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Introduction to the book

Although my original introduction to this essay series (found right
after this one) still does a good job in my opinion of explaining what the
CCLaP 100is all about, now that I'm a third of the way through 1 find
myself with a desire to make a few further clarifications for the book edi-
tion, the most important perhaps being this: that along with any particu-
lar title's historical significance and overall popularity, two other major
factors that determined whether or not to add any specific book included
whether or not | myself had actually read that book before, as well as
simply my personal interest in that book's subject matter. It's important
to remember, after all, that the entire idea of reading a hundred so-called
classicscameto me long before the idea of then writing essaysafterward
of what | thought of them - the original impetus, frankly, was simply so
that | could becomea better-read person, and thus hopefully becomebet-
ter at my new job of book critic, a careerdecision only made in 2004 after
first spending a decade as a creative writer myself, and a decade before
that as a fine-art photographer. And thus is it, to cite one infamous ex-
ample, that when it came time to choose a Jane Austen entry for this
series,| ended up going with the relatively minor Northanger Abbey; be-
causethat book happens to be centered around an easily excitable teen-
ager with a nerdy creative mind and an obsessionwith gothic stories, a
personality type | in particular feel a much deeper connection with than
some middle-class schemer hunting for a husband.

| bring all this up, of course, becauseit's precisely the selection of this
series' titles that has turned out to be the most contentious and talked-
about element in the two years I've now beencompiling the CCLaP 100;
in fact, this issue neatly illustrates one of the most surprising conclusions
I've made so far, that the very term "literary classic"is a much more slip-
pery and relative one than we usually give it credit for, given that the
term itself is meant to connote works that have a timeless and ageless
qguality. The simple fact of the matter is that, as the times change, so do
our shifting collective concept of which parts of the arts are worthy and
which aren't; no matter what the year, it seems,it is always the works of
that moment that are poo-pooed by all but the most radical of youth of
that day and age, the works of 50 years ago that are held up asthe con-
servative standard of greatness,the works of 100years past that are now
seen as stodgy and dated. And thus is it, to cite yet another infamous



example from this series, that Chicagoan Theodore Dreiser was con-
sidered a salacious rabble-rouser worthy of censorship by his contem-
poraries of the Edwardian early-1900s,a pillar of the literary community
by the Modernist 1950s,and a barely remembered has-beenby the Post-
modernist 2000s.

And now combine all this with yet another surprising realization I've
made since starting this essayseries- that just like all other elements of
the arts, even our choice of what we consider a "classic"is a highly per-
sonal journey, with criteria for determining this that changes radically
not only from person to person but even within the same person asthey
grow older and gain more and more life experiences.(For ample proof of
this, seefor example my essayon one of the few titles | actually did read
before this series started, Henry Miller's Tropic of Cancer, and how it
came acrossalmost as an entirely different book in my older and sadder
forties than it did during my reckless, experience-hungry twenties.) And
this is how it should be, of course, and indeed is the entire reason hu-
mans came up with the concept of "the arts" to begin with, of why the
arts are in fact necessaryto humans, despite what the dowdy conservat-
ives of any given age argue - becauseby their very definition, creative
projects are designed to teach us something about ourselves we didn't
know before, enlighten us about society in a way impossible to glean
from a stuffy history book or college lecture. The novels that are always
most successfulare the onesthat speak directly to our souls, with a pas-
sion that defies rational explanation; and so this makes the processitself
an intensely personal and subjective one, whether the book in question is
six months old or 500 years.

Sowhen all is said and done, this brings us back to the original ques-
tion that started this essay series in the first place - what exactly is a
“literary classic,"anyway? As you'll seeasyou make your way through
this book, | partly try to answer this through a set of traditional criteria -
of how much influence that book has had over society at large, how
much historical significance it's had, how well it's survived the passing
of time, how easy or difficult it is for future generations to continue en-
joying it without needing to take a classon the subject beforehand, how
much it continues to speakto universal concernsof the human condition.
But ultimately I've come to realize that the final determination can only
be made by each person on an individual basis,and I've tried to pen my
essayswith this in mind; | like to think that the write-ups in this book



serve better as mere guides to these titles in question than as almighty
judgments, that they will help you make up your own mind while re-
minding you to keep your eye out for certain things along the way. After
all, that's the reason books exist, to be read and enjoyed instead of stud-
led and worshipped; and | hope that this CCLaP 100 serieswill encour-
ageyou to do exactly that, to take thesetitles off their pedestalsand act-
ively engagein them the way their authors meant for you to. After doing
so myself theselast two years (and continuing to do so - don't forget that
this seriesis only a third of the way completed so far), | have found my
life an immensely richer and fuller one for it, and I'm convinced that you
will as well.

Jason Pettus
November 1, 2009

Introduction to the series
Originally published December 3, 2007

If there's one thing | like to emphasize here at CCLaP more than
anything else,it's that the artistic diet of the smart fan should be aswell-
rounded as possible; that even as all of us as humans have certain
themes and genres we naturally gravitate to (including - gasp - sup-
posedly objective reviewers), we as fans of the arts should also be trying
to add projects to our lives that fulfill tertiary interests, aswell asthe oc-
casional random project just to stir up the intellectual juices a little. One
of the things I've been thinking about a lot in my own life recently, for
example, is the idea of "classic" books, or those which end up on those
endlessseriesof "books to read before you die" lists that seemingly breed
on the internet like bunnies. To be truthful, | spentahuge majority of my
time in my twenties becoming an expert on modern art alone; as of the
beginning of my thirties, at least, | would've beenable to tell you aton of
things about what's happened to us as humans during the 20th century,
but not very much about anything that happened before then.

It's a number of things, | think, that lead me at this moment in my life
to a newfound interest in so-called classicliterature, and especially work
from the 18th and 19th centuries: slipping recently into the bottom rung
of middle-age, for example; becoming a full-time literary critic and



wanting to understand more about the history of novels; becoming an in-
ternational traveler recently for the first time aswell, and starting to visit
placeswhere knowledge of centuries-old history is crucial. In fact, one of
the things that I've noticed recently is how much classic literature I've
been adding to my regular reading list - it seems,in fact, for the last
couple of years to be at least one classic book I'm currently making my
way through at any given moment, of the five or six books I'm simultan-
eously reading at any given time in my life (one for cafes, one for the
bus, one for bed, one just for the toilet, one just for my mobile deviceE
oh, you have no idea, the complexity of it all).

As soon as| stopped and realized this, | quickly cameto the following
conclusion; that if I'm just adding random classicbooks to my life willy-
nilly these days, | bet it'd be extra-interesting to sit down and actually
compile a deliberate list of classicbooks to get through, and then to keep
a public journal of the entire experience for the website. So that's what
I've decided to do, a project | call "The CCLaP 100," the entire list of
which can be found below, reviews of which will start appearing at the
site this coming January, 2008;they are 100 books | in particular have
never read, that have beenjudged by others to fall under the general cat-
egory of "classic" (but more on this in a bit), that | will hopefully be get-
ting through at a general rate of about a book per week, for a total project
length of two years. Sound interesting? Want to participate yourself?
Read on, please! Sound stupid? You can go ahead and skip to the next
entry, then, becausethe remainder of this entry is nothing but even more
geeky details for my fellow lit nerds.

Sohow did | compile this list? Well, basically | started by first turning
to the following five lists:

The Everyman's Library 100 Essentials

Winners of the Pulitzer Prize

Modern Library's 100 Best Books of the 20th Century
Project Gutenberg's Top 100 Downloaded Authors
Winners of the Hugo Award

| then pulled out the titles that had made several of theselists at once,
which made up the core of the CCLaP 100list below; then the rest were
chosenfrom the individual lists on a case-by-casebasis, basedon things
like my personal interest, historical significance, how many times the



author already appeared on the list, how many books by that author I'd
already read in the past, etc. And that of courseis ultimately why I'm un-
comfortable every time | use the word "classic" here, and have this ob-
sessivedesire to put the word inside quotation marks eachtime | useiit;
and that's becauseone of the first things you realize when compiling a
list like this is just what a difference of opinion there is out there over
what makes something "“classic,"leading one to question whether it's fair
to even use the term at all. For example, although it's nearly impossible
for atitle to make all five of the lists at once that | cite above (becauseof
the time periods of books being considered for eachlist), there are only a
handful of books in existencethat made even three of these lists simul-
taneously; instead of having to weed out alot of titles after the consolida-
tion process,like | had originally guessedwas going to happen, | ended
up instead with awoefully small master list that needed a lot of personal
finessing to fill out.

In fact, that's something | wanted to make clear about this upcoming
essayseries, that they will most likely be significantly different than the
usual book reviews | write here; that since we can all agree beforehand
that the books listed below are at least all well-written, there will be no
need or point for me to do the normal kind of literary critique that | do
for contemporary novels. Instead, I'll be devoting "CCLaP 100" essaysto
the subject of whether or not that book deservesthe label "classic" - of
whether you should consider it a book you should read before you die,
or merely awell-done book that hasinfluenced a lot of people. The more
| think about the subject, the more I'm fascinated by it, of what exactly
we mean when we say that something is a "classic,"and | hope that you
too will enjoy following along over the next two years with that idea and
goal in mind.

And speaking of which - yes, | encourage you to participate in the
CCLaP 100 project as well if you want, which is why [I'll be publishing
with eachentry a newly updated schedule of upcoming reads. The first
two essays,for example, coming the first and second week of January,
are easy ones to pick, becausethey're books I'm actually reading as we
speak (or, well, | recently finished one), Charles Dickens' Great Expecta-
tions and Nathaniel Hawthorne's House of the Seven Gables. (For what
it's worth, | ended up having to eliminate around a dozen books from
the "long list" | compiled for the CCLaP 100, because of having read
them already as an adult; there are also books on the list below that |



technically actually have read already, but while back in high schoolin a
piecemeal format while hating the entire experience and thus remember-
ing almost nothing of it.) The schedule for the rest of January and Febru-
ary, then, looks like the following:

January, week 3: The Great Gatsby, F Scott Fitzgerald

January, week 4: Midnight's Children, Salman Rushdie
February, week 1: The Man Who Was Thursday, GK Chesterton
February, week 2: The Ripley Trilogy, Patricia Highsmith
February, week 3: The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Mark Twain
February, week 4: The Name of the Rose, Umberto Eco

| hope you'll get a chanceto follow along with any of the books that
sound particularly interesting, and that you'll of course add your own
comments about the experience to the eventual essays that will be
published.

Anyway, the entire list can be seenbelow; if atitle has a hyperlink, it
means that the essayhas now beenwritten and can be found online. Oh,
and notice that I'm not being too strict about the actual number; that this
list in actuality comprises 111 novels and not 100,in that some are listed
here as a series instead of as individual books, and that I'll be reading
those seriesin order for this project and reviewing them asif one central-
ized manuscript. As always, your thoughts and input are welcome,
either as a comment to this entry or via email to cclapcenter [at]
gmail.com.

The Age of Innocence, Edith Wharton

The Alexandria Quartet, Lawrence Durrell (four small books)
Alice Through the Lookingglass, Lewis Carroll

All Quiet on the Western Front, Erich Maria Remarque
The Ambassadors, Henry James

Anna Karenina, Leo Tolstoy

The Art of War, Sun Tzu

Beloved, Toni Morrison

The Border Trilogy, Cormac McCarthy (three small books)
Brave New World, Aldous Huxley

Brideshead Revisited, Evelyn Waugh

The Brothers Karamazov, Fyodor Dostoevsky
Buddenbrooks, Thomas Mann



The Call of the Wild, Jack London

Candida, George Bernard Shaw

The Canterbury Tales, Geoffrey Chaucer

The Castle, Franz Kafka

Catch-22, Joseph Heller

The Catcher in the Rye, JD Salinger

A Confederacy of Dunces, John Kennedy Toole
The Confessions of Nat Turner, William Styron
Democracy in America, Alexis de Tocqueville (two books)
Doctor Zhivago, Boris Pasternak

A Doll's House, Henrik Ibsen

Dracula, Bram Stoker

The End of the Affair, Graham Greene

Empire Falls, Richard Russo

The Executioner's Song, Norman Mailer

A Farewell to Arms, Ernest Hemingway

Faust, Johann Goethe

The Fixer, Bernard Malamud

Flatland, Edwin Abbott

Frankenstein, Mary Shelley

The Gods Themselves, Isaac Asimov

The Grapes of Wrath, John Steinbeck

Great Expectations, Charles Dickens

The Great Gatsby, F Scott Fitzgerald
Gulliver's Travels, Jonathan Swift

The Handmaid's Tale, Margaret Atwood

Heart of Darkness, Joseph Conrad

The Hours, Michael Cunningham

House of the Seven Gables, Nathaniel Hawthorne
Humboldt's Gift, Saul Bellow

Interpreter of Maladies, Jhumpa Labhiri

The Island of Dr. Moreau, HG Wells

It Can't Happen Here, Sinclair Lewis

Ivanhoe, Sir Walter Scott

Jane Eyre, Charlotte Bronte

A Journal of the Plague Year, Daniel Defoe
Jude the Obscure, Thomas Hardy

The Jungle, Uptown Sinclair

Kim, Rudyard Kipling

Le Morte d'Arthur, Thomas Malory
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The Left Hand of Darkness, Ursula K Le Guin

Les Miserables, Victor Hugo

Little Women, Louisa May Alcott

Lord of the Flies, William Golding

Madame Bovary, Gustave Flaubert

The Mambo Kings Play Songs of Love, Oscar Hijuelos
The Man in the High Castle, Philip K Dick

The Man Who Was Thursday, GK Chesterton

The Masterpiece, Emile Zola

Meditations, Marcus Aurelius

Middlemarch, George Eliot

Middlesex, Jeffrey Eugenides

Midnight's Children, Salman Rushdie

The Mill on the Floss, George Eliot

Mrs Dalloway, Virginia Woolf

The Name of the Rose, Umberto Eco

Northanger Abbey, Jane Austen

One Hundred Years of Solitude, Gabriel Garcia Marquez
A Passage to India, EM Forster

The Plague, Albert Camus

Pnin, Vladimir Nabokov

A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, James Joyce
The Postman Always Rings Twice, James M Cain
Rabbit Angstrom, John Updike (four small books)

The Republic, Plato

The Ripley Trilogy, Patricia Highsmith (three small books)
The Shipping News, E. Annie Proulx

Sister Carrie, Theodore Dreiser

Slaughterhouse Five, Kurt Vonnegut

The Sound and the Fury, William Faulkner

Stranger in a Strange Land, Robert Heinlein

Tarzan of the Apes, Edgar Rice Burroughs

The Thin Man, Dashiell Hammett

The Three Musketeers, Alexander Dumas

To Kill a Mockingbird, Harper Lee

The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Mark Twain
Treasure Island, Robert Louis Stevenson

Tropic of Cancer, Henry Miller

Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, Jules Verne
Uncle Tom's Cabin, Harriet Beecher Stowe



Vanity Fair, William Makepeace Thackeray
Walden, Henry David Thoreau
Washington Square, Henry James

The Way of All Flesh, Samuel Butler
Winesburg, Ohio, Sherwood Anderson
Wuthering Heights, Emily Bronte

Zuleika Dobson, Max Beerbohm

~ O~~~ A~~~
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Pre-Victorianism

Although the novel as we know it didn't develop into its standard
form until the Victorian Age, plenty of prototypical examples exist from
the centuries before it, from the philosophical treaties of the ancient
Greeks to the Regency romances of Jane Austen. In this section, the
CCLaP 100looks at twelve such titles, ranging from the Classical Age to
the crowning of Queen Victoria in 1836,examining how such full-length
literary experiments shaped the modern novel that was to come.

(Titles in parentheses will appear in future volumes)
~500 BC The Art of War, Sun Tzu

~360 BC The Republic, Plato

(~170 Meditations, Marcus Aurelius)

(~1300 The Canterbury Tales, by Geoffrey Chaucer)
(1485 Le Morte d'Arthur, by Sir Thomas Malory)
(1722 A Journal of the Plague Year, Daniel Defoe)
1726 Gulliver's Travels, Jonathan Swift

(1806-32 Faust, Johann Goethe)

1818 Northanger Abbey, Jane Austen

(1818 Frankenstein, by Mary Shelley)

(1819 Ilvanhoe, Sir Walter Scott)

(1835-40 Democracy in America, Alexis de Tocqueville)

~ O~~~ A~~~
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The Art of War

By Sun Tzu (~500 BC)

Originally published as essay #27

The story in a nutshell:
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More of atechnical manual than a piece of general literature, The Art
of War is a field guide of sorts by famed Chinese military leader Sun
Tzu, written it's believed sometime in the 6th century BC (during the
period when China was coming together as a unified empire for the first
time in history), asa way of instructing other commanders how to have
as much successon the battlefield ashe had had. (And pleaseknow that
there's a debate among scholars aswell regarding whether Sun Tzu even
wrote this book by himself, or if like many other classicsfrom antiquity
this isn't in fact a sly compilation, gathering up the best thoughts back
then from amongst a whole group of military strategists.) Now of course
let's not forget that Sun Tzu was a Taoist aswell, so of course his particu-
lar advice is going to be Taoist in nature, a very important thing to un-
derstand in order to really "get" this book; he seesthe best war, for ex-
ample, as the one that's never actually fought, becauseyou've already
dismantled the enemy's forces through sabotage and cunning to the
point where they can't put up aresistancein the first place. And soit is
throughout this extremely slim book (which in fact is more like a long
magazine article) - chapter after chapter of surprisingly spiritual text
concerning the fine art of getting what you want, even when other
people are actively trying to stop you from doing so.

The argument for it being a classic:

It's a 2,500-year-old book still being read and studied on a daily basis,
argue its fans; what more do you want? And in the meanwhile, it's influ-
enced nearly every Western military leader since first being translated
into a Romantic language (French) in 1782, racking up a whole list of
self-declared admirers from Napoleon to Norman Schwarzkopf. And if
this weren't enough, starting in the 1980sit also gained a whole new life
asa surprisingly apt if not Machiavellian guide to the corporate business
world, best typified by symbol-of-yuppie-greed Gordon Gekko from
Oliver Stone's fantastic movie Wall Street, who is constantly walking
around quoting from it as a way to justify his monstrous, inhuman ac-
tions. If all of this isn't enough to safely consider a book a classic, ask its
fans, what is?

The argument against:

The caseagainst this being a classic seemsto be one used a lot with
books over a thousand years old; that even if that book turns out to be
historically important (and it usually does), it might be better at this
point to actually study the book and how it affected society, not read the
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book itself for pleasure anymore. Always remember, that's part of how
I'm defining "classic" here in this CCLaP 100 series, is not just how im-
portant that title has beento human history, but also whether it's worth
literally sitting down and reading it page-for-page yourself, no matter if
you have any specific interest in that book's subject or not. If it's yes on
the former but no on the latter, as critics of this book claim, then by my
definition it's not a classic, but rather simply a historically important
book that should be studied by the general public but not necessarily
read.

My verdict:

Solet me start by admitting how surprisingly readable this is for being
2,500 years old, and that it really does translate metaphorically to the
business world surprisingly elegantly; after all, since it's a guide to war
written by a Taoist, it's more of a symbolic examination of how to get out
of life what you want the most, even in the face of tough opposition,
with advice that is surprisingly relevant to the modern world even when
he'stalking about the mechanicsof medieval Asian warfare. (Justfor one
example, near the beginning he talks in one paragraph about how a suc-
cessful commander will literally steal the food of their enemy, both to
sap the enemy's strength and to avoid the burden of having to carry all
that food to battle themselves;this may not seemto have much relevance
to the modern businessworld at first, until you stop and think about it in
terms of stealing talent from your competitors, literally the intellectual
"food" nourishing their "army" of goods and services competing against
your own.)

That said, though, I think ultimately I'm going to have to side with the
critics this time; that unless you're a military commander or corporate
raider yourself, most people's eyesare going to quickly gloss over while
trying to read this book, merely after the first few pages.Now, don't get
me wrong, | definitely think this should be a primer for people who are
getting into the profession themselves; this should for sure be a must-
read not only for soldiers, for example, but also the politicians in charge
of those soldiers' budgets. But this is a perfect example of the surpris-
ingly complicated processof determining whether a book is a classicor
not, the entire reason| started this essayseriesin the first place; because
unless competitive strategy actually is your business, most people will
find it more rewarding to spend their time reading up on how this book
has affected history, and of the circumstancesin ancient China that led to
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it getting written in the first place. There'sreally only one major lessonin
The Art of War for a non-military general audience to get - that most
battles are won basedon how well one can surprise the enemy, usually
by deceiving them using their own weaknesses(to actincompetent when
the enemy is haughty, for example, threatening when they're meek, pick-
ing them off at the edges when they outnumber you, destroying their
supply lines when they're far from home); for those not interested in the
nitty-gritty of how to actually accomplish such things, though, there's ac-
tually alot more to be learned by studying how such athing has been at-
tempted over the centuries, making the book certainly important but not
necessarily a classic.

