everybody, in this long, leisurely novel of
expatriate American life in late 19th century Europe, loves Isabel
Archer.

For starters, there’s Caspar Goodwood, a Boston
cotton mill owner with “a face like a grey February sky”—fixed,
humorless, literal. There’s Lord Warburton, prototype of English
landed gentry, wealthy beyond measure, gracious and good, but
muddled when it comes to women. There’s Isabel’s sickly cousin
Ralph, master of irony, but the most brotherly to Isabel of any of
them. And finally, the icily intelligent Gilbert Osmond, an
aesthete who, never before moved to do anything in particular with
his life, troubles himself to woo Isabel only at the urging of a
former lover—the poised, serene, but endlessly calculating Madame
Merle.

What a cast! And each of them sophisticated and
many-layered, with not a straightforward bone in their bodies. Even
silly, scatterbrained Countess Gemini, Osmond’s sister, proves more
complex than she seems, in the end serving up dark revelations to
poor innocent Isabel.

They all love Isabel Archer, and no wonder; there’s
much to love. She’s charming, unspoiled yet spirited, with a head
full of fine ideas and great expectations. Lifted up from
provincial Albany, N.Y. by her dry, acid-tongued Aunt Lydia, she’s
deposited at the English country home of her aunt’s husband. There,
in the glow of an English garden, Isabel first meets Europe, and
the men and women who will fill her life for the story’s next six
years.

Isabel wishes to taste life without marriage getting
in the way. She fears isolating herself, she declares, “from the
usual chances and dangers, from what most people know and suffer.”
At one point, she rejects in the space of a week two marriage
proposals, at least one of them a “brilliant” match by the
standards of the day. “I don’t need the aid of a clever man to
teach me how to live,” she tells one ardent suitor. What propels us
through the novel’s dense thicket of Jamesian prose is the wish to
know how faithfully Isabel will cling to her convictions, whether
any of her suitors will win her and what will become of her.

This is a novel you can put down; novels in 1881 had
no television with which to compete, and this one’s sentences
wander as if you had all day to wander with them. In taking stock
of her ruined marriage after its first fond beginnings, for
example, Isabel finds that what she’d hoped would be “the infinite
vista of a multiplied life” has turned into a dark alley; “Instead
of leading to the high places of happiness, from which the world
would seem to be below one, so that one could look down with a
sense of exaltation and advantage, and judge and choose and pity,
[her marriage] led rather downward and earthward, into realms of
restriction and depression, where the sound of other lives, easier
and freer, was heard as from above, and served to deepen the
feeling of failure.” Vintage James, all 71 words of it. His
paragraphs sometimes leave a whole two-page spread black with
type.

But if Portrait’s paragraphs are long, its
insights into motivation and character are correspondingly deep.
This is, indeed, a “portrait” which darkens and deepens as Isabel,
the innocent American caught up in the malevolent spell of Europe
discards the blinders of naivete. “Don’t try to be good,” Countess
Gemini advises her. “Be a little wicked, feel a little wicked, for
once in your life.” Beneath the outward charm of these upper crust
lives sizzles a cauldron of mistrust, jealousy and revenge,
intricate plots, and hidden pasts, and plain cruelty.

All The Portrait of a Lady lacks is sex. In a
novel which otherwise so richly evokes personality, its absence is
striking. How, one wonders, does the intimate life of Isabel and
her husband reveal, if at all, early signs of the descending
coldness? We see occasional hints of something other than
conversational repartee between Osmond and his old lover, say; or
Isabel’s rough-hewn newspaper friend and her traveling companion.
But there’s only a single impetuous and passionate kiss in the
whole book, and this after some 500 pages. To a modern reader, it
seems unnatural and archaic, a sad casualty of its times.

All the rest of this dense psychological portrait,
however, seems as fresh and alive as dinner with one’s most
interesting friend, at her most enthralling.











 


As I Lay Dying

____________

By William Faulkner

First published in 1930

How to articulate the strangled voices of the
inarticulate?

William Faulkner does it in As I Lay
Dying.

In it, he writes of the death of Addie Bundren and
her family’s tragedyburdened trek across back country Mississippi
to bury her. The Bundrens bear washed out bridges, the drowning of
their mules, fire, the duplicity of townspeople, and their own
ignorance, while all the while Addie’s corpse smolders under the
southern sun and buzzards hover overhead.