Is it a classicNo

The Republic
By Plato (~360 BC)
Originally published as essay #11

The story in a nutshell:

For those who don't know, the last 2,500years of Western civilization
can be roughly broken down into three eras, or "Ages;" the one we're in
the middle of right now, the "Modern Age," actually began around the
year 1400 or so with what we now call the "Renaissance" (Italian for
“rebirth"), in which humanity slowly rediscovered the ideas and philo-
sophies of ancient Greece and other so-called "enlightened societies"
from the dawn of written history. (The era of those societies, then, is
known asthe "Classical Age;" the years between thesetwo erasis known
asthe "Middle Age" or "Dark Age," in that these were the years such in-
formation was lost and forgotten in the first place.) Of all these thinkers
and playwrights and architects and scientists of ancient Greece, then,
perhaps none was more influential than a man named Socrates,who in
our modern days we would call both an educator and philosopher; al-
though he never actually wrote down any of his thoughts about life, his
fanboy students did on a voracious basis, including a disciple named
Plato who becamethe most famous of them during the Renaissance be-
cause of so many of his original manuscripts making it through the
chaotic times of the Dark Age*.
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The Republic, for example, which would be better translated in our
modern language to Society, is one of the more important of the dozens
of Plato's books to still exist; it is one of the first books in Western cul-
ture, in fact, to tackle the very question of what a society is, of how to
best organize one, and how to lay the long-term plans to make such a
“republic” stable and violence-free. For example, the whole first part of
the book concernsnothing elsebut what Socratessaw as the fundament-
al question behind all societies,that of "justice;" of how we as an organ-
ized group of people determine what exactly is "fair," what exactly is
"right" and "wrong," and how we go about not only formally defining
that but also enforcing it on a society-wide basis. That then gets the
group talking about the creation of laws, which gets into the subject of
who in a society is best qualified to write and determine such laws; this
gets the reader into what most consider part 2 of the book, an examina-
tion of what we today would call not only lawyers but also politicians,
philosophers and educators. (Plato and his peers, in fact, believed that
the enlightened citizen should be all of these things at once; it's only in
our modern times that we split them into four different professions.)
This then gets us into part 3 of The Republic, a detailed examination of
four popular types of society that were around at the time; this is what
gets us our modern definitions of timocracy, oligarchy, democracy and
tyranny, and of course the dozens of other government types that have
since been invented by later philosophers.

And then finally, the way Socratesand his students actually discuss
and arrive at these conclusions is through what is now known as the
"Socratic Method," a fancy term for something most people will immedi-
ately understand; it's simply the processof teaching through talking and
asking questions, guiding a student through a seriesof answers into dis-
covering the wisdom of that topic on their own. Anytime a public school
teacher discusses a subject out loud in a classroom, for example, then
calls on a student to answer a question about the subject, that technically
Is the Socratic Method.

The argument for it being a classic:

Dude, it's a 2,200-year-old book that's still being read on a daily basis;
If that's not the definition of a classic,fans say, then what is? Much more
importantly than this, though, The Republic and other Classical books of
philosophy virtually defined how nearly the entire western half of the
planet currently conducts its business; all modern free-market
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representational democracies, after all, are fundamentally based on the
ideas of the "Enlightenment" philosophers of the 1700s,and their ideas
originally came from the ideas of Plato, Socrates,Aristotle and others.
There's nothing like reading the actual source material, fans of Classical
literature will tell you, if you want a deep understanding of the prin-
ciples guiding all of Western culture; this one single book, for example,
laid the groundwork for how over half the world's governments now op-
erate, making it the very definition of a book you should read before you
die.

The argument against:

Of course, let's not forget the price of reading a 2,200-year-old book of
philosophy, which is that much of it is out-of-date by now; in fact, there's
an entire litany of terms in The Republic that a reader must put air
guotes around each time they come across, with "democracy" for ex-
ample not meaning nearly the same thing to Plato that it means to us,
nor "republic,” nor "equality,” nor "freedom." Two thousand years is a
long time to be able to tweak and build on a certain set of specific ideas,
let's not forget; in fact, most of the incremental improvements we make
to government anymore are basedon principles from merely a half-cen-
tury or so ago, which themselves were the product of the 75th or 80th
generation of small improvements that have now been made over the
centuries to Plato and Socrates'original ideas. Becauseof all this, critics
say, a book like The Republic is certainly historically important, certainly
a must-read for anyone devoting their life or career to philosophy or
government or education, but not necessarily a book that the general
populace should feel a need to read themselves.

My verdict:

Solet me admit right off the bat what awimp | am, and that in actual-
ity | only read something like the first hundred pages of this book; be-
cause let's face it, we live in a much more sophisticated age than Plato
did, with most of us for example deeply comfortable with the Socratic
Method even by the time we're done with elementary school. The Re-
public itself is written in the same pace one would use when explaining
something to a five-year-old child, which of course Plato and his cohorts
had to do back then; it was a society that was barely literate, that had
never tackled these subjects before, that hadn't even invented such
words as "philosophy” yet or such concepts as universities. To tell you
the truth, the most interesting thing about the book was the modern
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50-pageintroduction by Desmond Lee (I read the Penguin Classicsver-
sion); like many other synopsesthat now exist, it does a much better job
than the manuscript itself at explaining the historical context that in-
formed theseideas, as well asthe outdated terminology and the words
that would be better used today. Although it was definitely a fascinating
book to explore and learn more about, | can't say in all honesty that |
would recommend tackling the actual manuscript; much better | think to
read one of the modern analysesinstead, and learn more about how the
book has shaped society in the two thousand years since.

Is it a classic?Xes, but skip it anyway

*And in fact, the majority of the Classical Canon would be gone
forever if had beenup to the Westernersthemselves,who were too busy
slaughtering and raping and burning down eachothers' cities during the
Medieval period to give much of a crap about a bunch of dusty ol' books;
it was mostly the scholars of the Middle Eastwho saved the majority of
these manuscripts, by translating them into Arabic and incorporating
them into their own great libraries at Alexandria (in modern Egypt),
Babylon (in modern Iraq), and more. Bitter irony, | know, considering
the way the majority of Middle Eaststateshave beentreated by the ma-
jority of Western nations over the last couple of hundred years.

Gulliver's Travels
By Jonathan Swift (1726)
Originally published as essay #21

The story in a nutshell:

To really understand the story behind Jonathan Swift's satirical mas-
terpiece Gulliver's Travels, it's important to understand some of the
things going on in England in the early 1700swhen this was written
(which | of course am simplifying for the sake of today's essay,and am
probably getting a little wrong too in some of the details). For example, it
was a time when Protestants and Catholics were still fighting pretty
bloodily over which is the one true Christian faith; and this flavored
everything from the prevailing domestic political parties (the Catholic
Tories versus the Protestant Whigs) to which outside countries England
was to officially ally with (the Catholic French versus the Protestant
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Dutch). And then at the same time, this was also when the Enlighten-
ment was in full swing, in which the searchfor rational, scientific truths
almost did away with the argument over religion in the first place;it was
the time of "natural philosophers" (forerunners of modern scientists), of
the Royal Society, of political theorists like Descartesand Locke arguing
for a new, Greek-inspired, ultra-rational form of government (something
successfully put into place just fifty years later in the US after its revolu-
tion, afailed experiment twenty years after that in the caseof Franceand
its own revolution).

Swift himself, then, was actually kind of in the middle of all this; he
was an ordained minister in the Church of Ireland/ England, a Tudor in-
vention from the previous century that tried to be a nonviolent com-
promise between Catholicism and Protestantism; it was basically a
middle-of-the-road way to look at life, created by Henry VIII and
strengthened by Elizabeth | as a way to hopefully avoid the insanely
bloody religious civil war that had erupted on the Continent previously
over the issue*. And Swift was an Irish nationalist too, a higher-up in the
King's Court back when it was Catholic-based and the Tories were in
power; in fact, most of his personal friends were Tories despite him not
being Catholic, in that the Tories were much more sympathetic to the
Irish plight than the Whigs. Ah, but then when the Whigs did get back
into power in the early 1700s,Swift found himself suddenly exiled from
London and the machinations of the court, back in Ireland and tending
over a rural church with a total congregation of 15. That's where
Gulliver's Travels comes from, frankly - it was mostly a result of Swift
being bored and frustrated out there in the Irish countryside, feeling like
he was missing all the important things going on over in London, writ-
ing asnotty little satire about it all asaway of making himself feel better,
which then accidentally turned into a runaway bestseller when actually
published in London under a fake name.

As such, then, the resulting book is both a general parody of the
“either/ or" mindset (as expressed through two-party politics, religious
infighting, civil wars, etc), as well as a highly specific satire of the ob-
scure political events going on that particular moment, expressedas four
fictional voyages to far-off lands by Swift's eponymous natural-philo-
sopher Enlightenment hero. In the first, Gulliver comes acrossa race of
people a tenth the size of him, a race which tends to overstate the im-
portance of every little thing he does, and who have been fighting a
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century-long civil war themselves over which side of eggs God wants
them to crack first, the big end or the narrow end; in the second voyage
he meetsup with araceten times bigger than him, which he ends up be-
ing disgusted by becauseof all their physical imperfections like warts
and moles taking on such gargantuan proportions. In the third trip, then,
Gulliver comesacrossa race of people even more rational than his fellow
natural philosophers; so rational, in fact, that their entire society has
come to a practical standstill, convinced as these people are (for ex-
ample) that it's possible to build a house from the roof first down to the
ground, if they only conduct enough experiments and take enough
notes. And then in the fourth tale, Gulliver finally comes across a race
that seemsperfect, a society of man/ horse hybrids with the perfect com-
bination of intelligent savvy and animal instinct; the only problem, in
fact, is that it's humans in their society that are considered the non-
speaking beastsof burden who couldn't possibly ever be taught to think
straight, a theory only strengthened when Gulliver gets to telling them
about the various insane and ironic ways parliamentary government in
1700s England worked back then.

The argument for it being a classic:

There are a number of reasonsthis book should be considered a clas-
sic, argue its fans; just for one, its mere age should be taken into consid-
eration, the fact that it's about ready to celebrate its 300th anniversary
and is still being read for pleasure on a daily basis. Let's not forget, after
all, that witty political satires were already a popular form of entertain-
ment with the massesby the early 1700s,making Gulliver's Travels not
exactly unigue when first coming out; the fact that this one has stuck
around aslong asit has, versus the hundreds of others from that period
that most of us don't realize even existed, says something about Swift as
an individual writer, and about this book as an individual manuscript.
Becausethe fact of the matter, argue its fans, is that you don't necessarily
have to know anything specific about the political events of those times
to still appreciate and enjoy this book; Swift was such a master of the
form, they say, that he wrote the stories in a way which can be immedi-
ately recognized by anyone in history in any situation, even occasionally
adding scatological humor to great effect. (Seefor example the night the
Lilliputian royal palace catcheson fire, which Gulliver puts out basically
by urinating all over it, a joke | think would even work on The Daily
Show if used to this day.) This is not exactly a three-act novel as we
know them today, but did mightily help pave the way for such a format;
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and given how sharp and precise Swift's observations about human
nature were, it's also a book that can be appreciated simply on its own,
not necessarily for whatever historical contribution it's made over the
centuries.

The argument against:

The main argument against Gulliver's Travels being a classic seemsto
be one made with alot of older books, that it has simply becometoo ob-
scure and linguistically dated to be a "must-read" anymore with the gen-
eral population. Let's not forget, after all, that this was written half a cen-
tury before even the Declaration of Independence; there is still a pretty
liberal sprinkling of "thee"sand "thou"s and whatnot in this manuscript,
despite the Enlightenment rapidly starting to change all that in the liter-
ary arts in those years, and also of course with alot of Words being Ran-
domly Capitalized in the Middle of Sentencesfor No Particular Goode
ReasonAt All. And besides, the critics argue, this book ain't exactly as
universal asits fans say; especially when it comesto the last two stories,
they say, it's not necessarily clear at all what Swift's point actually is, un-
less one already has a knowledge and detailed understanding of 1700s
current events. No one's arguing its importance to posterity and history,
| think, or at least| can'timagine how someonecould possibly argue that
in a serious way; it's just that this book is no longer that relevant to a
general audience, with it maybe being better anymore to simply study
this book instead of actually reading it.

My verdict:

I'm torn today now that I've read Gulliver's Travels myself, becausel
can empathize with both of the arguments laid out above;| myself ended
up enjoying it quite a bit, but also admit that | ended up skipping over
huge expository sections, and that | also deliberately read up on the
political issues of those times beforehand, so that | could keep up as
much as possible while scanning the actual manuscript. Now, that said,
one of the things its fans say is definitely true; that this is a much more
general parable about the dangers of an either/ or mindset, of a world
where only two choices are available, than it is a specific tale about
Whigs versus Tories. And this is what savesthe book, I'm convinced,
what makesiit still widely read to this day versus the hundreds of other
satires from the 1700sthat no longer are, is simply Swift's sublime obser-
vations about the human condition in general; | have to confess,for ex-
ample, | in particular found part 3 to be the most entertaining, the
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withering attack on do-nothing scientific nerds who will eventually lead
us all to ruin. (I mean, how can you not love an obscure academewho
has spent the last eight years trying to extract sunbeams from cucum-
bers, one of dozens of absurdist scientific experiments mentioned in this
manuscript.) | guess, then, that ultimately | will fall on the side of the
book and declare it a classic, but with a caveat this week - that you
couple your reading of it with alittle homework, that you read up on the
events that were taking place when Swift wrote this. It's not absolutely
necessaryfor enjoying this book; it's the only way, though, that | think
you can realistically argue for it still being a classic.

Is it a classic?Xes, but only with a little homework first

*Yes, | know, the establishment of the Church of England was actually
much more complicated than what | just mentioned. | know, | know.

Northanger Abbey
By Jane Austen (1818)
Originally published as essay #24

The story in a nutshell:

Although not published until after her death in 1818(but more on that
in a bit), Northanger Abbey was actually the first book written by
infamous "chick-lit forerunner" JaneAusten, with most scholars agreeing
that she originally penned it in 1798when barely out of her teens; so it
makes sense,then, that the novel centersaround the 17-year-old Cather-
ine Morland, and of all the issuesimportant to a typical late teen. A de-
lightful yet melodramatic young woman, Catherine has a way of natur-
ally charming almost everyone she meets, even while being a hopeless
devotee of trashy "gothic novels" (think beach-read for the Georgian
Era), and of letting them unduly influence her already fanciful and curi-
ous mind. When middle-aged friends of the Morlands, then, invite the
sheltered rural-living Catherine to join them for six weeks in the cosmo-
politan resort town of Bath, she can't help but to be thrilled; and indeed,
the bulk of this novel's prose is devoted to capturing the ins-and-outs of
youth culture in such a period, the subtle and ultra-complicated flirtation
rituals that took place each evening among such communal settings as
recital halls and the boardwalk.
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Things get even more interesting, though, when one of the friends she
makes in Bath invites Catherine to continue her holiday by joining her
family at their country home, an old Medieval religious fortress called
Northanger Abbey that they've converted into a contemporary living
space,with Catherine's goth-filled head going nuts over visions of crum-
bling cobwebby back hallways and dark family secrets.But alas, the ab-
bey turns out to be quite modern and well-maintained, and all of
Catherine's attempts to dream up spooky conspiracy theories are met
with perfectly blasZrational explanations; that forces her instead to have
to pay attention to the messy romantic entanglements going on between
her friends, aswell asthe constant wooing by her own various would-be
suitors that sheis constantly trying to brush off. Add a mysterious Napo-
leonic ship captain, some misunderstandings over money, a couple of
messy public breakups; and by the end, we leave our hero a little wiser
about the world if not a little more jaded, understanding now asa young
adult that it's the consistent behavior of a person through good times and
bad that determines their character, not their endowment or war record
or any other surface-level statistic you can mention.

The argument for it being a classic:

Fans of Northanger Abbey argue that it is Austen distilled into its
most essential form - laser-precise observations about the human condi-
tion and the fallacies of so-called "civilized society," but without the ob-
sessive preoccupation over landing a man that marks so much of her
later and more well-known work. And that's important, they say, be-
cause we should actually be celebrating Austen for the perceptive in-
sights into the human psyche she was capable of, not for the bonnet-
wearing eyelash-fluttering romantic elements that seemto so dominate
any discussion about her anymore. The reason Austen continues to be so
popular, they argue, is precisely becauseher stories are so timeless at
their core; although ostensibly dealing with the fussy aristocratic issues
of the day, in reality they say things about the way young women seethe
world that are still exactly and utterly true of young women 200 years
later. It's easy to lose sight of this within the epic frippery of such later
masterpieces as Pride & Prejudice and Sense& Sensibility, fans argue;
Northanger Abbey cuts through all this filler, leaving a slim and artistic-
ally muscular volume that ironically stands the test of time much better
than her bigger projects.
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The argument against:

Of course, let's not forget that there's a reason Austen's later work is so
much better known and loved, say this book's critics - and that's because
those books are simply better, according to any criteria you wish to
name, the result of an older and wiser woman with not only better writ-
ing skills but a much more complex outlook on the world. Although
there's not much debate anymore over whether this is a historically im-
portant and well-done story, many critics argue that Northanger Abbey
simply doesn't rise to the level of "classic," just like it is with so many
other first novels by authors who eventually become famous.

My verdict:

Okay, | admit it; after years of making fun of people for their obsessive
Austen fandom, now that I've finally read my first novel of hers myself, |
have to confess that I'm awfully impressed, and can easily see why
people still go so crazy for her work in the first place. Becausel gotta tell
you, it's positively freaky how much like a modern 17-year-old girl in the
early 2000sthat Catherine actually sounds like here, of just how many of
the details Austen choseto focus on turn out to be universal observations
about teenage female personasin general, and not simply observations
about that particular age'spopular culture and societal norms. | love, for
example, how Catherine simply acceptsin this quiet way the realization
of how much more important it is in the eyesof men to appear smatrt in
public than in the eyes of women; how gold-digging for a husband is
simply wrong no matter what the circumstances;that you understand a
lot more about a person when observing them in a bad mood than a
good one. | love that Catherine automatically assumesthe craziest ex-
planation for any situations that occur in her life, becauseshe's a bored
teen and this is what bored teensdo to entertain themselves. | love how
sheis constantly worrying about saying the wrong thing in front of oth-
ers; how sheis constantly running off in embarrassmentover various im-
politic confessions blurted out during enjoyable conversations; how the
people older than her acceptall this from her with a charmed sense of
bemusement, while her fellow teenagegqirls react with catty bitchiness. |
love how their entire social circles revolve around thesetiny, barely per-
ceptible actions, stuff completely inconsequential to grown-ups but so
important to the young; how entire romantic relationships can be started
simply by two people glancing at eachother acrossaroom for alittle too
long, entire friendships destroyed simply because of not sitting at a
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certain table during a public meal. Sheesh|if that's not a teenagegirl's life
in a nutshell, | don't know what is.

In fact, I'll go so far asto say this; that at least here in Northanger Ab-
bey, Austen turns out to be a much smarter, much more bitter author
than | was expecting, given that her most diehard fans concentrate so
much on the historical-finery and antiquated-courtship elementsof it all.
And indeed, if | wanted to be really controversial, I'd argue that if
Austen were alive and writing in our modern times, she wouldn't write
about relationships at all, but was instead forced to during her own
times becauseof this being the only stuff female authors could get pub-
lished back then. | mean, don't get me wrong, this book contains an un-
believable amount of the same tropes as so-called modern “chick-lit,"
which is why so many people call her the forerunner of the genre*; but if
you pay attention, you'll seethat Catherine herself is really not that inter-
estedin the subjectat all, other than to the extent that it's expected of her
by the rest of society, and indeed you could argue that Austen's bigger
point here is to examine the growing dark maturity and evermore com-
plex understanding of the world that all young women go through, and
the sometimes ugly experiencesthat must occur for this to happen. It's
for all these reasonsthat | confidently label Northanger Abbey today a
classic,a surprisingly still-relevant tale that even to this day is almost im-
possible not to be thoroughly charmed by.

Is it a classicXes

*And speaking of chick-lit, no review of Northanger Abbey is com-
plete without an acknowledgment of its absolutely most delightful as-
pect, an examination of what at the time was the first-ever rise in pop-
ularity of the "novel" format, especially asit manifested itself in the form
of trashy supernatural romantic thrillers designed specifically for
middle-class women. Let's not forget, before the late 1700s,full-length
fictional stories barely even existed; when people sat down to read a
book back then, it was mostly essaysor poems or plays they were pick-
ing up, with full-length made-up narrative stories treated by the intelli-
gentsia with the samedisdain we currently treat, say, first-person-shoot-
er videogames. It was during this same period, though, that women sud-
denly became literate in the millions for the first time in history; and
thesewomen all needed something to read, which is what led to the rise
of "gothic" literature in the first place, a combination of supernatural
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thriller and over-the-top romance that was generally perceived at the
time as"silly woman stuff." This novel is just as enjoyable and important
for its examination of all theseissuesasit is for the usual Austenesque
stuff; and this is yet another reason to call Austen a forerunner of
modern so-called chick-lit, in that all theseissuesare still being debated
in the publishing industry to this day, of whether it's ethically right to
"ghettoize" the interests of middle-class women into these narrow chan-
nels of overmarketed gooey supernatural love stories designed for the
intellectually-challenged.

And by the way, alittle trivia for you Janeheadsthe "goth-novel must-
read list" laid out by one of the charactersin this book was for a century
thought to be a fictional list simply made up by Austen, but recent aca-
demic researchhas shown that this is areal list of the most popular actu-
al gothic novels of the late 1700s,and in fact efforts are underway aswe
speak to get as many of thesetitles as possible back into print and book-
stores. In fact, many scholars believe that this entire novel came about in
the first place as a silly little pop-culture exercise Austen would essen-
tially make up eachnight off the top of her head, asaway of entertaining
her fellow young-female siblings using the exactissuesactually happen-
Ing in their lives, and that it was the surprising popularity of the story
amongst their friends that convinced her to be a full-time writer in the
first place. It's always something to keep in mind when reading
Northanger Abbey, that it was meant as an ultra-contemporary story
despite it not getting published until twenty years after it was originally
written, and of course now 210 years later in our own modern eyes.

~ O~~~ A~~~

NNNNNNN

Early Victorianism

The long reign of England's Queen Victoria saw a combination of
factors come together at once, to make the full-length three-act novel eas-
ily the most dominant form of the arts in the 19th century - not only a
rapid rise in literacy but arapid drop in publishing costs,an explosion of
new technologies, a newfound emphasis on culture within the British
Empire at its height, plus simply a plethora of new stories to tell, from
the far-flung imperial colonies of Africa and Asia to the UK's anarchic
cousins in the post-Revolution United States.In this section, the CCLaP
100 looks at eleven titles from the first half of this remarkable era (from
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Queen Victoria's crowning to the American Civil War), examining how
the modern novel came to be.

(Titles in parentheses will appear in future volumes)
(1844 The Three Musketeers, Alexander Dumas)
(1847 Jane Eyre, Charlotte Bronte)

(1847 Wuthering Heights, by Emily Bronte)

(1847-48 Vanity Fair, William Makepeace Thackeray)
1851 House of the Seven Gables, Nathaniel Hawthorne
(1852 Uncle Tom's Cabin, by Harriet Beecher Stowe)
(1854 Walden, by Henry David Thoreau)

1857 Madame Bovary, Gustave Flaubert

(1860 The Mill on the Floss, George Eliot)

1861 Great Expectations, Charles Dickens

(1862 Les Miserables, Victor Hugo)

~ O~~~ A~~~

NNNNNNN

House of the Seven Gables
By Nathaniel Hawthorne (1851)
Originally published as essay #2

The story in a nutshell:

Like any good horror story, the spooky House of the SevenGables ac-
tually tells two stories at once:it is simultaneously the historic tale of the
cursed Pyncheon family, concurrent owners of a reputedly haunted
house in Salem, Massachusettsfor over two centuries now, aswell asthe
specific tale of the most recent generation of this family, dealing with the
same curse that has haunted all the Pyncheons since Puritan times. It
seemsthat the original owner of the seven-gabled house, old Colonel
Pyncheon, ended up getting a man named Maule killed asa witch in or-
der to weasel out of the construction costsof the house itself, even delib-
erately knowing that the man was innocent; as a result, it seems,Maule
issued an infamous curse on the Pyncheon family as he died, one that
has haunted any member in those two centuries who's had anything to
do with the house in question. In the meanwhile, though, another per-
sistent family rumor has been that the Pyncheons actually own a whole
lot more land in Salem than the simple Seven Gables estate, and that if
they can simply find the 200-year-old evidence, they can get the state
government to retroactively reimburse them and make them rich, rich,
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stinkin' filthy rich; and in that respect, House of the Seven Gablesis as
much a morality tale asit is a horror or haunted-house one, in that any
Pyncheon over the decadeswho takesan interest in finding this old evid-
ence just ends up obsessedwith the subject to their ultimate ruin, as
surely asthe supposed magical curse that also exists, along the tormen-
ted ghosts of all those cursed Pyncheons who still supposedly reside
within the house's walls.

Like | said, as a result the book ends up telling two stories at once,
with the majority of it dedicated to the current Pyncheon family at the
time of the story itself (mid-1800s): bitter spinster Hepzibah, for example,
who has ended up having to open a penny-shop on the first floor
(basically the Victorian equivalent of a convenience store) in order to
make ends meet; her elderly brother Clifford, abroken sad-sackwho has
just gotten out of jail after spending 30 years there for a crime he didn't
commit; Judge Jaffrey, a haughty and hard old man who is thinking of
running for governor, and who has become convinced that Clifford
knows where the hidden Pyncheon real-estate evidence is; and the
sweet-as-sunshine Young Phoebe, a rural cousin who is visiting that
summer in order to help out this terminally dour family, and who is like
a little freaking rainbow compared to the rest of the family's endless
thunderstorms. Combine with alot of melodrama, a seriesof events that
are semi-supernatural in nature, and a liberal sprinkling of backstory
about the doomed Pyncheons of yore, and you have yourself one very
Victorian novel indeed.

The argument for it being a classic:

As hinted above, the main argument for this being a classicis its his-
toric nature; it is not only a fine example of the Victorian Novel (also
known asthe Romantic Novel), but indeed one of the first American ex-
amples of the genre to exist, at a time when American-born and -edu-
cated artists were just starting to make a mark on world culture for the
first time in history. As such, its fans argue, House of the SevenGablesin
effect becomesone of the very first American "weird" stories ever pub-
lished, a subgenre within  Romanticism that eventually led to such mod-
ern subgenres as horror, psychological thriller, science-fiction, mystery
and more. Most people agree at this point that Hawthorne himself is an
imminently important figure in American artistic history (mostly be-
cause of the perpetually loved and hated The Scarlet Letter), one of the
first-ever US writers to have not only a global reputation but to argue for
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a distinctly "American" style of artistic expression; his fans, though, ar-
gue that he was not only this, but also one of a handful of people who
began what is arguably the US's most prolific and ultimately important
artistic output, the so-called "genre" projects that for better or for worse
we seem so particularly good at.

The argument against:

The main charge that seemsto be leveled at Hawthorne by his critics
(and there's more and more of them in our contemporary times) is that
his work simply isn't aging very well; that even though it's extremely im-
portant from a historical standpoint, there's also a reason that
Hawthorne is so closely associated with the stereotypical "Victorian
style" of narration, that has becomeso outdated in modern times. What's
that, Dear Reader?You need more elucidation asto the nefarious nature
of the Victorian style of narration? Perhapsif the more well-heeled in the
audience will think of an overflowery style that directly addressesthe in-
tellectually curious in question, they will have more of a grasp over what
Your Humble Narrator is dutifully trying to explain. Yeah, now imagine
200 pages of that, and you start to understand the rationale behind crit-
ics' claims that this novel is important historically but not necessarily a
classic.

My verdict:

After reading House of the Seven Gables myself, | tend to fall on the
side of its critics; the manuscript itself certainly is a flowery messto mod-
ern eyes, with a plotline lacking the modern "oomph" that we contem-
porary genre fans are used to and expectfrom genre projects. In fact, this
Is arguably the most interesting thing about it in our modern times, and
the main argument for a horror or mystery fan to still read it, is to seethe
actual evolution of so-called "spooky stories" in this country. The fact is
that this novel is not very scary at all, and not very weird either from the
standpoint of how we modern audiences define it; there are some hall-
ways that creep people out, the general feeling of gloom and doom that
the eponymous house emits, and of course the central cursedriving it all,
but is otherwise a fairly conventional morality tale about how one
should be happy with the things one currently hasin life, not just end-
lessly yearning for what's not there.

It's fascinating for anyone who's read a broad depth of weird Americ-
an literature from over the decades,becauseyou can very plainly seethe
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starting point for the genre's maturation; you can literally seethe things
that ended up inspiring people such as Edgar Allen Poe and HP Love-
craft, which were the things that then inspired people such as Stephen
King and Clive Barker, which is what's now inspiring a whole new gen-
eration of genre writers. It's definitely an interesting intellectual exercise
for anyone seriously interested in the history of strange literature in this
country, but otherwise a book that can safely remain unread by most
without having to feel guilty on one's deathbed.

Is it a classicNo

Madame Bovary
By Gustave Flaubert (1857)
Originally published as essay #26

The story in a nutshell:

Considered by nearly everyone to be one of the best novels ever writ-
ten, French cynic Gustave Flaubert's 1857 Madame Bovary (originally
published serially in 1856)is one of the first fiction projects in history to
be asmuch a deep "character study" asa vehicle for simply propelling an
exciting plot; it is an ultra-detailed look at an ultra-complex person, the
Emma Bovary (nee Rouault) of the book's title, where the whole point is
not just to learn what happensto her but what makes her tick in general.
Becausemake no mistake, Bovary is one of the most complicated charac-
ters in the history of literature, still able to ignite passionate arguments
among fans to this day: some seeher as a clearly sympathetic and very
typical woman, forced into a whole series of awkward situations by a
whole series of incompetent men in her life, just like such dunderheads
have been doing to smart females for centuries; while others see her
more like an unmedicated sufferer of bipolar disorder, constantly flip-
flopping on what she wants out of life depending on what in particular
she doesn't happen to have that particular moment, constantly adding
unneeded drama to her life when bored and treating pretty much every
single person around her like complete crap.

Raisedin a convent, a lover of erotica, desirous of an expensive urban

lifestyle yet not very smart about money, it is this dichotomy of traits
that keeps Bovary careening from one radically different situation to the
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next: first falling hard for her father's roving rural doctor (full-time "good
guy" and hence impotent cuckold Charles Bovary), thinking that their
marriage will finally bring her the sophisticated Paris life she's always
dreamed of; then trying and failing at a domestic life as a small-town
wife and mother, after it becomesclear that Charles prefers the dowdy
provincial life of the northern French farmlands, leading to a hot-and-
cold emotional affair with ayoung law student there named Leon; then a
move to essentially one of the first large "suburbs” in France's history
(the fictional mid-sized Yonville, not too far from Paris by carriage or
rail, based on the real-life suburb of Ry), where she embarks on a much
more serious affair with a major hater-playah named Rodolph; then an
unceremonial dumping by Rodolph, after she offers to leave her hus-
band for him and bring the kid along, leading to a short period again in
her life asa pious born-again Christian; with all of that followed believe
it or not by a reacquaintance with the now successfulyoung urban law-
yer Leon, leading to a sexually explicit "hotel afternoons in the big city"
affair (the part of the book that led to its infamous obscenity trial when it
first came out); which then finally leads to an ending whose details I'll
leave a surprise, but let's just say results in ruin and/ or death for nearly
every freaking person involved. Oh, those French and their happy
endings!

The argument for it being a classic:

Madame Bovary established so many firsts, its fans argue, it's some-
times scary: not just the first novel ever to be written in the modern,
pared-down "conversational tone" we know today, not just one of the
first novels to complexly combine both character and plot development
equally in one manuscript, but also one of the very first novels in history
to establish the "Realist" school of thought, a set of conventions which
now guide almost all contemporary novels being written (but more on
that in a bit), all while ironically being a perfect example of a Victorian-
Age Romantic novel aswell, and of containing all the hallmarks that fans
of Romanticism look for even while making vicious fun of them too. In
fact, this book is almost like a freaky artifact from a future time that
shouldn't actually exist, if you want to get technical about it; a book that
reads exactly like a contemporary mainstream-lit character study, but
published at the same time as the severely overwritten, overwrought,
epistolary-style adventure tales and pseudo-science babble much more
typical of the mid-1800s. It's not just important asa historical artifact (but
more on that in a bit too), not just seminal to the arts in about a half-
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dozen different ways, but is still a surprisingly great read even 152years
later; nearly every novel being written today owes one aspectof its form
or another to this ultra-important precedent, fans argue, making it the
very definition of a literary "classic" that should still be picked up by
every lover of great books out there.

The argument against:

Ironically, the only criticisms of Madame Bovary | could find seemed
to argue that the book is just too well-written; that Flaubert created such
a hyper-realistic emotional trainwreck asthe main character, they ended
up disgusted by her and couldn't even finish. "Ugh, that Emma, | can't
stand her, she's so despicable,” | saw one online critique after another
say, none of these people apparently realizing that that's the whole point;
that the entire purpose of this book existing is to present this ultra-
flawed, many times legitimately despicable character, to examine what
motivates her and how she can be so sympathetic at times too, to under-
stand ourselves better and especially those parts of our own personalities
we share with her.

My verdict:

Sohow exactly should we feel about Emma Bovary, anyway? Well, to
ponder that question is to avoid the much more remarkable point - that
Flaubert managed to create such a magnificently complicated creature to
begin with, one who can still inspire such enflamed debates about her
character a full century and a half later. (And by the way, how dispirit-
ing to finally learn that Tom Perrotta's novel Little Children, which |
highly favorably reviewed here in 2007,owes much of its successto a
rather literal rip-off of many of Madame Bovary's key points, all the way
down to sometimes stealing entire scenesbeat-for-beat. Sheesh,no won-
der Perrotta's follow-up The Abstinence Teacher was such a miserable
stinker; he had no seminal semi-forgotten public-domain classicto lean
on that time.) Not to mention, concentrating on Bovary's sometimes ab-
horrent behavior ignores a much more important point - that every
single character in this novel is abhorrent, done so by Flaubert very de-
liberately. Let's not forget, the book is set in the years of France's so-
called "July Monarchy," which in a simplified nutshell saw the creation
for the first time in history of middle-class suburbanites; and like every
other bitter artist in history, Flaubert despised middle-class suburbanites
with every fiber of his being, and meant in many ways for Madame Bo-
vary to be a devastating indictment of them all - from the schizophrenic
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Emma to the facile Charles, from the jealous village pharmacist Homais
to the weasely neighborhood merchant Lheureux. Let's always remem-
ber that Flaubert worked for decades on an epic called Bouvard and
Pecuchet, which he always considered his perpetually unfinished mas-
terpiece; but that when it was finally released to the public posthum-
ously in 1881,it turned out to be not much more than a massive un-
focused rant, a grand satire concerning the utterly pathetic mediocrity of
most human beings and the utter folly of ever thinking we will learn
anything by studying history. Now that's a bitter French artist, my
friend.

But if this weren't enough, there's also the matter of the utterly re-
markable language and structure used, which | now know for a personal
fact becauseof doing this CCLaP 100 seriesis just so profoundly unlike
any of the other novels that were being published at the same time; it
really does feel like some freaky anomaly that shouldn't actually exist,
snatched from the 1930s during the height of Early Modernism and
somehow by time machine accidentally left behind in the middle of the
Victorian Age. (And even more remarkably, Flaubert himself wasn't par-
ticularly prolific or well-known, only finishing three other novels besides
Bovary and all of them obscure even during his own lifetime.) This is
why you hear so many people rave about this book's style, becauseit
really is a perfect example of what the French call seeking le mot juste
("just the right word"); there are passageson display here that can in-
stantly transport you in just a few paragraphs to a misty early evening in
19th-century northern rural France,before you even realize what's going
on or that you'd left in the first place. And all of a sudden you've missed
your bus, and you're standing on the streetcorner cursing Flaubert for
being such an astounding writer in the first place.

It's remarkable, | think, that this book lays the entire groundwork for
the Realist school of literary thought, a full 50 years before Henry James
and others even first came up with the English version of the term, and
like | said nearly every mainstream-lit novel written today gets at least
some of its cues from it; becausemuch like the "Socratic method" men-
tioned earlier in this essay series, Realism has become so permeated in
our culture that we don't even realize anymore that that's what it is when
we seeit, with the entire thing essentially boiling down to the idea of
writing stories in a "realistic" fashion, asif we were invisible ghosts hov-
ering over the shoulders of the characters and quietly observing the
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events of the story asthey actually happen (now known as "omniscient
narration,” and the basis behind 95 percent of all novels written). But it's
also true what its fans say, that it doubles as a perfect Romantic novel
too, a different school of literary thought with goals that sometimes clash
with those of Realism; like the best of Victorian-Age literature, Madame
Bovary too places great emphasis on emotions, feelings, passion, mad-
ness, and all the other great hallmarks of being an alive human being,
and also like all great Victorian novels it too features asa character a buf-
foonish adherent of rationalism (in this case,the constantly pontificating
pharmacist Homais), a holdover "true believer" from the 1700sEnlight-
enment who both the Romantics and Realists could agree on regarding
their mutual hatred. (Stupid fun-hating scientists!)

Although I'm only about a quarter of the way through the CCLaP 100
as of the writing of this particular review, | think it's safeto say that this
IS going to turn out to be one of my absolute favorites of the entire series,
and it's simply astonishing in my opinion how well it's held up now over
the last 150-odd years. It's a standard-bearer for sure of this entire series,
one of only a handful of books in existencethat nearly everyone agreesis
a classic,which then helps us make the relative determination aswell for
much more troublesome candidates. If you're to read only a handful of
books in the CCLaP 100 series,do make sure to make Madame Bovary
one of them.

Is it a classicXes

Great Expectations
By Charles Dickens (1861)
Originally published as essay #1

The story in a nutshell:

Originally published serially in 1860and 1861, like much of Dickens'
work Great Expectations is a look back at the early Victorian age (in this
case,1812to 1840),told through the story of a boy named Pip who is at
the center of a seriesof complicated and interrelated events. Originally a
poor orphan living in squalor with his abusive sister in Kent, Pip ends
up receiving a mysterious endowment from an unnamed stranger, who
he presumes is the local crazy old-woman hermit with whom he is
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forced to keep company and participate in various sadistic games. This
endowment essentially turns Pip into a wealthy young man now attend-
ing finishing school in cosmopolitan London; this is where the
"expectations" of the book's title come into play, in that Pip is expectedto
becomea right and proper gentlemen through the help of his mysterious
benefactor, in a true Victorian style that was so in fashion at the time.

But alas, the more time spent in such an environment, the more Pip
starts seeingthe ugly underbelly of Victorian society, even as he is filled
with shame by his poverty-stricken background and turns a cold
shoulder against all his former friends. The processeventually createsa
crisis of faith within Pip by the time he'sin his early twenties, coincident-
ally timed with a series of revelations tying together all the various
seemingly unrelated subplots going on throughout the book (including a
doomed romance, an escaped convict, staged deaths and a corrupt
justice system); it leads Pip by the end to a place of true maturity, even if
it's laced with melancholy, a true understanding of what's important in
life and of what should be a true gentlemen's priorities. It's the best out-
come one could ever hope for in such a situation, Dickens argues, lead-
ing Pip by the end of the book to truly fulfilling the "great expectations”
that had been haunting him for so long.

The argument for it being a classic:

Very few would debate anymore the idea of Dickens being one of the
most important writers in history, not only an astute recorder of the
Victorian age in particular but also a master at portraying the different
social classesof the world, and of the particular way they sometimes get
along. So perhaps the more interesting question here is how the super-
long Great Expectations holds up next to the other 16 super-long novels
of his career?The main argument for it being his best book, after all, is
the same exact one that led it to being one of his least popular books
among his original audience;that it's the least"Dickensian" of all his nov-
els, the one with the most sober and realistic plot, the one least popu-
lated with outrageous characters caught in melodramatic situations,
which were what made his stories so popular among Victorian audi-
encesto begin with. It's a sadder and wiser book than most of his others,
fans of it claim, one written late in life by a sadder and wiser Dickens,
full of uncomfortably autobiographical elements that Dickens never
wanted to admit existed while still alive (such as Pip's complex relation-
ship with the poor, for one very good example); in other words, its fans
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say, it's Dickens' most illuminating and timeless book, which is why it
should also be considered his most essential.

The argument against:

As you can see,the very argument for why Great Expectations is a
classic can also be turned on its head; you could argue, in fact, that it's
Dickens' least essential book from a literary standpoint, precisely because
it contains the least Dickensian elements. There are no Artful Dodgers in
this novel, no Martin Chuzzlewits, almost none of the elements that
make a smile spread acrossone's face when thinking of a Dickens story
(either the original novels or the hundreds upon hundreds of movie ad-
aptations that have come along since). Again, very few | think would ar-
gue at this point over Dickens' importance in the canon of world literary
history; many of his most diehard fans, though, would argue that this is
a novel for completists only, with the general fan better off tackling one
of his more colorful tales.

My verdict:

After reading Great Expectations myself now, | find myself falling on
the side of its supporters; that its very lack of outrageous elements and
melodramatic plot points is what ensures its classic status, is what en-
sures that its main messagesare hammered home to generation after
generation of new readers. After all, you can't really deny the timeless
value of the lessons Dickens is teaching here - that money and status
never determine one's inner worth, that terrible things happen to all of
us at certain times, that you always have the choice to either get over
those terrible things or to spend the rest of your life wallowing in the
self-pity they inspire. As much of afan as| am of Dickens' lighter stories
from the first two-thirds of his career,| admit that | find the more mature
and self-reflexive messageshere to be a lot more powerful, a story that
Dickens literally couldn't have written until the end of his career, when
he himself was an older and more world-weary gentlemen. By all means,
definitely continue to watch such Dickens spectaclesas Oliver Twist and
the like on television and in theatres;if you only have time in your life,
though, to tackle just one of his stories in their original novel form, you
could do a lot worse than to choose this one.