Good story—yet it accounts for barely a hundredth’s
part of the novel’s power. Much more resides in the intensely
wrought inner lives of the family members—poor, unsophisticated,
country folk not given to expressing much in the way of finer
feelings, yet each of whom is granted life through Faulkner’s
artistry.

Anse, the father: Proud, stubbornly intent on hewing
to his wife’s dying wishes—and also on getting a new set of teeth,
to “get my mouth fixed where I could eat God’s own victuals as a
man should.”

Cash, one of four sons, patient coffin maker, hewer
of beveled edges, philosopher of wood and life: “The animal
magnetism of a dead body,” he pronounces, in one of a numbered list
of principles, “makes the stress come slanting, so the seams and
joints of a coffin are made on the bevel.”

Dewey Dell, the only daughter, seventeen and
pregnant: “I feel like a wet seed wild in the hot blind earth.”

Darl, the oldest son, whose eyes see more than the
others, whose tangled brain ultimately hatches an act of mad
impetuosity—the instrument for much of Faulkner’s literary
virtuosity: As the brothers carry the coffin, “Cash begins to fall
behind, hobbling to keep up, breathing harshly; then he is
distanced and

Jewel carries the entire front end alone, so that,
tilting as the path begins to slant, it begins to rush away from me
and slip down the air like a sled upon invisible snow, smoothly
evacuating atmosphere ...”

On one hand, Faulkner’s story confirms
stereotypes—of ignorant rural folk, barely touched by civilization,
victims of their own dumb pride, getting into one impossible,
sometimes funny scrape after another—the Keystone Kops of
Yoknapatawpha County, Mississippi.

And yet Faulkner undermines stereotypes, too, laying
to rest the conceit that maybe such people are not quite so human
as the rest of us, are less “interesting,” less rewarding of our
attention. Their minds may not work like those of more educated
people. But their sensibilities are no less rich.

And, in some ways, may be more so, their lives being
so much closer to the growings and strainings and dyings of nature.
Dewey Dell, alone in the night: “I feel the darkness rushing past
my breast, past the cow; I begin to rush upon the darkness but the
cow stops me and the darkness rushes on upon the sweet blast of her
moaning breath, filled with wood and with silence.”

As I Lay Dying is a simple story, of a simple
family—told with elaborate fullness. Perspective shifts every few
pages; each brief chapter has its own teller. Through the eyes of
one character, the scene may be viewed as if through a cracked
lens, distorted and obscured. Then, through another’s, it comes
into clearer view, the lens is reconstructed—granting a sense of
discovery that is one of the novel’s joys.

Faulkner is not easy reading. The scene shifts are
one problem. Another is that he writes in what amounts to a foreign
language, kin to standard English, but distant enough to sometimes
make for heavy going: Anse tells how Vardaman, the youngest son,
“comes around the house, bloody as a hog to his knees, and that ere
fish chopped up with the axe like as not, or maybe throwed away for
him to lie about the dog et it. Well, I reckon I ain’t no call to
expect no more of him than of his mangrowed brothers.”

Yes, the dialect demands work, at least for Yankee
readers. But it’s worth it, as conduit to a way of life, a
consciousness, as exotic as that of Russian aristocracy, or a
Chinese peasantry, and no less compelling.











 


Wuthering Heights

____________

By Emily Bronte

First published in 1947

In this dark story of passion and revenge in rural
nineteenth century England, not a single character gains our
unmixed admiration.

Nelly, the housekeeper who narrates most of the
story, is devious and expedient. Edgar, who ought to be the hero
but isn’t, is insipid and milkblooded, his sister spoiled and
silly. And these are the more agreeable residents of the drama.
Compared to drunken Hindley or Bible-spouting old Joseph, they’re
almost appealing. And compared to Heathcliff, they’re downright
lovable.

Heathcliff towers over the Yorkshire moors like an
avenging angel, a furious black cloud launching angry thunderbolts.
“I have no pity!” he declares. “The more the worms writhe, the more
I yearn to crush out their entrails! It’s a moral teething; and I
grind with greater energy, in proportion to the increase of
pain.”