Is it a classicXes
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Late Victorianism

The second half of the Victorian Age saw a tremendous upheaval in
both the world and the arts, including the rise of the post-Civil War US
as a player on the cultural world stage for the first time, a growing dis-
satisfaction among certain intellectuals for the dehumanizing mechaniza-
tion of the Industrial Age, an opposite fascination among other intellec-
tuals for technology and its creative possibilities, and the maturing of the
novel format into the eventual establishment of its first formal "genres."
In this section, the CCLaP 100 looks at sixteen titles from this era (from
the end of the American Civil War to the death of Queen Victoria), ex-
amining the ways literature both blossomed and diversified during the
latter half of the 19th century.

(Titles in parentheses will appear in future volumes)
(1868 Little Women, by Louisa May Alcott)

1870 Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, Jules Verne
(1871 Alice Through the Lookingglass, Lewis Carroll)
(1874 Middlemarch, George Eliot)

1876 The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Mark Twain
(1877 Anna Karenina, Leo Tolstoy)

(1879 A Doll's House, by Henrik Ibsen)

1880 Washington Square, Henry James

(1880 The Brothers Karamazov, Fyodor Dostoevsky)
1883 Treasure Island, Robert Louis Stevenson
(1884 Flatland, Edwin Abbott)

(1886 The Masterpiece, by Emile Zola)

(1895 Jude the Obscure, Thomas Hardy)

1896 The Island of Dr. Moreau, HG Wells

1897 Dracula, Bram Stoker

1898 Candida, George Bernard Shaw

~ O~~~ A~~~
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Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea
By Jules Verne (1870)

Originally published as essay #8

The story in a nutshell:
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Writing in the same Victorian time period that first saw the rise of
"weird" fiction (leading to such modern genres as horror and fantasy),
French author JulesVerne is along with HG Wells considered one of the
founders of the "science fiction" genre, whereby the latest discoveries
from the world of science are elegantly enfolded into action-based or
contemplative story plots. And indeed, of the hundreds of novels, stories
and essaysthat Verne published over the course of his life, what he is
easily most known for are the 54 books making up the "Extraordinary
Voyages" series he wrote for publisher Jules Hetzel, all of them
prototypical sci-fi tales that in one way or another told grand science-
laced sagasabout giant treks acrossthe earth or into the planet's core or
into spaceor underwater or whatever. (In fact, Verne started his career
writing mostly HG Wells-style short stories on specific subjects, before
quickly discovering that weighty epic novels were more his style.) The
majority of Verne's most well-known work*, frankly, is part of this Ex-
traordinary Voyages series,including Journey to the Center of the Earth
and Around the World in Eighty Days; today's title, for example, was the
sixth book in the series, written near the beginning of his career and
really setting the template for a lot of the books that came afterwards.

It is ultimately the story of a mysterious and brilliant Indian** seacap-
tain known only as"Nemo" (the Latin word for "no one"), whose family
was killed by the British in the 1850sRaj uprising, who is now perman-
ently angry at the world and has declared himself his own autonomous
nation; and to that end, he has built a beyond-cutting-edge submarine
called the Nautilus for himself and the fellow rogues that make up his
crew, one that can do things no other ship at that time could even con-
template (like reach the oceanfloor, run entirely off electricity, house a
small army of deep-seadivers, etc), leaving him pretty much a half-
ghost, half-legend in the eyes of landlocked "civilized" society. In fact,
this civilized society has recently formed an opinion that it is a giant sea
monster that has been terrorizing their oceansrecently; Pierre Aronnax,
the narrator of our story, is a French professor and sea-creature expert,
who has beeninvited to join an American whaling crew about to go out
and attempt tracking down the creature.

But alas, after a direct confrontation, Aronnax and afew of his buddies
learn the truth, and are swept aboard the Nautilus with the daunting in-
structions from Nemo that they are never again to leave the ship. And
thus does the traditional plot of Twenty Thousand Leaguespretty much
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end; the rest of the 400-pagebook is simply a series of action set pieces
setin various localesaround the world, such as squid-fighting in under-
water forests, encountering schools of phosphorescent fish, finding secret
tunnels connecting the Red and Mediterranean Seas,and more. Oh yeah,
and making a side trip to the sunken ruins of the lost city of Atlantis,
which turns out is right off the western edge of Spain. Oh yeah, and be-
ing the first human beings to set foot on the south pole too. You know,
your basic ten-month voyage on an impossibly slick and inventive sub-
mersible vessel, essentially circling the planet about a half-dozen times
altogether.

The argument for it being a classic:

| think almost anyone would argue anymore that Twenty Thousand
Leagues'main strength is in its historical significance; it is one of the first
books to usher in the entire genre of science-fiction in general (a genre
now enjoyed by millions of people and that generateshbillions of dollars
in revenue), and is specifically one of the primary source projects to in-
spire the entire contemporary subgenre of "steampunk," largely basedon
the fantastically ornate 1954 Disney film adaptation. It is the book, fans
say, that has seta million young boys' minds racing over the last century
and a half; one of the books that inspired Hollywood to becomewhat it
did, basically a fantasy factory churning out one jaw-dropping visual im-
age after another. But at the sametime, the argument goes, this is also a
nice historical document of the Victorian Age in particular, and espe-
cially the way that Verne explores the subject of the "Victorian Gentle-
man" here - how not a single one of the men on display here fully live up
to the male ideal of the age, even with each of them possessinga few of
the Victorian virtues. (And as a matter of fact, speculation continues to
this day over whether or not Verne was actually gay, and whether his
entire oeuvre can actually be seenas a sneaky examination of male-on-
male relationships.)

The argument against:

Like many Victorian novels at this particular moment in history (see
for example my previous review of Nathaniel Hawthorne's House of the
Seven Gables), the main argument against this being a classicis simply
that it is not aging well, not aging well at all. | mean, sheesh,say its crit-
ics, if all you do is remove just Verne's detailed descriptions of fish they
encounter along their journeys, that alone cuts 75 freakin' pages out of
the total book; and this is not to mention the dozens of other pages
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devoted to underwater plant life, the physics behind what could possibly
make a long-term submarine like this work, and all the other endless
pseudo-science babble that unfortunately constituted the bulk of most
Victorian fantastical novels. No one is denying that the book is import-
ant, its critics say, and full credit should be given for all the historical
precedents mentioned above; it's just that this novel anymore is of main
interest to scholars and historians only, and that it would be difficult for
most modern readersto seethis as an actual thrilling escapistadventure
anymore.

My verdict:

After reading the book myself now, | have to admit that | fall quickly
and firmly on the side of its critics; after all, the main thrill of this book is
in supposing technological advances that have in reality actually been
part of our lives now for a century or more, making them profoundly
lose their original thrill in our modern age. ("My God, Captain, are you
telling me that this entire ship runs offE electricity?" "Yes, professor - off
electricity!" Yawn.) | mean, it's definitely fascinating to see how the
science-fiction genre got its start, and how in many ways you can even
seesuch contemporary authors as Michael Crichton heavily reflected in
this book; but it's also true that giant sections of this novel, just huge
50-page sections at a time, are basically the equivalent of sitting in an
IMAX theatre blindfolded while someone sitting next to you explains
what's going on. ("Okay, now they've sailed somewhere else and are
looking at a bunch of pretty crap. Okay, now they've sailed somewhere
else and are looking at even more pretty crap.")

Reading this book will be an interesting intellectual exerciseto a lot of
genre fans, to seewhere exactly such cutting-edge genres as steampunk
get their original inspirations; otherwise, though, most general audience
members are actually better off tackling those steampunk projects them-
selves, which duplicate all the ornate visual richness of these original
Victorian tales but now with much smarter, much more complex
storylines, to reflect a much more sophisticated modern audience. Like
many Victorian novels, | think it's time to finally take Twenty Thousand
Leaguesoff the canon lists and required-reading syllabi for good, and to
let it take its rightful historical place in the literary arts instead.

Is it a classicNo
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*And by the way, if you want to have some fun, sit around one after-
noon at Wikipedia and read through some of the crazier titles from the
Extraordinary Voyages series:books such as 1879'sThe SteamHouse (in
which a group of British colonists take a tour of Raj India via giant
steam-powered mechanical elephant) or 1895'sPropeller Island (about a
string quartet who provide entertainment for an entire floating city in
the middle of the ocean,owned and completely inhabited by eccentric
corporate millionaires).

**Technically we don't learn of Nemo's Indian heritage and back-
ground until this book's sequel, 1875'sThe Mysterious Island. And actu-
ally, Verne's original plan was to make Nemo Polish, his family the vic-
tims of a Russian massacre;but given that the French were official allies
of Tsarist Russia at the time, Verne's publisher thought it politically
prudent to change the villains to the British, not exactly an uncommon
thing to do in France at the time.

The Adventures of Tom Sawyer
By Mark Twain (1876)
Originally published as essay #6

The story in a nutshell:

Designed specifically to be a popular example of the then-new Amer-
ican Pastoral novel, Tom Sawyer is Twain's look at an impossibly idyllic
small-town childhood that never was, that in fact never could be, based
very loosely on a handful of real events that happened during his own
childhood in Hannibal, Missouri (on the banks of the Mississippi River,
about a four-hour drive north of St. Louis), but with each story
sharpened and honed until they become too impossibly magical to be
anything but fictional. As such, then, the book mainly concerns those
subjectsregarding childhood that adults most fondly look back on with
nostalgia - the senseof societal freedom, the senseof playful rebellion,
the simplicity and eleganceof pre-pubescentromance - couchedin anin-
sanely whimsically perfect rural environment, one designed specifically
to recall a kind of idealized frontier existencethat most people even in
1876 had never actually experienced, much less all of us 132 years later.
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In fact, our titular hero Tom pretty much stands for each and every
element of a "noble childhood" that we all secretly wish we could've had
- aconstantirritant to his legal guardian who is nonethelessclearly loved
and constantly forgiven by her, clever hero to the rest of the neighbor-
hood boys while still being a simple-minded romantic to the girls he's
got a shinin' for. Throughout the first half of the novel, then, we follow
Tom and his cohorts as they get in and out of a series of short-story-
worthy jams;there's the Story of How Tom Convinced The Other Boysto
Whitewash His FenceFor Him, the Story of the Dog That Got Bit During
Church And Made a Huge Racket,the Story of the Boys Who Ran Away
and Played Pirates for a Week on a Mid-River Island But Then Found
Out That Everyone In Town Thought They Were Dead So Decided To
Attend Their Own Funeral. Yeah,impossibly romantic little stories about
impossibly idyllic small-town life, pretty much the definition of a Pastor-
al novel. Add a more serious story to propel the second half, then, in
which a couple of local drunks actually do commit a murder one night,
with Tom and his badboy friend Huck Finn being the only secret wit-
nesses,and you've got yourself a nice little morality tale as well, not to
mention a great way to end the story (buried treasure!) and a fantastic
way to set yourself up for further sequels.

The argument for it being a classic:

As mentioned, one of the strongest arguments for Tom Sawyer being a
classic is becauseit's one of the first and still best examples of the
"American Pastoral" novel, an extremely important development in the
cultural history of the Victorian Age that has unfortunately become a bit
obscurein our times; for those who don't know, it was basically an artist-
ic rebellion against the Industrial Age of the early 1800s,a group of
writers and painters and thinkers who came together to decry the dehu-
manization of mechanized urban centers. Ironically, it was these same
people who established what are now many of the bestthings about our
modern cities, things like parks and libraries and zoning laws and all the
other "radical" ideas that many people laughed at when first proposed,;
as a complement to these forward-thinking theories, though, such artists
also put together projects about rural small-town life that were designed
deliberately as political statements, as little manifestos about how much
better it is when you live in the countryside and breathe fresh air and
grow your own food and make your own clothes.
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The Pastoral movement first really caught on over in England*, where
urban industrial growth proceeded a lot more quickly than in America,
and where the detrimental effects of the age could be more rapidly seen;
nonetheless, by the mid-1800s (and especially after the horrific Civil War
of 1860-65)more and more Americans had started pining for this unique
brand of entertainment aswell, and pining for a "good ol' days" that had
never really existed. This is what Twain built the entire first half of his
career on, fans say, and it really doesn't get much better than Tom Saw-
yer for pure delightful small-town escapistentertainment; his later books
might be better known, they say, and more respectedwithin the academ-
ic world, but it is these earlier Pastoral tales that first really caught on
with the public at large, and made him the huge success he was.

The argument against:

Of course, you can turn this argument straight around on its head;
there's a very good reason, after all, that this book's sequel The Adven-
tures of Huckleberry Finn (written ten years later) is the much more
studied and analyzed of the two. And that's becauseTwain only grew in-
to his role as "America's Greatest Political Satirist" over time, critics of
this book argue; if you take a closelook at his career,they say, you'll see
that the majority of work he wrote in the first half of his careeris either
kitschy nostalgic housewife pabulum or smartasstravelogues about how
Americans pretty much hate everything and think they're better than
everyone else.We've lost sight of this over the last century, the argument
goes, but Twain wasn't really considered a "serious" writer until late in
life and already a big success;l suppose you can think of it in terms of
Steven Spielberg pre- and post-Schindler's List, with Tom Sawyer being
the 1800s version of the popular but ultimately intellectually empty E.T.

My verdict:

Solet me first admit that | am probably too closeto this book to be able
to be completely objective about it; after all, | grew up just three hours
away from the town of Hannibal where these events took place, have
visited the town many times over the years, connected deeply with the
book when a child precisely becauseof it taking place so closeto where |
lived, and in fact have probably now seen and read a dozen movie,
television, comic-book and stage-play adaptations of the novel by now as
well. (Why yes, even aslate asthe 1970s,in rural Missouri you could still
find plenty of stage-play versions of Tom Sawyer eachyear, mostly sum-
merstock and other community productions.) | will always love this
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story becauseit will always remind me of my childhood, just asis the
casel imagine with awhole lot of people out there; of nighttime barefoot
runs through woods, of bizarre superstitious rituals held in the bottoms
of muddy creek beds.

That said, it was certainly interesting to read it again as an adult for
the first time, | think maybe the first time I've ever actually read the ori-
ginal novel from the first page to the last without stopping, becausewhat
its critics say really is true - there really is just not much of substanceat
all to Tom Sawyer, other than a collection of amusing little stories about
small-town life, held together with just the flimsiest of overall plots. In
fact, the more | learn about Twain, the more | realize that his career
really can be seenastwo strikingly different halves; there is the first half,
where Twain was not much more than a failed journalist but great
storyteller, who started writing down these anecdotes just because he
didn't have much else better to do; and then there's the second half,
when he's already famous and finally gets bitter and smart and political,
as we now erroneously think of his entire careerin our hazy collective
memories. This doesn't prevent me from still loving Tom Sawyer, and
still confidently labeling it a "classic”for its American Pastoral elements;
it does give me a better understanding of it, though, in terms of Twain's
overall career, and how we should seeit as merely one step along a
highly complex line the man walked when he was alive.

Is it a classicXes

*And in fact, the term "Pastoral" has actually been around since the
1400s (or the beginning of the Renaissance)and originally referred to
stories specifically about shepherds; these anti-city writers of the Victori-
an Age sorta co-opted the term from the original, with the American
wing then co-opting it from the Brits.

Washington Square
By Henry James (1880)
Originally published as essay #10

The story in a nutshell:
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Agreed by most to definitely be one of his minor works, Washington
Squareis in reality not much more than a novella, written between major
novels in the late Victorian Age asJamesoften did throughout his career.
And there's not much of a plot either, to tell you the truth; it's primarily
the story of Catherine Sloper, a pleasant but rather dim-witted and plain-
looking young woman living in the ritzy old-money New York neigh-
borhood of Washington Square, along with her father who she sharesa
large house with named Austin Sloper, a typical middle-aged business-
focused white guy who sorta laughingly condescendsto all the people
around him who aren't middle-aged business-focused white guys. In
fact, this is the crux of the problem between the two of them, the conflict
that fuels almost the entire storyline; it seemsthat Catherine has met a
good-looking charmer named Morris Townsend who wishes to marry
her, but her father deems him a simple-minded dreamer who's most
likely after her money, and Catherine herself asjust too much of a block-
head to be able to make a realization like this on her own, which is why
he forbids the two to wed for her own good.

The father and daughter then whisk off to Europe for a year, as upper-
classAmericans so often did at the time; but instead of Morris heroically
coming to the rescueand bringing his true love back, it turns out that her
father was right all along, with Morris turning out to be a kinda skeevy
loser who actually was kinda after her money, and who sorta slinks off
in this weasely way once she gets back into the country and declaresthat
her allowance will be cut off if they wed. Instead of this making her
grateful to her father for seeingthe light, though, Catherine just ends up
angry at both of them, eventually growing into a matronly middle-aged
old maid who becomesthe buddy of the younger crowd in the neighbor-
hood, but who never experiences love for herself even once.

The argument for it being a classic:

The argument for Washington Square being a classic is not a strong
one, truthfully, and seemsto most concern what the small novel is not -
it's not one of James'ponderous epics, not one of his later experimental
works, but rather a simple and entertaining little story in the spirit of
JaneAusten, told in about the most straight-ahead fashion possible. This
Is why people become fans of Jamesin the first place, after all; he's con-
sidered by many to be the godfather of the modern realistic novel, the
kinds of no-nonsense,clearly-written stories that comprise most Pulitzer
winners and other academically-revered books. Certainly there are a lot
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of other novels in James'oeuvre that are better-written, better known,
more historically important and a much better argument for being a clas-
sic, even this book's fans would say; it's just that Washington Square is
one of his most accessiblenovels, a great way to easeyourself into his
larger and denser pieces,and thus should be included in "The Canon" as
well.

The argument against:

As mentioned, the argument against Washington Square being a clas-
sic is clearly the stronger one, and consists mostly of what we've been
talking about; that it is simply too slim and obscure to be considered a
classic, certainly a good beginning for people new to James'work but
definitely not something to be held up against early-career trans-Atlantic
sagas as The Portrait of a Lady and The Bostonians, nor the proto-
Modernist experimental stylings of such late-career novels as The Am-
bassadorsand The Golden Bowl. It may be a good introduction to James,
critics argue, but that comeswith a price; it is also a frothily light novel,
its plot so wispy asto almost not exist, and not something that will give
you a good idea of why Jamesfans are so nuts for his work in the first
place.

My verdict:

Sol have to confess,this was the very first book of Jamesthat I've ever
tackled, and | picked it deliberately becausel was a little intimidated by
his larger and more well-known ones; Jameshas a certain reputation,
after all, especially among academic intellectuals who enjoy thick and
challenging books, and I've also heard that his larger novels can some-
times get extremely bogged down in their middles. Ah, but like everyone
else,l've discovered the problem of starting with a classicauthor's lighter
and lessimportant work, which is the samething mentioned in the criti-
cisms above; that you just really can't get a sensefrom work like that
about why people love that author so much to begin with, of why their
work got so famous and respectedin the first place. Washington Square
comesand goeswith the reader barely noticing; just when you think the
story's about to get ratcheted up and interesting, suddenly it's over, and
you realize that the entire point was to provide not much more than atri-
fling and amusing afternoon of diversion*. It was decent enough for
what it was, and I'm definitely looking forward to checking out the 1997
movie adaptation with Jennifer JasonLeigh, but | certainly can't say that
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| "know" James'work in any kind of significant way becauseof reading
it, nor can | in good conscience declare Washington Square a classic.

Is it a classicNo

*And by the way, somefinal proof of just how lightweight this novel is
- Jameshimself, when doing a retrospective of his oeuvre late in life and
putting together the revised 24-volume "New York Edition" of his work,
actually left Washington Square out on purpose, reportedly becausehe
couldn't evenread through it again asan older man, disgusted as he was
with the frivolity of the story. When the author himself is disgusted with
one of his own books, it's usually not a great sign that it'll be making the
canon list anytime soon.

Treasure Island
By Robert Louis Stevenson (1883)
Originally published as essay #32

The story in a nutshell:

Inspired by a doodle from his step-son and originally written as a
rainy-day family diversion, the slim 1883children's book Treasure Island
(originally published serially in 1881and '82) was not only the first novel
of sickly genre author Robert Louis Stevenson'sshort career, but eventu-
ally one of his most famous. Essentially the tale of young adventurer Jim
Hawkins, the story opens with him as a dutiful mama's boy off the
southwest coastof England, helping to run afamily inn that seeslittle ac-
tion becauseof being located much more inland than most of the other
local sailor-oriented hotels. Ah, but this is exactly what brings the drunk-
en, scary Billy Bonesthere, where it becomesquickly apparent that he is
on the run and in semi-hiding from a whole crew of mysterious, nefari-
ous characters; and when they finally show up after Bones'alcoholism-
related death, the family realizes that they are in fact pirates, on the hunt
for a treasure map that Bonesstole from a recent mutinous voyage that
went horribly, horribly wrong. This then convinces a group of local
Victorian gentlemen and family friends to go after the treasure them-
selves, eventually buying a boat and hiring a local crew to take them to
this far-off tropical island; but little do they realize that the sailors
they've hired are none other than the surviving pirates of the former
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mutiny, led by the charismatic yet psychopathic one-legged "ship's cook™
Long John Silver, who plan on turning on the ship's owners once actu-
ally reaching the island and retrieving the treasure they were forced to
leave behind during their last voyage. The rest of the book, then, is es-
sentially an adventure tale, full of all kinds of legitimate surprises that |
won't spoil here; let's just say that a lot of swashbuckling takes place, that
many details regarding ship-sailing are faithfully recorded, and that the
day is eventually saved by our fast-thinking teenage hero Jim, no sur-
prise at all for a book designed specifically to amuse fellow teenage boys.

The argument for it being a classic:

Well, to begin with, it's arguably the most famous pirate tale ever writ-
ten, and in fact established for the first time many of the stereotypesnow
known within the genre, including one-legged buccaneers, treasure
maps with a big 'X' on them, shoulder-sitting parrots squawking "Pieces
of eight! Piecesof eight!," and even the very idea of British pirates being
associated with exotic tropical islands in the Caribbean, an association
now so strong that it's almost impossible to separate the two; and of
course it's also the novel that created the unforgettable Long John Silver,
now athoroughly ingrained part of our Western culture at large. Add to
this that it's simply an incredibly thrilling tale (rumor has it that
England's Prime Minister at the time stayed up until two in the morning
to finish his first reading of it), that it still holds up surprisingly well
even 126 years later, and that it's also of immense importance to fans of
Stevenson, a prolific author whose genius is just now starting to be
widely recognized, after being dismissed by the literary community for
almost a century as a frivolous "kiddie writer;" and now add to all this
that Treasure Island is a surprisingly sophisticated examination of the
era's ethics and moral code as well, taking an unblinking look at the
"Victorian ldeal" as manifested in different ways among the stuffy gen-
tlemen "heroes" (unable to improvise in changing circumstances, much
to their detriment), the anarchic pirate villains (who almost kill them-
selves off just on their own, through drunkenness, ignorance and jeal-
ousy), and the ruthless yet principled Silver who straddles both these
extremes.

The argument against:

A weak one at best; like many of the genre prototypes of the late
Victorian Age, one could argue that this is simply too flippant atale to be
considered a classic. But we already established a long time ago here at

48



the CCLaP 100that genre stories are indeed eligible for "classic”status in
this series, making this argument inapplicable in our case.

My verdict:

Holy crap! What an incredible book! And what a refreshing changein
this caseto not have to add my usual caveatto statements like thesere-
garding late Victorian genre experiments: "E you know, for a century-
old children's story that's kind of outdated and that you need to take
with a grain of salt." Becausethe fact is that Treasure Island to this day
still reads as fresh and exciting as the day it came out, which is a real
testament to the writing skills of Robert Louis Stevenson (who | was
already a big fan of before this essayseries even started, becauseof his
superbly creepy and also surprisingly relevant Strange Caseof Dr. Jekyll
and Mr. Hyde); what a shame that this illness-plagued author ended up
dying at the age of 44 in the prime of his career, instead of surviving to
pen the truly mindblowing mature works I'm convinced that he had
been capable of. And it's exactly for the reasonsthat his fans bring up
that this book remains such an amazing one, and how it is that it can still
easily be read for pleasure instead of having to force one's way through
for historical purposes; becauseit is indeed not only athrilling adventure
tale, not only written in a style that largely rejectsthe purplish finery of
the Victorian Age in which it was created, but is also a deceptively com-
plex look at the entire nature of "gentlemanness"that was so prevalent at
the time, gently poking holes in the entire notion of what it meansto be a
Refined Citizen of the Empire, even while acknowledging that a com-
plete disavowal of these gentlemanly standards is even worse. There'sa
very good reason that Long John Silver has endured so strongly in our
collective imagination over the last century, when so many other fiction-
al pirates have fallen by the wayside, becausehe turns out to be a sur-
prisingly complicated character worth coming back to again and again, a
vicious killer but with a consistent internal moral code worth perversely
admiring; it's but one of many reasonsthat | confidently label this book a
undeniable classic today, and highly recommend it to anyone on the
search for the best of 19th-century literature.

Is it a classic’Absolutely

The Island of Dr. Moreau
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By HG Wells (1896)
Originally published as essay #16

The story in a nutshell:

Along with French author Jules Verne, the British HG Wells is con-
sidered one of the co-founders of the "science-fiction" genre*, in which
the latest advancesin that field are elegantly enfolded into thrilling or
sometimes philosophical fictional narratives. (Soin other words, think of
him much more asthe spiritual godfather of Michael Crichton than Isaac
Asimov.) And indeed, his early-career masterpiece The Island of Dr Mor-
eau contains not a single fantastical element at all, but is rather a chilling
extrapolation of what was happening at the time in the real world of
medicine, starting asthese Victorian novels often do with a shipwreck in
the middle of an ocean,and of our everyman hero (a gentleman named
Prendick) getting picked up by a mysterious ship out in the South Seas
somewhere. Taken back to the remote tropical island where his rescuers
are heading, he is there introduced to our eponymous doctor, a creepy
former London surgeon who was disbarred from his profession for
shady ethical practices.

And sure enough, it's no coincidence that Moreau happens to be on
this remote island, and is having his nutso alcoholic nihilist assistantrun
around the various nearby islands and acquire as many exotic animals as
possible; turns out that he has continued his formerly banned research
here, a truly horrific series of experiments that has him seeing if he can
somehow turn an animal into a fully rational human, through an elabor-
ate series of delicate surgeries and psychological conditioning. Needless
to say, he hasn't exactly succeededyet, leaving the three humans on an
island full of snarling, retarded man-beasts;to protect themselves, Mor-
eau and the assistant have established among the beastswhat they call
“The Law," a combination of rational rules and religious dogma that
keep the human/ animal hybrids just barely civilized and not in a con-
stant state of violent bloodlust. The majority of the book, then, concerns
Prendick's time on the island and the ways that this delicate peace of
course starts quickly falling apart; I'll leave the actual plotline itself as
unspoken as possible, in that this 112-year-old story is actually still thrill-
ingly surprising.

The argument for it being a classic:
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Like many of the books reviewed here as part of the CCLaP 100, there
Is a strong argument for The Island of Dr Moreau being a classic based
on its historical, trailblazing aspects;it's one of a handful of books, after
all, to single-handedly kick off the entire genre of science-fiction, not to
mention such speculative tech writers as the aforementioned Crichton,
Tom Clancy and more. But on top of this, though, this particular book is
important too becauseit's held up so well over the decades, certainly
much better than almost all of its Victorian fantastical counterparts; asits
many fans will tell you, it still hasthe power to shock and disturb, and
deals with issueslike genetic engineering and the ethical role of doctors
that are surprisingly relevant to this day. If you're going to pick any of
the pseudo-science-babblebooks of the late 1800sto designate asa must-
read, fans say, bestto pick a book like this, not only as historically relev-
ant as the others but simply a much more entertaining modern read.

The argument against:

A weak argument today at best; like many other Victorian fantastical
tales, | suppose you can argue that Dr Moreau is too flippant and garish
a tale, too focused on pleasing a lurid, mainstream crowd. But then that
gets us into the whole subject of whether the forefathers of the various
modern artistic genresout there even deserveto be recognized asthe au-
thors of "classics," people such as Edgar Allen Poe and Nathaniel
Hawthorne and the aforementioned JulesVerne; and | think most intelli-
gent people at this point in history would say that these are indeed au-
thors worthy of "classic"” status, making this not really much of an argu-
ment at all.

My verdict:

Ah, how nice to again come acrossa book whose "classic" status seems
to not be questioned by very many people at all; it happens so rarely,
after all, much more rarely than you would think for a seriesof book re-
views all centered around so-called classics.And indeed, it was a sincere
and pleasant surprise to read Dr Moreau for the first time (I haven't even
seenany of the movie versions) and discover just how legitimately scary
and gross and great it was to modern eyes, after a year now of such
badly dated 1800sprose like is found in such books as Twenty Thousand
Leagues Under the Sea(to mention one infamous example). Now that
I've sampled both, | can definitively state that Wells was a much better
writer than Verne, and that his titles can hold up in a canon list without
necessarily the Roger-Marin-style asterisk that so many other Victorian
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genre authors need. That said, please be aware that this is a surprisingly
disgusting book, one that deals with such then-current hot topics as vivi-
section (or the act of cutting open animals while still alive, in order to fig-
ure out how their insides work); but then again, it also gets you thinking
about all kinds of interesting ethical questions still relevant to current so-
ciety, like whether the animalistic part of our brains can ever be truly
tamed and controlled (another hot topic among Victorians), and if the
torture and slaughter of animals can ever be a morally justifiable action.
It not only gets an enthusiastic yes from me today, but | can even declare
it better than a lot of the contemporary genre novels I've read in the last
year. Highly recommended.

Is it a classic®h my, yes

*And by the way, it's no surprise that Wells ended up as one of the
founders of science-fiction; he was actually a dual student of biology and
sociology in college,who pursued not only creative writing asa lucrative
hobby at the sametime but also the visual arts aswell. In fact, Wells was
much, much more well-known when alive as a brilliant political analyst,
socialist activist, and a forefather of "futurism:" among other accomplish-
ments, in the 1910she predicted the outbreak of World War 1, in the '20s
predicted that the war's destruction would pave the way for the rise of
fascism, in the '30s predicted that fascism would culminate in another
world war right around 1940,and in the '40s called for the creation of
what we now know as Wikipedia (which he called the "World Brain").
Oh yeah, and he was a founding member of both the League of Nations
and the United Nations, and incidentally was the inventor of the world's
very first miniature war-game (“"Little Wars," in 1913). What a surpris-
ingly fascinating guy!

Dracula
By Bram Stoker (1897)
Originally published as essay #13

The story in a nutshell:

To best understand the storyline of Dracula, it's important to imagine
yourself asan actual citizen of 1897when the book was written, and then
imagine one of your friends positing the following question: What if
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some of the horrible monsters mentioned in old Gothic literature from
centuries past were actually real, and what if one of these ghouls decided
one day to move to your hometown? Becausethat's the entire premise
behind Stoker's original plotline, something easily forgotten in our mod-
ern times when even the 1800slook quaint and historic; that the real
thrill of this novel to his contemporary fans was not just the premise of a
blood-sucking vampire living somewhere in the bowels of eastern
Europe, but that this vampire decidesto pack up and move to 1897Eng-
land, mostly becauseafter hundreds of years of killing, the people of his
section of the world have finally caught on that he's an inhuman mon-
ster. That's what takes young goofy lawyer JonathanHarker at the begin-
ning of the book out to the wilds of rural Transylvania; it's his firm that's
helping this reclusive member of the aristocracy transfer property and
money and the like into the English legal system, and asthe most junior
member Harker is the one assignedto actually transport all the finished
documents out to Dracula's spooky family castle in the middle of the
Carpathian Mountains, for his final okay and signatures.

Ah, but the Count turns out to not be exactly what he seems, with
creepier and creepier experiencesfinally culminating with an attack on
Harker's life, the stealing of Harker's information by Dracula, and a
whirlwind seavoyage to the pastoral English coastal village of Whitby,
where Harker is originally from and where his plucky fiancZ Mina pa-
tiently awaits his return. (All of this, by the way, is told not through a
traditional omniscient narrator and standard dialogue, but through a
whole seriesof written documents such asdiary entries, letters, newspa-
per clippings and more, coincidentally making Dracula one of the best-
known examples of what's called an 'epistolary’ novel.) As you can ima-
gine, chaossoon ensuesin Whitby, asthe Count takes up residenceat the
local abandoned Medieval abbey on the edge of town and starts turning
various young sexy girls into zombie slaves through repeated erotic
bloodletting rituals, with no one there understanding what's going on
becauseof course none of them living in aworld yet where vampires are
a well-worn clichZ.

Thinking that his beloved has fallen under a rare disease,one of these
Whitby residents calls in a friend of his from Amsterdam, the Indiana-
Jones-like exotic-disease specialist and world traveler Abraham Van
Helsing, who quickly realizes that this quaint seasideresort town in fact
has a vampire on its hands. This leads to a whole series of action
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sequences,fight scenes,chasescenes,a trip back over to eastern Europe,
and all kinds of other details | won't spoil; needlessto say, things come
to a "head" (ha ha) back at Dracula's Transylvanian castle,leading all to a
nice old-fashioned "good guys definitively win" ending, perfect for the
moralistic times in which Stoker lived.

The argument for it being a classic:

Oh, there are all kinds of reasonsto argue for Dracula being a classic;
just for starters, it's a fine example of the Romantic/ Victorian novel, not
to mention one of those projects in the 1800sto first help establish the so-
called "weird" genre (eventually leading us to such modern subgenresas
horror, science-fiction, goth and more). It's also one of the first books,
fans claim, to present a truly complex and unpredictable main female
character - Mina Harker, that is, who it could be argued is much more
the hero of this tale than the globetrotting vampire-killer Van Helsing -
although none of this should really come as a surprise, given that author
Bram Stoker's mother was the famous early feminist Charlotte Mathilda
Blake Thornely. Plus, it's one of the most adapted stories of all time as
well; according to the Internet Movie Database, for example, over 100
films now exist with vampires as their main theme, with close to 650
movies now at least mentioning vampires in one way or another, all of
them single-handedly becauseof Stoker and this particular novel*. And
if all this wasn't enough, fans argue, the book remains a surprisingly
thrilling one to this day, and surprisingly scary for a story that is now
111 years old and counting.

The argument against:

Like many Victorian novels, critics claim, reading the 400-page Drac-
ula anymore is bound to make you think of that line from The Simpsons,
when Homer meets British comedian Ricky Gervais: "You take forever to
say nothing!" That's not necessarily bad, just that it makes the book hard
to enjoy as a simple piece of pleasure-reading; like many other books
now reviewed for the CCLaP 100, it makes Dracula historically import-
ant and a book that genre fans should definitely tackle, but not necessar-
ily a "timeless classic"that everyone should make their way through at
least once before they die. Not to mention, there's that little matter of the
750 films that have now referenced vampires throughout the decades,
the thousands of books and television episodes, the countless Dracula
costumesworn to endless Halloween parties; when the details of a book
becomethis much an ingrained part of our entire culture, critics claim, it
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makes trying to read the original book an exercisein frustration, in that
you already know in your gut just about everything that's going to hap-
pen (not to mention every single surprise Stoker laid for his then-unsus-
pecting 1800saudience). Again, it makesthe book no lessimportant from
a historical and scholarly point, but unfortunately just not a book that the
general populace should feel like they need to tackle themselves.

My verdict:

So let me mention this before anything else, that after four months
now of regular Victorian-novel consumption becauseof this essayseries,
how surprisingly more modern and complex Dracula is than many of its
contemporaries; it is a much more readable book than many others writ-
ten in the late 1800s,featuring charactersthat sometimes are much more
complex than usual for a moody Romantic tale, and with a shocking
level of gore that has been quietly excisedfrom the Dracula legend over
the years by Hollywood and others. (For example, in the original novel
they not only would pound stakesthrough the hearts of vampires to Kill
them, but shove garlic down their throats and cut off their heads, not for
any supernatural reasonsbut to simply make sure the stupid things were
actually dead.) Now, that said, as a fantastical novel from the Romantic
period, Dracula certainly does ramble on in overly flowery language a
lot more than we 21st-century readers are used to, and especially that
self-satisfied blowhard Van Helsing - yes, we get it, ya Dutch freak,
you're a vampire expert, now shut up shut up shut up! And it certainly
will hold almost no surprises to the modern reader either, at least re-
garding the fact that Dracula is a vampire and what exactly a vampire is
(a major point of suspenseto Stoker's original audience, in that Dracula
iIsn't revealed to be a vampire in the novel until halfway through). Still,
though, all in all the surprising strengths of this book ended up out-
weighing the expected weaknesses,which is why today I'm confidently
declaring Dracula a classic that is definitely worth your time and
attention.

Is it a classicXes

*Now, that said, please be aware that the vampire myth itself existed
long before Stoker wrote about it in Dracula, simply that it was an ob-
scure legend little known outside of the academic community; like | said
at the beginning of this essay,that was Stoker's entire point, to take a su-
pernatural conceptfrom old Medieval literature and transport it into the
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"modern” world. In that sense,then, you can seehow such projects from
our times like Interview with the Vampire and Buffy the Vampire Slayer
are actually a lot more faithful to Stoker's original premise than you
might've realized.

Candida
By George Bernard Shaw (1898)
Originally published as essay #19

The story in a nutshell:

As one of many "comedies of manners" from the Victorian- and
Edwardian-era playwright George Bernard Shaw, the actual storyline of
today's book under review is much slighter than normal; it is not much
more than a breezy 50-page play about a middle-class couple living in
the suburban edge of London at the turn of the 20th century, a liberal
activist minister and his smart-as-a-tackwife (the "Candida" of the play's
title), aswell asthe young moon-eyed artist they know who hasfallen in
love with Candida himself. The actual plotline, then, is not much more
than that of this minister husband and artist wooer arguing humorously
for an hour over which of them loves Candida more, and of what type of
man she obviously most needsin her life; Candida herself finally puts an
end to the argument by patiently explaining that she doesn't exactly
need a man at all, and that the two of them are pretty much morons. Ser-
lously, that's about the entirety of Candida just from a plot standpoint;
the main reasonto still read and enjoy this script, then, is mostly for the
sparkling wordplay and attention to language Shaw brings to the story,
aswell asits razor-sharp look at the issuesand details making up day-to-
day life for the British middle-class during these years.

The argument for it being a classic:

You can't even mention "classic literature” without bringing up Shaw,
his fans claim; this was an artist, after all, who both wrote and published
new material literally from the 1880sto 1940s,painting an indelible por-
trait of what was at the time the most literary society on the planet, right
during the years that novels and plays were at their most popular with
mainstream society in general. By the end of his life, Shaw was con-
sidered a literary superhero by most, to this day still the only person in
history to win both a Nobel Prize and an Oscar;that makes a whole ton
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of his old work worth going back and revisiting, argue his fans, and not
only that but also spread out evenly over the course of his remarkable
60-year career. Take 1898'sCandida, for example; although not as pol-
ished, say, as a late-career classic like Saint Joan, nor as popular as
something like Pygmalion (itself adapted into the insanely popular
Broadway musical My Fair Lady), it nonetheless was one of the first
really big hits of Shaw's career, as well as a great record of what the
times were actually like for an average middle-class citizen during the
end of the Victorian Age. As such, then, its fans say, Candida rightly de-
serves to still be read and enjoyed on a regular basis to this day.

The argument against:

Of course, aswe've all learned over the course of this "CCLaP 100" es-
say series so far, although Victorian and Edwardian literature still con-
tinues to be legible and readable to modern eyes,that's a long way from
being entertaining or simply not tedious; and critics will argue that
Shaw's work is especially guilty of clunky aging, precisely becausehe
wrote about the issuesand pumped out the kinds of light, frothy stories
that were so popular with contemporary audiences at the time. In fact,
you could almost view Shaw as a brilliant television writer more than
anything else,in atime when the television industry didn't actually exist;
he did crank out over 60 plays over the course of his career, after all,
most of which last no more than an hour or so, most of which deal with
the same slight plots and family trivialities of a typical B-level network
drama on the air right now. If you take a cold, hard look at Shaw's work,
critics say, you'll seethat they're mostly valuable anymore as historical
documents, as records of the times and of what the average citizen of
those times found important, a big part of why he was so popular to be-
gin with; the plays themselves, though, are badly dated relics of the
Victorian and Edwardian times from which they came,the exactthing a
modern show is satirizing anymore whenever you seeone of the charac-
ters affect a fake stagy British accentand yell, "I say, Lord Wiggelbottom,
what a surprise to seeyou here, old chap!" Shaw's plays are important,
the argument goes, just not worth most people these days taking the
time to sit down and actually read.

My verdict:

| have to admit, today | very quickly fall on the side of Shaw's critics,
and in fact we can take the printed book version of Candida itself as
strong evidence; | find it very telling that of the 140-page manuscript,
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only 52 of those pagesare needed to print the actual play, a whopping 88
pages instead devoted to notes about the play, Shaw's preface to the
play, interviews about the play, letters Shaw wrote about the play, etc
etc. Becauseit's definitely true - there's barely anything to Shaw's actual
plays themselves, certainly not the strong three-act structure loaded with
suspenseand drama like we expect anymore from our live theatre, with
their 60-volume cumulative effect being much more important these
days than any of the individual volumes themselves. (Want even more
evidence? Check out Shaw's Wikipedia bio, and notice that no one's yet
bothered creating separateentries for over half his plays, and this from a
website that includes detailed plot recapsfor every episode of every tele-
vision show in human history.) | agree that the cumulative effect is im-
portant, | want there to be no mistake - | agree that Shaw is one of the
most important figures in the history of the English-language arts and
letters, and | agree that there is just a ton of information to be mined
from his work concerning real life in the British Empire during both its
Industrial-Age height and its eventual downfall. But man, let me admit
this as well - sheesh, was Candida a freaking chore to actually get
through. ("l say, Lord Wiggelbottom, what a surprise to seeyou here, old
chap!") Perhaps some of his later, weightier, more mature work (which |
definitely plan on tackling in the future) will turn out to be more worth
the effort; for now, though, | reluctantly conclude that what is more en-
tertaining for most audience members would be an interesting book
about Shaw and his work, not the work itself.