This is no ordinary villain, but one of singular
passion and ferocity, a villain’s villain. Yet Emily Bronte’s
considerable art lets us sympathize with him. Picked up off the
Liverpool streets, Heathcliff—just “Heathcliff;” he has no other
name—is raised on the family estate, Wuthering Heights. He is
treated well while Earnshaw, the master of the house, yet lives.
But upon his death, the boy comes under the cruel dominion of
Earnshaw’s son, Hindley, who humiliates him.

Hindley’s sister Catherine, though, shows him
kindness. The two become fast friends. The friendship ripens into
love. But Catherine’s more conventional match to Edgar Linton, who
lives across the moor at Thrushcross Grange—that’s the name,
really!— frustrates Heathcliff’s love and completes the hardening
of his heart. The rest of the story relates Heathcliff’s deepening,
mad passion for his childhood friend and his revenge on those he
feels have wronged him.

“Wuthering,” we learn, is “a significant provincial
adjective, descriptive of the atmospheric tumult to which its
station is exposed in story weather... One may guess the power of
the north wind blowing over the edge by the excessive slant of a
few stunted firs at the end of the house; and by a range of gaunt
thorns all stretching their limbs one way, as if craving alms of
the sun.” In this stark country, by turns indescribably lovely and
savage, the action of the novel takes place. (From it, too, Emily
Bronte herself never ventured far for long.)

It is lonely country, largely unpeopled, unsoftened
by the civilizing influence of great towns, and the reader
sometimes cringes at the emotional claustrophobia of it. From
Wuthering Heights to Thrushcross Grange and back again, sometimes
to the moor between, the action alternates, always under
Heathcliff’s malevolent spell. One gasps for fresher, happier air.
The characters inhabit an unpolluted rural paradise; yet they’re as
chained by human passion and weakness as men and women
anywhere.

Maybe more so. As the town-bred visitor, Lockwood,
observes: “The people in these regions... live more in earnest,
more in themselves, and less in surface change, and frivolous
external things.” There is less to dissipate consuming emotion and
in such a setting the hate in dark Heathcliff can fester: “It’s odd
what a savage feeling I have to anything that seems afraid of me!
Had I been born where laws are less strict, and tastes less dainty,
I should treat myself to a slow vivisection of those two, as an
evening’s entertainment.” “Those two,” be it noted, are his own son
and his son’s future bride.

Deeply theatrical all this is, and Bronte’s musical
prose is often borne along on cadences that verge on the
Shakespearean. “Come to the glass and I’ll let you see what you
should wish,” young Heathcliff is instructed. “Do you mark these
two lines between your eyes? And those thick brows, that instead of
rising arched, sink in the middle?... Wish and learn to smooth away
the surly wrinkles.”

No, these characters hardly speak as we imagine
people—even English gentry of a century and a half ago—to speak.
And such high-flown language coupled with, perhaps, overdrawn
characters, offer the parodist a rich vein of material.

So, why read it today? When first published (under
the authorship of one “Currer Bell”) in 1847, few did. It and
Jane Eyre, by Emily’s sister Charlotte, both appeared in the
same year. But it was to the latter that the English reading public
flocked. “To enter fully into the spirit” of Wuthering
Heights, one critic has noted, “the reader needs to face a
truth more disquieting than the surface verisimilitude of Jane
Eyre. The Victorian public was not ready to face this
truth.”

Are we? That goodness not allowed to grow can mutate
unto evil, and that behind great cruelty may once have dwelt great
love, is the essential, brutal lesson of Wuthering
Heights.











 


Kim

____________

By Rudyard Kipling

First published in 1901

Kim’s father, a hard-drinking, opium-smoking member
of His Majesty’s Army in India, dies when he is still a child. His
mother long dead of cholera, he grows up with British blood and an
Indian soul in the streets of Lahore. As the story opens, he meets
an ancient lama while sitting outside the city’s antiquities
museum.

The lama has embarked on a quest for the river
sprung from Buddha’s arrow: “Whoso bathes in it washes away all
taint and speckle of sin.” The boy, too, is on a personal quest—for
what he grows up hearing called a red bull on a green field, the
insignia of his father’s Irish regiment. The two take up with one
another and set out upon the Grand Trunk Road that stretches across
India. Kim becomes the lama’s chela, or disciple—washes his
feet, begs for him.