Is it a classicNo

~ O~~~ A~~~

NNNNNNN

The Interregnum

The twenty years between the death of Queen Victoria and the end of
World War One may be both the most fascinating and most misunder-
stood period of the modern novel's history - although often criticized for
its overall weakness, it also serves as the bridge between the Victorian-
ism before it and the Modernism after. If not for the daring, envelope-
pushing books produced during these two decades,the argument goes,
society simply would not have been ready for the even bolder projects
that came next; in this section, the CCLaP 100looks at thirteen such titles
from this era, here during the period's hundredth anniversary, to de-
termine whether this argument is valid or not.
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(Titles in parentheses will appear in future volumes)
1900 Sister Carrie, Theodore Dreiser

(1901 Buddenbrooks, Thomas Mann)

(1901 Kim, Rudyard Kipling)

1902 Heart of Darkness, Joseph Conrad

1903 The Call of the Wild, Jack London

(1903 The Way of All Flesh, Samuel Butler)

(1903 The Ambassadors, by Henry James)

(1906 The Jungle, by Upton Sinclair)

1908 The Man Who Was Thursday, GK Chesterton
(1911 Zuleika Dobson, Max Beerbohm)

1914 Tarzan of the Apes, Edgar Rice Burroughs
(1916 A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, by James Joyce)
(1919 Winesburg, Ohio, Sherwood Anderson)

~ O~~~ A~~~

NNNNNNN

Sister Carrie
By Theodore Dreiser (1900)
Originally published as essay #31

The story in a nutshell:

One of the last Victorian-style morality tales to make a big splash,
Theodore Dreiser's 1900Sister Carrie tells the story of late teen and rural
Wisconsinite Caroline Meeber, who at the beginning of the novel moves
to bustling post-Fire Chicago to start making a name for herself, staying
at first with her sister Minnie and her dour Swedish husband over in the
city's blue-collar west side. But alas, life in the pre-workers-rights Windy
City is not exactly the bed of roses she thought it would be, with Carrie
finding herself slaving away in dangerous sweatshopsfor almost no pay
on the rare occasionsshe can find any work at all, becoming more afraid
eachday of turning into the hard, humorless housewife her older sister
has become; so when she starts receiving gifts and attention from local
middle-class playboy Charles Drouet, Carrie jumps at the chance, even-
tually even agreeing to live with him and accept an allowance even
though Drouet is in not much of a mood to marry (one of the many
"shocking" details that got this book banned when it first came out).
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Eventually, though, Carrie's charms becometoo tempting for Drouet's
acquaintance George Hurstwood, a married retail manager living a com-
fortable existence up in Lincoln Park, who especially after watching
Carrie's unexpectedly successfulperformance in acommunity play starts
falling in love with her, eventually convincing her to leave Drouet on the
promise that he will instead do the right thing and marry her
(conveniently of course omitting the fact that he is already married and
with children). Through a seriesof implausible plot developments, then
(easy money stolen on a whim one night while drunk, flight from the
law, a return of the money but subsequent social disgrace), the couple
find themselvesin 1890sNew York, trying to resume a comfortable do-
mestic life but with this becoming more and more difficult, due to the
current recessionand Hurstwood's lack of business contactsin this cold
east-coastcity. It's at this point that the plot essentially splits into two, as
we watch Hurstwood's rather spectacular fall into destitution (the
spending of his reserves,his stint asa train-conductor scabduring aviol-
ent union strike, his eventual descentinto homeless vagrancy), even as
Carrie's fortunes improve just asdramatically, eventually leaving Hurst-
wood for arising careeron Broadway, the book ending with her rich and
famous but still unhappy, and still unsure of what she wants out of life
in the first place.

The argument for it being a classic:

The main reason this book should be considered a classic, argue its
fans, is for the groundwork it laid for the literature that cameright after
it; becauseeven though it was published right on the tail end of the
Victorian Age, it in fact contains many of the seedsthat would become
the trademarks of Modernism a mere two decadeslater, things like an
embrace of moral relativism and more prurient subject matter, not to
mention a much more naturalistic writing style. In fact, it's no coincid-
ence that Dreiser is considered one of the founders of the Naturalist
school of literary thought (best typified anymore by European author
Emile Zola, awriter Dreiser is often compared to), a movement similar to
the Realism of Henry Jamesand Edith Wharton of the sametime period,
in that both attempted to strip fiction of the flowery, overwritten purple
prose so indicative of the Victorian Era. If not for the bold stylistic exper-
iments of people like Dreiser, his fans argue, we would've never had the
more perfected stylings of people like Henry Miller or William Faulkner
just one generation later; and if not for his embrace of more modern sub-
ject matter (because let's never forget, this was one of the very first
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American novels to become known precisely for its sordid content and
subsequent censorship), it would've never been possible for F Scott
Fitzgerald and Ernest Hemingway to write their truly transgressive
books a mere twenty years later.

The argument against:

Ironically, critics of this book argue nearly the exact opposite of its
fans: that despite it being written a mere two decadesbefore the explos-
ive birth of Modernism, it remains a badly dated relic of Victorianism,
not a harbinger of things to come but a perfect example of the kind of
tripe the Modernists were precisely railing against. And indeed, no mat-
ter what you think of Dreiser's appropriate place in history, it's hard to
deny that his actual prose is awfully heavy-handed; despite his embrace
of such modern concepts as unmarried couples "living in sin" and that
some women might actually be better off as entertainment-industry
floozies, the actual writing found in Sister Carrie is riddled with the ex-
act kind of ponderous, directly-talking-to-the-audience nonsense that
makes up the worst of Victorian literature, the kind of Bible-quoting fin-
ger wagging that we now cite when making fun of the genre. There's a
very good reason that Dreiser was such a polarizing figure during his
own lifetime, with conservative professors extolling his work and young
rabble-rousers thumbing their nosesat it; and that's because,critics ar-
gue, Dreiser was the last gasp of a form of the arts violently killed off
during the first half of the 20th century, making him merely a minor
footnote in history whether one is discussing Romanticism or
Modernism.

My verdict:

So before anything else, let me make it clear what a delight this book
was from apurely historical standpoint, and especially asa fellow Chica-
goan; his description of how chaotic and exciting the Loop is on a
Monday morning, for example, is so spot-on perfect that it could've liter-
ally been written yesterday, while his description of a lonely Garfield
Park existing out in the middle of the wilderness, nothing around it ex-
cept for a series of dirt roads and an occasional farmhouse, will be
enough to make most locals' hearts flutter in nostalgic wonder. But that
said, Sister Carrie may be the best example yet of one of the surprising
conclusions I've discovered while writing this "CCLaP 100" essayseries-
of just how relative and transitory our entire definition of "literary clas-
sic" actually is, given that the term is supposed to denote books that have
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a timeless quality. Becausethe fact of the matter is that throughout the
entire first half of the 20th century, Dreiser was breathlessly revered by
the academic community in the sameway they currently fawn over, say,
JohnUpdike, and in fact it's rare to find someoneover the age of 60these
days who wasn't forced to read one of Dreiser's books back in high
school or college themselves (usually An American Tragedy, his most
famous).

The reason, then, that in the early 2000she is only known anymore by
the most hardcore book-lovers out there is becausewhat his critics claim
Is sadly but undeniably true: that although to Modernist eyesin the '50s
and '60s Dreiser seemed merely stuffy and dated, to our own Postmod-
ernist eyeshis work is nearly unreadable, the exactkind of 19th-century
fussy finery that 20th-century literature stamped out once and for all. It's
nearly impossible in fact to read Sister Carrie anymore strictly for pleas-
ure, with for example this book's listing at Goodreads littered with night-
marish accountsof people trying dozens of times to get through it, just to
have the book disintegrate into pieces from the number of times they
frustratingly threw it against the wall; like | said, although it was fascin-
ating from a bibliophilic standpoint, and indeed did pave the way for the
Modernist stories that came after it, it is in absolutely no way able to
hold its own anymore as a simple tale to be enjoyed in a simple way. It's
a perfect example of an argument I've been making more and more in
this essay series, that the determination of whether or not a book is a
“classic"is a much slippier notion than most of us realize; and that's why,
although | myself personally enjoyed it, | have absolutely no hesitation
in coming down on the "no" side of the classic question today.

Is it a classicNo

Heart of Darkness
By Joseph Conrad (1902)
Originally published as essay #28

The story in a nutshell:

The literal plotline of JosephConrad's 1902novella Heart of Darkness
(first published serially in 1899)is actually pretty simple: It's the story of
a sailor named Marlow, who is hired by one of those Victorian-Age

62



northern European trading companies to captain a boat up and down the
Congo River in Africa, transporting company ivory to eventually be
shipped back north; and while there, he is also to quietly recall their man
Kurtz out in the middle of the jungle, the biggest ivory-gatherer in the
company's history but who has recently been displaying a whole series
of erratic behavior that's had his superiors more and more nervous
(including not communicating for months at a time, rumors that he has
started his own religion among the local villagers, and more). Ah, but it's
when he actually getsto the Congo that this story turns alot more com-
plex; becausefar from being the civilizing presencethe Empire-era Brit-
ish were touted back home as being in such backwater jungles, Marlow
quickly realizesthat it is the white people in Africa causing the majority
of the problems, with a series of company stations along the river that
get crazier and more abusive the farther inward that he and his mixed-
race crew travel.

Once finally reaching Kurtz, then, after a series of surreal and darkly
absurdist experiences,Marlow comesto realize the secretto the legitim-
ately brilliant yet absolutely insane man's almost supernatural ability to
gather ivory: namely, he has completely given up on the idea that Brits
are in any way more civilized than the cannibals surrounding them, and
has used Caucasian technology (steamboat whistles, etc) to install him-
self asan all-powerful god in their eyes,convincing them to wage bloody
jihads against their neighbors and simply take all the ivory the other
tribes have gathered over the years. And so as he makes his way back
home with the raving, soon-to-be-dead Kurtz now on his boat, Marlow is
left to wonder about the false veneer of 'polite society' that the British
have so elaborately created for themselves, and to ponder whether it ulti-
mately does a lot more harm to the world at large than good.

The argument for it being a classic:

There are so many ways that Heart of Darkness can be considered a
classic,argue its fans, that it's hard to know where to even start. There's
the obvious, to begin with, that this was one of the first projects ever by a
white male to be critical of the then-all-powerful British Empire, paving
the way at the turn of the 20th century for the growing anti-imperial sen-
timents that were to come; and then there's his surprisingly sophisticated
look at race*, his embrace of the then-new field of psychology, the way
he almost perfectly combines character and plot development into a le-
gitimately thrilling potboiler. But even more important than all this,
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many say, Conrad was one of the heroes of an extremely important yet
unsung agefor the Western arts, and this novella an exquisite example of
that age - namely, the twenty-year period between the death of Queen
Victoria and the end of World War One (1900to 1920,in other words),
when a series of daring and ultra-intelligent artists literally pulled the
world kicking and screaming out of Victorianism and into the heady at-
mosphere of Modernism.

If it wasn't for books like these,argue its fans, onesthat gently primed
Western audiencesto think of literature in much more complex and chal-
lenging ways, such next-generation artists as William Faulkner and
Henry Miller would've fallen flat on their faces;and if not for thesetrans-
itional artists embracing such concepts as moral relativism, our modern
world of the arts today might still only consist of simplistic Victorian
morality tales, where baddies literally wear black hats and go around
twirling their mustachesin an evil manner. (Of course, there are some
who argue that this rejection of the notion of absolute good and absolute
evil is what directly led to the rise of fascism, which first started rearing
its ugly head a mere twenty years after this book was first published; but
that's a heated argument for another day.) Thesetransitional artists may
get short shrift nowadays, say their fans, but we actually owe the entire
flavor of the contemporary arts to their groundbreaking work; and by
being one of the bestexamples of that period, they argue, Heart of Dark-
ness of course deserves the label of classic.

The argument against:

Of course, much like other artists of this period (seemy review of The
Man Who Was Thursday, for example), this entire argument can be
turned on its head; that the works of this period are simply too obscure
to be known asclassics,simply too overshadowed by the Early Modern-
Ist masterpiecesthat came just a generation later. For example, critics ar-
gue, if not for the notorious adaptation of this story by Francis Ford Cop-
pola into the 1979 Vietnam movie Apocalypse Now, few people these
days would even know of Joseph Conrad's existence; and while the
novella may still remain a well-done and powerful tale (and I've come
across few people online who argue otherwise), such obscurity simply
does not justify a ‘classic' status.

My verdict:

64



Sosince its shadow doesloom so largely over this book, let's go ahead
and directly address Coppola’'s much more well-known Apocalypse
Now; becausenow that I've read the book, I've come to realize that the
movie is not just an adaptation of the original public-domain story but a
literal beat-for-beat ripoff, all the way down to such modern-seeming
subversive details as the Dennis Hopper character (an insane, drug-ad-
dicted fellow white male who lives out in the jungle with Kurtz, and
worships him just like the local villagers do). And this is remarkable, that
a book over a hundred years old would contain so many touches we
usually associatewith postmodernism; becauseto put it in perspective,
keep in mind that this was written the sameyear as Bram Stoker's Drac-
ula, within an age just in general where narrative literature mostly con-
sisted of flowery simplistic fairytales. Or to use another example, look at
all the ways this story has beeninterpreted over the years - as a caution-
ary tale about the limits of empire, asa prescient look at racerelations, as
an examination of the secretblack pit inside every human soul (and the
pretty little lies called 'civilization' we tell ourselves to keep this black pit
in check), as a simple historical tale basedon Conrad's own experiences
in the Congo; and now consider that at the time this book came out, most
people found the entire concept of artistically analyzing a narrative fic-
tional story to be ridiculous, kinda like how most people these days
would find it ridiculous to examine the socio-religious subtext of a first-
person-shooter videogame. It was writers like Conrad and books like
Heart of Darkness that first started changing the public's mind about the
artistic worth of long-form fiction; and asregular readers know, | have a
soft spot in my heart for daring experimenters from transitional periods
of artistic history, so of course I'm going to eat this novella up like the
heavenly manna it is. | encourage everyone to check out not only this
book but all the forgotten trailblazers of the early 20th century; it's a peri-
od of the arts that deservesto be better known and appreciated, espe-
cially here during its centennial anniversary.

Is it a classicXes

*Since writing this essay,l've come to learn that there are a whole ot
of people who consider Heart of Darkness to in fact be extremely racist,
along the lines of, "Oh, | see- so the 'enlightened' white people turn out
to be no 'better' than the animal-like 'savages'we all 'know' black people
to be. | seehow it is." To thesepeople, | would humbly remind them that
historical context is key to understanding the arts, to not judge a book or
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movie by your own modern standards but against the prevailing atti-
tudes society had at the time of the project's creation; to cite just one ex-
cellent example, how lessthan forty years before this book was written,

it was perfectly legal to freaking own black people in the United Statesas
if they were just another piece of property. When | say that this book has
a "surprisingly sophisticated" attitude about race, | mean in relation to
the other books and plays and songs that were coming out at the same
time, in which it was simply assumed that black people were merely one
step up from monkeys on the evolutionary scale, while white people
were a completely different and much more enlightened species. The
mere fact that Conrad calls white people the same barely-civilized anim-
als asblack people was actually a progressive attitude at the time for him

to take, no matter what Chinua Achebe has to say about it.

The Call of the Wild
By Jack London (1903)
Originally published as essay #30

The story in a nutshell:

One of the first-ever anthropomorphized children's books, Jack
London's 1903 Call of the Wild tells the tale of "Buck," a cross-bred dog
(part Saint Bernard, part Scotch Shepherd) who begins our story as a
pampered family pet in northern California*; what made this book un-
usual for its time, however, is that this story is actually told from the
viewpoint and mindset of the dog itself, as Buck finds himself first kid-
napped and then sold as a sled dog in the Yukon, right in the middle of
that region's Industrial-Age gold rush, when hearty dogs were at a
premium. The rest of this short book, then, is essentially a look at what
happens to Buck within this environment, and how his formerly tame
nature is slowly replaced with his inborn animal instinct, as we readers
are introduced one at a time to the legitimate horrors that came with this
lifestyle back then (starvation, exhaustion, cruel owners, hostile natives,
bloody infighting for both survival and pecking order), with Buck by the
end joining a pack of rogue Alaskan wolves and becoming a semi-myth-
ical legend, among both the civilized humans and dogs who he leaves
behind.

The argument for it being a classic:
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Well, to start with, it's one of the most popular children's books in his-
tory, with adaptations of the tale that continue to be created to this day
(for example, a popular 3D movie version is being releasedon DVD the
same exact week I'm writing this review); and then there's the fact that
this was one of the first animal tales ever to be written from the point of
view of the actual animal, a popular technique that in our modern times
has become an entire subgenre unto itself. It can also be argued that this
Is a highly important historical record of the Alaskan gold rush, detailing
the ins and outs of daily life there back then in a way that only a local
could've (for those who don't know, London actually lived there himself
for atime** starting in 1897);and let's not forget, its fans say, that this re-
mains one of the few titles of the prolific London to still remain popular,
out of the nearly hundred books he actually wrote, an author who was
immensely important to the development of American literature in the
early 20th century (not to mention insanely popular when he was alive),
and who deserves to not be forgotten.

The argument against:

Like many of the children's books included in this essay series, the
main argument among its critics seemsto be that this book is only still
considered a "classic" in the first place becauseof tradition; that if you
take an actual close look at the book itself, it is neither superlative in
guality nor even that popular anymore, one of those titles more apt to be
nostalgically reminisced upon by middle-agers than an actual good book
to be read again and again in our contemporary times. This is part of the
problem with the term "classic,"after all, is that our definition of it is con-
stantly changing from one generation to the next; and children's literat-
ure is particularly susceptible to this change in definition, in that it's
children's books that have most changed in nature in the last hundred
years. Although no one seemsto be arguing anymore with the idea that
this is a historically important book, there seemsto be a growing amount
of people saying that it isn't a timeless gem either, and that it's maybe
time here in the early 2000s to retire its longstanding "classic" status.

My verdict:

Soout of the thirty books I've now reviewed for this essayseries, this
may be the hardest time I've had yet determining whether to classify a
title as a "classic" or not. Becauseon the one hand, it's an undeniably
thrilling book, a real page-turner that was a joy as a nostalgic middle-
ager to read, and like | said is a fantastic look not just at the nature of the
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animal spirit but all the historical details of life in the Yukon during the
gold-rush years. But on the other hand, the book is much, much more vi-
olent and dark than what most of us consider appropriate anymore for
modern children, and parents deserveto know this before just handing a
copy over to their kids; in fact, there's enough blood and death in this
book to give just about any kid nightmares for weeks, making it ironic-
ally much more appropriate anymore for adults than contemporary chil-
dren. Also, like any book that's over a hundred years old, there are big
sections of Call of the Wild that simply feel outdated, and | question
whether people would actually enjoy a title like this anymore if they're
not reading specifically for historical reasons. As | mentioned, this is a
big problem among a growing amount of children's literature that we
once considered "classics,"that in fact they're much more useful anymore
as simple historical documents detailing a specific period in time, and
aren't nearly as appropriate anymore for just handing to a modern kid,
who after all has grown up with just a plethora of profoundly more
sophisticated tales than such simplistic stories like these,and who aren't
going to enjoy such stories nearly as much as a misty-eyed older adult
looking back through the haze of nostalgia. It's for all these reasonsthat
today | come down on the "no" side of the classicequation, although like
| said, let it be known that | was right on the fence in this particular case.

Is it a classicNo
(VOYA code: 4Q/3P/J)

*And a little piece of trivia, by the way: London basedthis book on his
landlord's pet dog, back when he lived in northern California himself
during the height of the Yukon gold rush, a Saint Bernard that the famil-
les would regularly hook up to a wagon and have help perform house-
hold chores.

*And if you really want to read something fascinating, check out
sometime the actual derring-do life of London himself, who had real ad-
ventures in his youth twice ascrazy asany of the stories he wrote: the il-
legitimate child of an astrologer and a mentally insane spiritualist, asa
teenager he bought his first boat (borrowing money from the ex-slave
who raised him) and becamean oyster farmer, then after high school be-
came a sealclubber in Japanfor awhile; then during his yearsasa Yukon
gold miner he developed scurvy and almost died, becoming a socialist
by the end of his time there becauseof a liberal doctor who saved his life,
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eventually becoming one of the first Americans in history to make his
entire living just from creative writing alone (and indeed, one of only a
few handfuls of Americans to this day to become a millionaire from his
creative writing). Sheesh!

The Man Who Was Thursday
By GK Chesterton (1908)
Originally published as essay #4

The story in a nutshell:

Part detective tale, part absurdist comedy, The Man Who Was
Thursday tells the story of poet and intellectual Gabriel Syme, living in
the bohemian London neighborhood of Saffron Park at the beginning of
the 20th century. Ah, but what most people don't know is that Gabriel is
an undercover anti-anarchist police detective as well, a "philosopher
cop" who opposes the actions of blue-collar terrorists purely on ideolo-
gical grounds. After striking up a friendship with Lucian Gregory, the
only other political poetin Saffron Park, the other man lets Gabriel in on
his little secret- that he is actually part of a very serious underground
anarchist cell himself, one that hides itself precisely by going around
loudly announcing its violent intentions in public, fooling the rest of so-
ciety into thinking they're a group of harmless cranky eggheads.

Through a seriesof surreal clandestine meetings, then, Gabriel eventu-
ally enfolds himself into the group, even convincing them to eventually
elect him their cell's leader; this then gets him saddled with the code
name "Thursday,” matching as it does the code names of the other six
cellsin their particular terrorist network. Ah, but asthe plot thickens and
the cloak-and-dagger action increases,both Gabriel and we readers learn
something ironic and funny about the whole situation; turns out that
there are actually more undercover cops in the anarchist cell than there
are actual anarchists, all of them recruited into Scotland Yard by the
same shadowy authority figure, and that they've been spending the ma-
jority of their time chasing each other instead of the actual criminals.

(WARNING: The next paragraph revealsimportant information about
the end of the book.)
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In fact, by the end of the story we realize that not a single member of
the terrorist cell is a terrorist at all; that the entire thing was cooked up
by the aforementioned Lucian, all the way down to the mysterious Scot-
land Yard official who recruited them all, specifically to prove to Gabriel
the contention of their very first argument, that he is a "serious" anarchist
who shouldn't be underestimated. In what can only be called a bizarre
and nonsensical ending, then, the group chasesthe main leader "Sunday"
acrossthe city via elephant, hot-air balloon and other strange transporta-
tion, where eventually they are led into the English countryside and a
highly symbolic, costume-laden confrontation inside a large private es-
tate. Was it all a dream, when all is said and done? After all, Chesterton
did give the book the subtitle "A Nightmare," and for the rest of his ca-
reer complained about how many people didn't bother to notice.

The argument for it being a classic:

The biggest argument for this being a classic,| think, is that it's a great
example of a small but very important time in Western literary history;
the transitional period between Romanticism and the Modern era, that is,
or the years between 1900and World War I. It was these two decades,
historians argue, where such things asabstract poetry were embraced for
the first time, dreamlike narratives, modern psychological theories and a
lot more; sure, it wasn't until the JazzAge when such groups asthe Da-
daists and Surrealists made abstractart really famous, but it was the bold
experimenters of the generation before them who really setthose events
In motion. At the sametime, though, fans say that Chesterton's work is a
unique creature unto itself, and that this is also a major reasonto contin-
ue reading and enjoying him; he not only laid the groundwork for a lot
of modern complex "weird" literature, his fans argue (for example, Neil
Gaiman is a big fan, and even based his Sandman character "Fiddler's
Green" on Chesterton himself), but was also a master of smart, black hu-
mor, arresting visual images, and the notion of vast secretworlds exist-
ing among us in plain sight.

And then finally, its fans argue, this book is also a nice record of a peri-
od of history becoming more obscure by the day - the period right before
the rise of organized labor, where working conditions had become so
bad and with so few legitimate avenuesto complain, a whole generation
of poor liberal immigrants ended up taking matters into their own
hands, creating a wave of domestic violence and public terror that rarely
gets talked about in this country anymore. It was an issue that divided
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this country when it originally occurred; Thursday, its fans argue, cap-
tures the zeitgeist of that issue nicely, evenif the story itself is a symbolic
one that in reality has little to actually do with anarchist terrorists.

The argument against:

The main argument against this being a classicis one used a lot - that it
Is simply too obscure to deserve the label, a historically important and
personally entertaining book to be sure but not one that you can legitim-
ately say that all people should read before they die. And indeed, if you
look at the long-term reputation Chesterton has earned over the decades,
you'll seethat the thing which makes him so well-loved in certain circles
Is the samething making so few of his books “classics"in the traditional
sense;that he was a quirky writer, one who employed a self-satisfied
writing style sure to turn a lot of people off, delving into philosophical
topics on random whims and sometimes digressing into pure abstrac-
tion. | don't think anyone would argue with the idea that Chesterton still
has a modern audience who will love him, even a hundred years after
this book was first published; it's just that this is a niche crowd, just like
it was when Chesterton was alive, making Thursday still relevant but
not exactly a classic.

My verdict:

After reading the book now myself, I'm still a bit on the fence about
whether it should be considered a classic.On the one hand, its critics are
definitely right, that this is an unusual book that requires a certain specif-
ic type of senseof humor to really enjoy (think Monty Python), and that
its ending devolves into the kind of "Twin Peaks"unexplainable weird-
ness that makes some people even to this day shrug and throw their
hands in the air when it comesto the subject of Modernist literature. But
then again, isn't it important that we understand this period of history in
order to understand the much more important period that came after-
wards? This is why the great transitional periods of the arts always get
short shrift - that even asthey are important for bridging two major peri-
ods of human culture together, the works actually made in those inter-
regnums are often clunky and full of basic problems.

On the one hand, a book like Thursday can be safely skipped by most
general readers, in that its main strength was in laying the groundwork
for the mature modern authors who came afterwards; there'd be no
James Joyce, after all, without the Chestertons who got a general
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audience ready for them. On the other hand, though, this arguably then
makes Chesterton as historically important a writer asJoycehimself, and
certainly books that are easierto understand and contain a lot more sly
humor. | guess,then, that | will puss out this week and not declare a gen-
eral answer at all, but rather two specific ones: that Thursday should be
considered a classicby those who read older books more for the historic-
al senseof continuance they provide, but not by those who read older
books just for random pleasure. In either case,though, it's definitely a
fun and fast little novel that | recommend just for sheer entertainment,
especially to those who enjoy other projects that combine fantastical
genre elements with witty pessimistic humor.

Is it a classic’Kinda

Tarzan of the Apes
By Edgar Rice Burroughs (1914)
Originally published as essay #25

The story in a nutshell:

Setin the last great days of the British Empire (i.e. the first decadesof
the 20th Century), Tarzan of the Apes is the story of one John Clayton,
Viscount of Greystoke, actually born in the jungle on the western coastof
Africa after his parents were marooned there by a mutinous ship crew,
while they were passengersand bystanders on a long seavoyage. Ah,
but it turns out that his parents both die while he's still a newborn,
prompting a hasty "adoption” by a local ape named Kala and a child-
hood raised not asa human, but rather asthe palest, weakest, least hairy
ape of the entire region. The first half of this book, then, is an examina-
tion of tribal life itself, as "Tarzan" (his ape name) navigates the tricky
politics and graphic violence of the animal society he finds himself in,
even while slowly coming to realize during his puberty just how differ-
ent he actually is. (See,he ends up stumbling across his parents' old
jungle homestead while ateen, a surprisingly domestic setup becauseof
the mutineers letting the Claytons unload all their worldly possessions
before being abandoned; and thus does Tarzan end up just naturally
learning how to read and write on his own, how to use a weapon and
more, eventually using these things to bloodily conquer all his foes and
become the famed "King of the Apes" we know today.)
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The plot's pace picks up again in the second half, though, after yet an-
other wreck by a ship full of lily-white Europeans; and who should this
party include but none other than the evil Robert Canler, who's been us-
ing his personal fortune to bully into marriage our adventurous heroine
JanePorter, a Victorian with a wild streak who ends up enjoying their
impromptu African adventure much more than the nerdy American pro-
fessors also along for the ride. Needless to say, Tarzan ends up saving
their lives numerous times; has a chick-lit-esque wordless romantic night
of vine-swinging with the clearly "Jungle Fever" infected Jane;and of
course somehow managesto be the catalyst behind not only Robert's fall
from grace but a surprise financial windfall for the Porter family, thus
erasing the debt that was forcing Janeinto a marriage of convenienceto
begin with. And thus doesour "origin tale" end in the rural farmlands of
Wisconsin (the rural farmlands of Wisconsin?), with the baddies pun-
ished and the goodies rewarded and with a now-civilized Tarzan ready
for the two dozen official sequels that would soon follow.

The argument for it being a classic:

Even this book's fans admit that it's not the quality of the prose itself
that makes this a classic, but rather its place in artistic history; for as
most people know by now, Tarzan turned out to be an insanely loved
character by the public at large, prompting one of the first-ever
"character franchises" in the history of the entertainment industry. (In
fact, Burroughs himself started one of the first artist-owned production
companies in history as well, the still-existing "Edgar Rice Burroughs
Inc.,” which has overseeneachand every one of the thousands of Tarzan
books, movies, TV episodes, comics and more that has ever been made.)
And besides, its fans say, even the writing itself isn't as bad as some
make it out to be; sure, some of the later sequelsget awfully cheesyand
formulaic, but this first novel is surprisingly sophisticated for its time,
deliberately avoiding many of the lazy racial stereotypes that defined
this age and even offering up a refreshingly independent female lead
too. Add up all of these things, its fans argue, along with the fantastic
snapshot of its times that it provides (a look at an overextended British
Empire first seriously questioning the ethics of colonization), and you
have yourself a book that still easily deservesto be revisited by a whole
new generation of readers.

The argument against:
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Oh, and did | mention the CRAPPY, CRAPPY WRITING on display in
Tarzan? Becausethat's certainly the first thing this book's critics will
bring up, many of whom openly laugh at the entire concept of this being
considered a "literary classic." That's like giving a BestPicture Oscarto a
Will Smith movie, they argue, merely for it being the biggest money-
maker that year; just becauseTarzan himself has become entwined into
our entire popular culture, they say, doesn't make any of the actual pro-
jects better in quality than they were when they first came out, i.e. not
very good at all. In fact, it could be argued that today's title perfectly il-
lustrates the challenges inherent in defining what exactly the word
"classic" even means, the issue that inspired this "CCLaP 100" essay
series to begin with; that although this title is certainly historically im-
portant, it might be better at this point to actually study the "Tarzan
Phenomenon" and its impact on culture than to read the literal books
themselves. It's something that can be said these days of more and more
popular old genre novels from the Victorian and Edwardian ages, and
Tarzan they'd say is no exception.

My verdict:

Sofirst, let's quickly admit that this book's critics are right about its
qguality, and that Burroughs' own attitude about his oeuvre while alive
profoundly supports this: turns out that the Chicago-born author never
cared much about being a "good" writer at all, and only stumbled into
the profession in the first place after a failed careerin the US Cavalry
(weak heart) and a decade of demeaning odd jobs in the Manifest-
Destiny-era western territories. It was while mired in such circumstances
that he was first introduced through a friend to the adventure serials of
the pulp industry, at which point the non-writing Burroughs famously
declared that if this was the kind of crap that sold pulps, he could do
such stuff in his sleep and never have to be a day-laborer again; and
that's exactly what he did, forging a 75-book "literary career"that for him
was much more about simply paying the bills than about any artistic
considerations. Sois its overwhelming commercial successenough, then,
to declare the book a "classic?"It certainly, for example, almost single-
handedly set the tone for the way Hollywood still works even to this
day, not just from a "franchise-building" aspectbut even in the way this
genre-actioner's plotline is setup: there is the main "A" story of the title
(Tarzan's struggles both in the wild and among "civilized society"); then
a "B" romantic story featuring two good-looking airheads (in this case,
Janeand William Clayton, Tarzan's cousin - note that the infamous "Me
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Tarzan, you Jane"love affair isn't explored in the original books until
much later in the series);and then a humorous "C" story featuring a pair
of bumbling nerds, existing for almost no other reason than to provide
comic relief. This has been the basic framework of nearly every Holly-
wood action movie since, so much so that most of us take these tropes
for granted by now; and we have the original Tarzan to thank for this,
becauseof it just happening to be a runaway bestseller at the same exact
moment in history that the nascentHollywood was first starting to write
the formulas and rules of its industry, the story conventions that thou-
sands of lazy hacks have leaned on ever since.

Sowhat I'm arguing today, then (and it's rare that | argue this, so enjoy
it), is that maybe this is enough to label Tarzan of the Apes a classic,and
to encourage people to keep reading it to this day; not for the quality of
the writing itself, but rather the overwhelmingly important role it played
in the history of both the film industry and popular culture in general.
The "summer blockbuster" wouldn't be nearly the thing it currently is if
not for Tarzan; and given how important in our modern times the sum-
mer blockbuster is to the overall history of the American arts, this alone |
feel makes the original slim novel still worth reading. And besides,what
its fans say about the book's quality is true too, that ultimately it's not
much worse than most of the other serialized genre-actioners that were
churned out at the end of the Victorian Era (yes, JulesVerne, I'm looking
at you), and in someways is actually much better than typical; just to cite
one excellent example, as mentioned Burroughs goes out of his way to
avoid metaphorical comparisons between black people and the ape soci-
ety on display here (a major point of many of the other eugenics-
obsessed genre-actioners of the period), instead deliberately showing
through the characters' actions that the shipwrecked white people and
local black villagers possessexactly the same amount of intelligence, in
both cases way above what even the smartest ape is capable of.

Certainly no one is going to mistake this book for the Early Modernist
masterpiecesthat were coming out at the same time; but maybe a book
doesn't always have to be such a thing to be considered a classic,or to ar-
gue that people should still continue to read it to this day. Maybe some-
times it's simple competencecombined with extraordinary historical sig-
nificance that justifies such a label; like | said, it's not an argument | make
often, but in the caseof Tarzan of the Apes is one where | will. Although
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caution is advised, it's ultimately atitle | recommend everyone checking
out.

Is it a classicXes

~ O~~~ A~~~

NNNNNNN

Early Modernism

Many consider the Modernist era, spanning a 50-year period of the
20th century, asthe zenith of the novel format; atime when the medium
had its most sway over society at large, when authors were at their most
experimental and challenging, and when the format itself started being
embraced by the academic community for the first time, as an officially
sanctioned way to create legitimate works of art. (It's no coincidence,
after all, that nearly every literary award we have today was first estab-
lished during this period.) In this section, the CCLaP 100takes a look at
fifteen titles published between World War One and World War Two, a
time aswell when the American arts first rose to a level on par with its
European counterparts, thanks in no small measure to the rise in pop-
ularity of genre literature in the same period.

(Titles in parentheses will appear in future volumes)
1920 The Age of Innocence, Edith Wharton

(1922 The Castle, Franz Kafka)

(1924 A Passage to India, by EM Forster)

1925 The Great Gatsby, F Scott Fitzgerald

1925 Mrs Dalloway, Virginia Woolf

(1928 All Quiet on the Western Front, by Erich Maria Remarque)
1929 A Farewell to Arms, Ernest Hemingway

1929 The Sound and the Fury, William Faulkner

(1932 Brave New World, by Aldous Huxley)

(1934 The Thin Man, by Dashiell Hammett)

(1934 The Postman Always Rings Twice, James M Cain)
1934 Tropic of Cancer, Henry Miller

(1935 It Can't Happen Here, Sinclair Lewis)

(1939 The Grapes of Wrath, by John Steinbeck)

(1945 Brideshead Revisited, Evelyn Waugh)

~ O~~~ A~~~
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The Age of Innocence
By Edith Wharton (1920)
Originally published as essay #29

The story in a nutshell:

To truly appreciate the full implications of The Age of Innocence, it's
of crucial importance to understand the following: that although it's set
in 1870 (during the height of Victorianism), it wasn't written and pub-
lished until fifty years later, in 1920 (the beginning of Modernism), an
older Edith Wharton looking back on her youth but with a thoroughly
contemporary eye.And the reasonthat's important is that the novel itself
Is a look at a New York that didn't exist anymore even in the year the
book first came out, thus making it enjoyed from the first day for the
same historical reasonswe do here in the 21st century - an impossibly
quaint and provincial Manhattan that was still barely developed above
25th Street or so, where the only people to be found in the area now
known as "Midtown" were a small incestuous circle of the upper-class,
an American version of the old British aristocracy held together through
such Atlantic Seaboardtouchstones as business associations, vy League
schools, summering in Newport, and family names that stretch back to
the Mayflower. Backin the late 1800s,the areaaround what is now Cent-
ral Park was still considered a far suburb of New York "proper” (that is,
everything below Houston Avenue), the only people there this inbred
group of old money, living in their gigantic mansions tucked within
what was still at the time half-wilderness, and coming up with an elabor-
ate set of rules and unspoken etiquette to determine how their entire
complicated society would work (with the worst fate imaginable being
collectively snubbed by the members of this clique, suddenly losing ac-
cessto all the resourcesthat made up your lifestyle in the first place,
party invitations and club memberships and private boxes at the opera).

It's within this environment that we watch the fate of young forward-
thinking chap Newland Archer, atrue Victorian gentleman if there ever
was one: educated, cultured, with a natural head for both business and
science,even with a perfect if not old-fashioned fiancZe,the bubbly and
slightly dimwitted May Welland (youngest adult member of the Mingott
clan, one of the "major families" holding this convoluted upper-class so-
ciety together, with the grouchy and headstrong Mrs. Manson Mingott
as its matriarch, holder of all the family's money and therefore all the
family's power). But, see,Newland and his pals have been talking a lot

77



recently about this so-called "New Woman," the redefinition of feminin-
ity that was taking place among educated youth during this period in
history; a new understanding about marriage where young wives were
expectedto be not only aseducated astheir husbands, but also as politic-
al and as bawdy, spending their days protesting in the streets for suf-
frage and bringing their uninhibited desires to the boudoir at night. It's
not that Newland doesn't love May, a fact that Wharton goesout of her
way to show throughout the book; it's just that when he meets her cousin
Ellen one night, aka "Countess Olenska" - one of these New Women who
ran off to Europe and married into the actual Prussian nobility, just to
have the marriage fall apart and come slinking backto New York - New-
land suddenly realizes how much better a woman like her would be for
his life, and how she sparks in him the kind of intelligent, world-weary
passion that the domesticated, gender-role-following May simply can-
not. And this is another reason why the publishing date of this book is
important, because the Modernist women at the beginning of the
"Roaring Twenties" JazzAge were dealing with this issue all over again -
the relationship between independence and personal identity and tradi-
tional romantic happiness - and you can seethis novel asjust as much a
comment about their situation asthe one of the late Victorian Age, kind
of like how Robert Altman's M*A*S*H is actually about Vietnam al-
though set during the Korean War.

The majority of the book, then, concernsitself with the situation that
develops between all these people in this hothouse environment, as
Newland and Ellen come to realize their attraction to each other but
hardly ever acknowledge it out loud, and also as the rest of this society
comes to realize it too, and starts quietly deciding behind closed doors
what exactly they're going to collectively do about it. And this is yet an-
other reason that it's important to know about the schism between this
book's setting and its publication; becauseinstead of impulsively run-
ning off together and "living happily ever after," as would've happened
in the breathy Victorian romances actually being written in the late
1800s,here all the parties involved come to a much more Modernist yet
heartbreaking conclusion, that ultimately it just isn't fair of Newland and
Ellen to destroy the lives of not only May but the entire Mingott family,
just becausethere was bad timing involved asto who exactly met who in
what exact order. Not only do Newland and Ellen come to realize this,
but even May herself comesto understand just what kind of sacrifice the
two make for her sake, leading to a resolution not exactly sad but not
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exactly happy either; so athoroughly Modern story, in other words, even
as at the end they watch this old elaborate castesystem around them fall
apart during the first few decades of the 20th century.

The argument for it being a classic:

Well, for starters, it was the first-ever novel by a woman to win the
Pulitzer, and is also mentioned in just about any list you come across of
the greatest novels of all time (plus was adapted into a high-profile
Martin Scorsesefilm in 1993, a controversial production among the
book's fans, which doesn't hurt either). But awards and platitudes aside,
argue its fans, there are two main reasons why The Age of Innocence
should be considered a classic: becauseof the aforementioned complex
way it combines Romanticism and Modernism, both nostalgically
presenting the former while ingeniously mixing in the latter; and also be-
causeit was one of the first-ever truly perfect Realist stories ever written,
a style of writing favored by such turn-of-the-century authors as Whar-
ton and her good friend Henry James,which believe it or not was actu-
ally considered a cutting-edge literary theory at the time. After all, it was
the immense popularity of this novel (almost from the day it was re-
leased) that was a big factor in Realism becoming such a dominant form
of storytelling in contemporary novels, so dominant in fact that most of
us no longer realize it even has a special name. (For those who don't
know, Realism simply means"a story told in away so that it sounds and
feels like it could've actually happened in real life," and is the way that
95 percent of all contemporary novels are now written; this is compared
to the habit during the Victorian Age for all novels to be either fairytales
or to sternly preach a moral lessonimpossible to actually live up to, or
perhaps be a ridiculously unrealistic bosom-heaving love story.)