But Rudyard Kipling’s Kim is no tale of
spiritual questing. Attached to the lama though he is, Kim remains
a sharp-eyed denizen of back alley and bazaar. Indeed, so abruptly
does the novel deposit us in the distant and exotic East, that
we’re taken aback when we realize that it actually qualifies as
that familiar literary genre, the spy-adventure story. For Kim, we
learn, is in the service of Mahbub Ali, horse trader and spy; he is
to play a central role in a major undercover operation, in a war
with five native kings, and in international intrigue involving the
Russians and the French.

As for the lama, for all his talk about the Wheel of
Life and the River of the Arrow, you never really know whether he’s
a genuinely spiritual figure, a sly old codger or slightly
daft.

Suffusing the story, of course, is India in the days
of the Raj, of crowded bazaars, and grimly third-class railway
coaches. We come upon isolated huts in the foothills of the
Himalayas; upon a marriage procession, with “music and shoutings,
and a smell of marigold and jasmine stronger even than the reek of
the dust.”

Kim must have seemed exotic indeed to British
readers of the turn of the century. For American readers, twice
removed by time, place and sensibilities, it’s twice exotic—and
sometimes twice hard. You often have the uneasy sense that you’re
getting by, but only barely, in a foreign language, missing every
fourth word.

Kipling was born in Bombay of British parents and
lived much of his early life in India; to him England was
exotic. He wrote, at age 37: “I am slowly discovering England,
which is the most wonderful foreign land I have ever been in.” So
in Kim, he imparts the experience of inhabiting what to him
was home, but which to us is foreign. We confront names and places,
like Ferozepore, Umballa, and Mian Mir; a plethora of words, like
chela, sepoy and naik.

Most alien of all are speech patterns foreign to our
ears, where Kipling represents the vernacular through odd
constructions and archaic language. Thus, one conversation comes
out like this:

“Two men wait thy coming behind the horse-trucks,”
Kim warns Mahbub. “They will shoot thee at thy lying down, because
there is a price on thy head. I heard, sleeping near the
horses.”

“Didst thou see them?... Hold still, Sire of
Devils?” This furiously to the horse.

“No.”

“Was one dressed belike as a faquir?”

“One said to the other, ‘What manner of faquir art
thou, to shiver at a little watching?”

The effect is plainly intentional, for speech among
British officers, for example, gives us a sudden rush of ease and
familiarity, as in overhearing wisps of American English in a
foreign airport.

Like much of Tom Wolfe’s work in our day, Kim
is a novel of surfaces, full of dress, talk, action. We are
insiders, as it were, to the busy public life of the Grand Trunk
Road—yet outsiders to the internal lives of the characters. Even
interior monologues leave us inhabiting the outskirts of mind and
heart, not the center of the soul. Mahbub Aki remains a mystery.
The lama is a mystery. Kim is a mystery.

India is a mystery.

Kim does not satisfy our appetite for the
East, so much as whet it.











 


Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland

____________

By Lewis Carroll

First appeared in 1865

Prim little girl meets hyperactive White Rabbit and
chases him down a rabbit hole. She drinks various potions, grows
larger and smaller. Meets inquisitorial caterpillar, baby-nursing
duchess, grinning Cheshire cat. Attends tea party with assortment
of insane guests. Plays croquet with King and Queen, using live
flamingo as croquet mallet...

These are some of Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland, and all that’s wrong with Lewis Carroll’s inspired
dream story is that it ends too soon. Even this fault, though, has
a remedy: Seven years after its first appearance came a sequel,
Through the Looking Glass, that some feel actually improved
on the original.

The Alice stories have been psychoanalyzed, plumbed
for hidden political and religious messages, even probed for roots
in their creator’s affinity for mathematics and logic. But no tired
theorizing can explain their enduring appeal to generations of
children and adults. They are endlessly inventive. Their characters
are unforgettable. They are, simply, great fun. As one critic has
pointed out, Lewis Carroll “did not send Alice down the rabbit hole
on a summer’s afternoon for the benefit of a future generation of
Freudians, but rather for the present pleasure of three Victorian
children.”

Charles Lutwidge Dodgson was a mathematician, author
of a number of scholarly treatises. He was a deacon in the Church
of England. He was an ardent and accomplished photographer—in one
critic’s view, “the best photographer of children in the 19th
century.” Yet today we remember him for none of this. For in 1862,
he and an adult friend went on a boat trip upriver from Oxford with
three children—10-year-old Alice Liddell being one of them—during
which he told the story that turned into Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland. Three years later, it was published under a
pseudonym, Lewis Carroll.

Happily, the published version retained much of the
spontaneity and madcap inventiveness of the original. It is
supremely clever, in the best sense of the word. It’s full of
delightful puns, poems scattered midst the prose, and typographical
high jinks—as when the text of the Mouse’s tale winds down the page
in the form of a tail. And it boasts a cast of outrageous
characters, every one of whom is fully developed: It’s not any
rabbit Alice meets, but a nervous and silly one, dressed in kid
gloves and waistcoat. It’s not any cook that Alice encounters at
the Duchess’s, but one with a penchant for throwing frying
pans.

This would-be children’s story is not all sweetness
and light: A strain of danger and uncertainty winds through it, as
if to subtly raise the emotional stakes. The Queen of Hearts, for
example, is a kind of Stalin of children’s literature, forever
ordering “Off with his head” at any imagined affront. The blue
caterpillar Alice meets lolling atop the mushroom is sarcastic and
forbidding. Even the neurotic White Rabbit is nobody you’d want to
spend much time with.

But then there’s Alice herself, an island of calm
midst all the madness, ever rational, slow to anger, a model of
Victorian girlhood. “Curiouser and curiouser,” Alice may be heard
to say. Or, “How queer everything is today.” But for her,
Wonderland is no fearful hocus-pocus world of superstition and
terror, but merely the place, just a tad out of kilter, in which
she happens to find herself.

The mushroom on which Alice nibbles to fine-tune her
size is not “magic,” merely a mushroom. She approaches everything
with curiosity and uncommon common sense. Any child, I suspect,
would come away from reading her adventures more apt and better
able to find wonder in the world than shrink in terror from its
dangers.

So would any adult not irreversibly ground down by
“maturity’s” stern demands.











 


Justine

____________

By Lawrence Durrell

First published in 1957

When it first appeared in the 1950s, Justine
could be judged wholly on its face—as a lush, sensuous novel of
love steeped in the sights and scents of a corrupt and teeming
Egyptian city. Today, it is known, too, as the first panel in that
textured tapestry known as The Alexandria Quartet.

Readers of Justine today, then, are apt to
have lost some literary innocence. They likely know that the same
cast of remarkable characters will reappear in the subsequent
volumes, Balthazar, Mountolive and Clea, their
motivations reinterpreted, their personalities grown richer and
more rounded; that many of them lead double and triple lives; that
there’s more to Justine’s infidelity to her princely Egyptian
husband than is ever revealed here. As one writer has put it,
The Alexandria Quartet is a “serial drama that, instead of
steadily advancing, continuously folds in on itself.” Only in
Clea, the final book, does the action move ahead in
time.

The tetralogy takes its title from the
sense-dripping, often suffocating city in which it is set and
which—a bit self-consciously to my taste—functions as a central
character. In fact, the real terrain for the Quartet is
Love, its endless variations, its subtleties of feeling, its
refusal to resolve itself into anything simpler than what it is.
Alexandria is the test tube for love, brimming over with all the
ingredients needed for its study.

Justine: A writer named Darley, already
involved with Melissa, takes up with the haunted Justine, wife of
Mesim, a wealthy merchant. Their affair progresses against a
backdrop of intrigue and one-of-a-kind characters: the Cabalist
Balthazar; “the gentle, lovable, unknowable Clea”; and the one-eyed
Scobie, a wrinkled old police functionary.

Near the end, Nessim holds a duck shoot; a man is
killed. Then Justine, the object of at last two men’s ardor, goes
to Palestine, settling on a kibbutz. “Watching her now and
remembering the touching and tormenting person she had once been
for us all,” Clea writes Darley, “I found it hard to comprehend the
change into this tubby little peasant with the hard paws... “

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/19291
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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