The argument against:

Ironically, the biggest argument against The Age of Innocence seems
to be just how much of an understanding one needs to have about the
circumstances behind its publishing in order to grasp its full power; be-
causeif you don't know all the details I've thus far described, it's incred-
ibly easyto seethis book asjust some outdated potboiler about how rich
people suck, the exact attitude you tend to find among online reviews
from people who didn't carefor it. No matter how powerful the book it-
self might be, argue its critics, to drag around this much historical bag-
gage violates the spirit of how we're defining “classic"in this essayseries;
that in order for a book to truly be considered such, it needsto transcend
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its specific original time period, so that anyone can pick it up randomly
at any point in the future and still enjoy it for what it is. Even lessthan a
hundred years since its original publication, argue its critics, The Age of
Innocence threatens to no longer do this; and that's why it should cer-
tainly be considered both a historically important and well-done book,
but not necessarily a timeless classic.

My verdict:

Soif you've ever asked yourself, "I wonder what the absolute oldest
novels are to establish the kind of specific English we use today,” a
strong argument could be made for The Age of Innocence being one of
them; that's what | kept thinking while reading it, anyway, that it's so far
the oldest book in the CCLaP 100 to feel like it could've actually been
written yesterday. (I mean, yes, Madame Bovary comes close, as far as
capturing the literary spirit of our contemporary times; but Wharton's
novel is so far the oldest to feel like you could literally slap a fake 2009
copyright notice on the front page and not make people even blink.) And
that's becauseof a whole seriesof what turn out to be some pretty subtle
details, things you see mentioned in essaysabout Wharton again and
again: not just this brilliant mix of Romanticism and Modernism she
pulls off, for example, but also an incredibly dry and dark senseof hu-
mor (this book is surprisingly funny, but only to those who like, say, 30
Rock or Arrested Development); the resigned acknowledgment among
all the characters as to the cruel ironic nature of the world; even the
plain-spoken language and simple sentencestructure used (which after
all was a major hallmark of the Realist writers, the insistence that lan-
guage itself stay out of the way as much as possible of the actual story
being told, versus the flowery purple-prose messesof the Victorian Age
and older).

The biggest secret,though, asto why The Age of Innocenceis so enjoy-
able is becauseof the various levels at which it can be enjoyed; for ex-
ample, one of the first and most obvious pleasures of the book is simply
the sumptuous visual images of Old New York that Wharton conjures
up, and if one wants they can easily enjoy this novel simply as a melo-
dramatic piece of historical fiction, to lose oneself in the exquisitely re-
membered finery of Wharton's actual youth (although make no mistake,
this is not an autobiographical novel - Wharton was only ten or soin the
years this book takes place). But then if you want, you can also enjoy the
novel for the complex way it neither condemns nor approves this
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ridiculously elaborate code of behavior among this circle of upper-class
acquaintances;this was the world Wharton herself quite happily lived in
her entire adult life, after all, and there's a reason that she used to call
this book her "apology" for her earlier, much more damning House of
Mirth. (In fact, one of this book's strongest arguments is that maybe it's
not so bad after all to stop yourself from ruining the lives of everyone
around you, just becauseyou get a boner from cynical girls with short
haircuts who make bad life decisions and have spent time in Europe, and
that there's maybe something actually to this elaborate set of etiquette
that marked the "civilized height" of the Victorian Age.)

Now, that said, | also agree with the book's critics in at least one re-
spect - that if | hadn't studied up beforehand on both Wharton and the
history of this book, | wouldn't have nearly enjoyed it in the nuanced
way that | did, aclear violation of the spirit behind this CCLaP 100series
in the first place. Although it's still a small enough problem here in the
early 2000sfor me to confidently label the book a classicfor all of us, I
have a feeling that it's in its last days in history of being considered such,
and that a mere fifty yearsfrom now it will be considered asbadly dated
as the work of such early Victorians as Nathaniel Hawthorne is now
starting to more and more seemto us Obamian-Age citizens. After all, if
there's one big surprise I've learned since starting this essay series, it's
just how fluid our entire concept of "artistic classic" actually is; and al-
though | happily call The Age of Innocence one at this particular mo-
ment in history, I'm not sure exactly how much longer this will be the
case. Do yourself a favor and read it soon, since as a "grandchild of
Modernism" you will be one of the last people in history to fully be able
to appreciate it in all its subtle glory.

Is it a classicFor now

The Great Gatshy
By F Scott Fitzgerald (1925)
Originally published as essay #3

The story in a nutshell:

Considered by many to be the best American novel ever written, The
Great Gatsby is set in the years immediately following World War |
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(known asthe Great War to his generation, in that World War Il hadn't
happened yet); it was an era known asthe "JazzAge,"” from a term that
Fitzgerald himself coined in an earlier novel, atime of great moral confu-
sion and upheaval around the world. And in fact, that's an important
thing to know going into this novel, that it is as much an examination of
a period in history asit is the unique story of certain fictional characters;
the main reasonto read the book, in fact, is to not only follow along with
the potboilerish plot on display, but to indeed understand an entire gen-
eration of Americans and how they got to the point that they did. Be-
cause the fact is that the Great War left an entire generation in numb
shock after it was over; turns out that no one quite realized the kind of
carnage that could be caused by adding Industrial-Age machines to or-
ganized warfare, not to mention the millions upon millions of fresh vic-
tims who could be easily shipped to the front now via modernized rail,
leaving a nihilistic shell of a generation behind in its blood-soaked wake.
The youth that emerged from that war were very quick to discard the
Victorian/ Edwardian morality and mannerisms of previous generations,
simply from seeingwhat it got them all; instead, this generation was the
first to embrace free jazz, experimental poetry, pornography and more,
done through a haze of illegal booze and drugs and with none of them
really expecting to live past the age of 40.

It's among such a backdrop, then, that we meet a series of individuals
from the JazzAge, all of them connectedin one way or another to aritzy
section of New York borough Long Island: there is Jordan, for example,
the haughty pro golfer who's also a pathological liar; Daisy, a preternat-
urally jaded young wife and alcoholic; Tom, her blustery and frat-boyish
husband; Myrtle, the swarthy mechanic'swife who Tom is having an af-
fair with; Nick, the middle-class midwesterner everyman narrator of our
tale; and a lot more, emphasizing Fitzgerald's point that such people
tend to become interchangeable when met under the blurry lights of an
endless series of cocktail parties. All of these people, however, hinge
around the mystery man in the center, the charming and attractive Jay
Gatsby (Nick's next-door neighbor, through a strange series of circum-
stances),who has so many rumors swirling about him that they are like
an industry unto themselves: that he is a bootlegger, that he is a war
profiteer, that he is a relative of the deposed Kaiser, that he was a secret
agent, that he actually lives on a giant yacht that never pulls ashore.
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What's the real story? And why does Gatsby go to so much trouble to
cloud the issue?Well, to understand that is to understand an entire mys-
terious generation, Fitzgerald argues here, an entire group of people cur-
rently having a hard time defining themselves;are they the harbingers of
a clean, Modernist future, or the amoral slaughterers that the Great War
showed them they could be? And the answer in The Great Gatsby seems
to be alittle of both; just witness the various ways you end up rooting for
the various charactersin question, even asyou cringe at the various aw-
ful, awful things they're all capable of. The storyline of the manuscript it-
self is slight and preposterous, which of courseis Fitzgerald's entire sym-
bolic point; that his entire generation is a slight and preposterous one, a
million shell-shocked people in their twenties who want nothing more
than to get blotto and talk about meaningless trivialities. That they can't
do this, that the sadnessand anger and melancholy of past events keep
slipping into their lives at unexpected moments, is what haunted
Fitzgerald's generation in general, the point that the author is ultimately
trying to make here.

The argument for it being a classic:

Fans of The Great Gatsby argue that the book is the absolute perfect
combination of the three things most important in a novel, not coincid-
entally the same three criteria by which | base CCLaP'sreviews: it is a
strong and well-paced story, featuring complex and deeply-drawn char-
acters, written in an engaging and highly readable style. (It was because
of this exact book, after all, that we even got the overused term "Great
American Novel.") But not only that, its fans say, but it also tells two
completely different kinds of stories at once too; not only a very intimate
and unique story about an intriguing set of individuals, but also a grand
story about an entire generation, something left behind by Fitzgerald so
that those like us will always remember what those years were like. And
not only that, your high-school English teacher would argue, but it con-
tains things like a fine attention to color-based symbolism, and other
barely perceptible things that snooty academes care about, which of
course is what precisely ruins The Great Gatsby for a certain amount of
people in each generation as well.

The argument against:

Not much, to tell you the truth; in fact, this is why | wanted this to be
one of the first books reviewed in this essayseries,sothat I'd have an ex-
ample of an inarguable classicthat | can then compare future books in
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the seriesto. If you canfind me a serious and well-thought-out argument
online for why this book shouldn't be considered a classic, you let me
know and I'd be happy to go check it out with an open mind.

My verdict:

Not only do | whole-heartedly agreewith all of the above, I'll go so far
asto say | was shocked by just how good this novel turned out to still be,
given its eternally crappy reputation among a certain amount of
permanently pissed-off former American Lit students. And that's the
thing, that you really owe it to yourself to approach this book away from
a traditional academic environment, and to simply sit down and read it
for pleasure like you would any other novel; to forget about the symbol-
ism, stop hunting for the freaking color of every dress, and simply get
caught up in the pace and rhythm of what Fitzgerald is trying to say
here. If you do, you'll seethat in actuality The Great Gatsby createsthe
blueprint for virtually every story and film that's come afterwards re-
garding the jaded, morally ambiguous subsetof any generation, from the
Beatsin the '50sto the hippies of the '60s,to the slackers of the '90sand
now the skaters of the 'aughts. Any tale you come acrossthese days fea-
turing a likable everyman peeking in on decadenceand casual criminal-
ity is likely to be derivative in one way or another to Gatsby, and you do
yourself a favor by reading the original and seeing how it was done by
the master.

Is it a classic®h my, yes

Mrs. Dalloway
By Virginia Woolf (1925)
Originally published as essay #15

The story in a nutshell:

For those who don't know, most artistic mediums first go through a
period of history when they're seenas only fit for delivering entertain-
ment, before a generation of mature creatives finally argue and prove
that legitimate works of art can be created from them aswell; to cite one
famous example, think of the challenging, cutting-edge film directors of
the 1960sand '70s,the first to argue that a movie can be just as much an
artistic project asany painting or sculpture. In the world of novels, then,
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this period cameroughly between the end of World War | (1919)and the
outbreak of World War Il (mid-1930s), a period along with the '40s,'50s
and '60s that we now call "Modernism" because of so many of those
artists embracing the new back then so intensely. And indeed, just like

her contemporaries JamesJoyceand Henry James,early Modernist Vir-

ginia Woolf was a big believer in the idea of words (and especially setsof
words) having a kind of life and heft of their own; that they're not just
good for relating a narrative story in codified form but that random

words themselves hold an intrinsic power, that random sentences
plucked from the head can hold a beauty and truth to them on their own,

even if they make no traditional "sense"when read or spoken in the or-

der they're in.

As aresult, Woolf's 1925Mrs Dalloway is not really "about" something
in particular, or at least in the way we traditionally think of novels;
again, like Joyce'sUlysses (written only three years previous), it is in-
stead a simple look at one day in the life of a middle-aged cultured wo-
man in London, as she first prepares for a party sheis throwing at her
house and then actually throws it. What Mrs Dalloway really is, then, is
a full transcript of what exactly goesthrough that woman's head during
this day, literally jumping from subject to subject and from the past to
the future and back without the novel itself giving us cluesthat it's doing
so, a challenging style of writing that Woolf and other Modernist authors
coined "stream of consciousness."The idea is that you are literally inside
the head of Mrs Dalloway with her, asshe makes her way through aran-
dom day and evening of her life; and that by having such an intimate,
primal relationship with her, you end up understanding her life in a
more intuitive way than atraditional novel can convey, and understand-
ing her loves and attitudes and past heartbreaks in a deep and profound
way that traditional literature usually fails at. The entire point of the
book, like with many early-Modernist experiments from this time peri-
od, is not necessarily to discover what "happens,” but rather to under-
stand the people involved and their hopes and fears in as thorough a
way as possible; according to the Modernists, such experimental writing
styles tap straight into the reader's subconscious more then the codified
filters of a traditional story, thus making it a better way to actually con-
vey such deep character-based tales.

The argument for it being a classic:
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As you can guess, the main argument for this book being a classic
seems to be two-fold: because of its immense historical significance
(being asit is one of the first truly successfulModernist novels, both in
critical and financial terms); not to mention that so many people over the
decadesreally have had such an intense and passionate reaction to it,
and really do find it a much better way to impart significant characterin-
formation than traditional novels. Now, that said, | think even Woolf's
biggest fans would quickly say that she'snot for everyone, and that even
if you like her work it is still an acquired taste; she'ssimply one of those
experimental writers where you need to sit down and actually read one
of her books, and simply seeif you were born a person who likes it or
born a person who wasn't. And along those lines, fans would say that
Mrs Dalloway is a perfect choice;written smack-dab in the middle of her
career, it lacks the pure abstraction that her later books can sometimes
exhibit, while still being experimental and polished enough to under-
stand why people go so nuts for her in the first place. And take note, all
you ladies and especially lesbians; on top of being a gifted and historic-
ally important experimental writer, the openly bisexual Woolf was also
one of the first artists plucked from semi-obscurity by the then-new aca-
demic field of "women's studies" in the early 1970s,a bastion of that field
who is asimportant to gay and feminist literature as Charles Dickens is
to old white guys.

The argument against:

Like | said, Mrs Dalloway isn't for everyone, and curiously enough its
critics can use just about the sameargument aslaid out above by its fans;
that it is too experimental, too artsy-fartsy, too interested in showing off
how weird and brilliant it can be instead of simply trying to convey a
story. There'savery good reason, after all, that the early Modernist peri-
od is so intensely embraced by the academic literary community, be-
causeit's the period that basically created their community and justifies
its continued existence;like | said, before 1900 novels were mostly seen
as simply a form of entertainment (much like how we today view, say,
most television shows), with people like Woolf being among the first
novelists ever to declare, "Yeah, you're pretty much going to need a col-
lege degree to understand what the hell I'm trying to say." It all goes
downhill from there, critics argue, leading to the situation we have now,
of the novel format receding from the general popular culture and of no
one being able to get published anymore without first earning an MFA,;
you can blame people like Woolf for starting that whole process, the
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argument goes, with Mrs Dalloway as a result certainly not being
something we should consider a classic, but rather a book to be scorned
and shunned for what it produced.

My verdict:

Sol find myself in a curious and so-far new position today with the
CCLaP 100:A position where | personally quite disliked the book being
reviewed, but will be arguing anyway that it is a classic,one that all of
you out there should at least take a chance on once before you die. Be-
cause it's true, it's very true, that millions of people over the decades
have very definitely fallen in love with this novel and its unique format,
despite me not doing so myself; as mentioned, by its very nature it's not
going to be for everyone, with you basically being either genetically pre-
disposed to either love it or hate it. That's ultimately why I'm recom-
mending today that everyone read it, after all, is becauseWoolf is one of
those writers you simply need to actually read in order to form an opin-
ilon; an infinite amount of reviews and essaysnever ultimately do any
good with awriter like her, in that when you are a person she speaksto,
she speaksto you by vibrating inside your very bones themselves. We
should treasure these kinds of artists, no matter what you think of one
particular one or another, becausethey have somehow found a way to
directly communicate with their fans in a deeply basic, almost non-lan-
guage way; and given that the world of novels is mostly based on lan-
guage and its resulting codified meaning, such non-language communic-
ation is atricky and impressive thing indeed. If you are a fan of JackKer-
ouac, Mark Danielewski or Michelle Tea,you owe it to yourself to try out
this book as well; I'm not saying necessarily that you're going to like it,
but | will say that it's definitely worth the effort to find out.

Is it a classicXes

A Farewell to Arms
By Ernest Hemingway (1929)
Originally published as essay #17

The story in a nutshell:

Published in the late 1920s,right when Modernism was first starting to
becomea commercially successfulform of the arts, A Farewell to Arms is
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Ernest Hemingway's wry and cynical look at World War I, the event that
most defined not only his generation but also the beginning of the
Modernist movement. Semi-autobiographical in nature, the book tells
the story of Frederic Henry, known to most as "Tenente" (Italian slang
for "Lieutenant"”), a young and gung-ho American who couldn't get ac-
cepted by the American military during the war, so volunteered to be an
ambulance driver for the Italian army instead. One of the first of
Hemingway's tales to define the stoic "man’'s man" he would eventually
become known for, the novel basically follows Tenente through a series
of thrilling escapades,made even more interesting becauseof the main
character not seeing them as thrilling at all - nearly having his leg torn
off while at the front, saving a man's life, escaping execution by diving
off a bridge, a rowboat ride to Switzerland in the middle of the night
while fleeing a group of pursuers, and a whole lot more.

Like | said, though, Hemingway's point here is not to glamorize war,
but rather to highlight the mundane aspectsof it all; the endlessred tape,
the weasely things people do to get out of actual work, the BSconversa-
tions that are always taking place among soldiers, all of them arguing
over how the war is going but none of them actually possessingany fac-
tual information. At the sametime, though, A Farewell to Arms is about
the monstrous developments of World War | in particular, the very first
large war to be fought during the Industrial Age, and therefore capable
of inflicting so much more carnage than anyone thought possible. (For
example, the brand-new European railway system is heavily featured
throughout the book, and especially the fact that in a half-day's ride, you
could go literally from the battlefront to a five-star luxury hotel,
something that had never been possible before WWI.) Oh, and if all this
wasn't enough, Hemingway throws in a love story too, a complicated
one featuring a complicated woman, one that has beena source of heated
debate since the book first came out 79 years ago.

The argument for it being a classic:

There seemsto be two main arguments for this being a classic, one
based on the author and one on the book itself. Becausethe fact is that
Hemingway is considered by many to be one of the most important nov-
elists in the history of the format, a fabled "High Priest of Modernism"
who taught all of us to think in a punchier, shorter way, and with this
mostly being for the better for the arts in general. Becauselet's not forget,
a mere twenty or thirty years before this book was first published, it was
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actually the flowery and overwritten Victorian style of literature that
dominated the publishing industry; and aswe've all learned throughout
the course of this CCLaP 100 essay series, although Victorian literature
certainly has its charms and inherent strengths, it's also a whole lot of
talking to say not much at all, a situation that was starting to drive artists
crazy by the time the 20th century got into swing. Hemingway, fans
claim, was the first Modernist to really bring all the details together in a
profoundly great way - the first to combine the exciting rat-a-tat style of
pulp-fiction writers with the weighty subjects of the academic com-
munity, producing work that owes as much to Raymond Chandler asit
doesto Virginia Woolf but is ultimately much better than simply reading
those two authors back-to-back. And by making its subject World War |,
fans say, Hemingway here turns in yet another great document of those
times that the early Modernists were known for - from The Great Gatsby
to All Quiet Along the Western Front, it's hard for us to even think of the
artists from the "JazzAge" or "Lost Generation" or whatever you want to
call it, without thinking of this globe-changing event that was so in the
middle of it. There's a good reason, after all, that many consider A
Farewell to Arms one of the greatest war novels of all time.

The argument against:

Of course, there are others who can't even hear the words "Ernest
Hemingway" without automatically shuddering, again for a variety of
reasonsthat even most of his fans admit hold at least some weight - be-
causehe is overrated by the academic community, becausehis personal
style is a hackneyed, easily parodied one, becausehis "man’'s man" shtick
got real old real fast, becauseit's now inspired three generations of sexist
jerks (and counting) to want to be bull-fleeing, cigar-smoking woman-
haters too. At its heart, its critics say, A Farewell to Arms is an
interesting-enough little ditty, mostly becauseHemingway himself had
some interesting little experiences during the war that he basically
cribbed wholesale for the book; but then this story is covered with layer
after layer of bad prose, macho posturing, and aimless meanderings that
get you about as far away from a traditional three-act novel asyou can
possibly get. With Hemingway and his critics, it's never a caseof "it's a
good enough book but shouldn't be labeled a classic;"those who dislike
him really dislike him, and wish to seehis work removed from academic
reading lists altogether. "classic" label or not.

My verdict:
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Solet me embarrassingly admit that this is actually the very first book
by Hemingway I've ever read, and that | was hesitant going into it be-
cause of just the overwhelming amount of bad stuff that's been said
about him over the decades;to be truthful, | was half-expecting a parody
of Hemingway at this point, all little words and nonsensical sentences
and dudes treating girls kinda like crap most of the time. And yes, the
book does for sure contain a certain amount of all this; but | was sur-
prised, to tell you the truth, by how tight, illuminating, fascinating and
just plain funny A Farewell to Arms turned out to actually be. Wait,
funny, you say? Sure; | dare you not to laugh, for example, during the
scene when a huge argument breaks out between two Swiss border
guards over which of their two hometowns boasts better winter sports.
("Ah, you see?He does not even know what a luge is!") This is what
makes it such an intriguing novel about war, after all, becauseHeming-
way expertly shows just how many surreal moments there are during
times of war as well, that "war" doesn't just mean the two lines of sol-
diers facing eachother at the front but also an entire region, an entire in-
dustry, an entire population. Hemingway's World War | is not just seen
from the smearedwindshield of a battlefront ambulance, but from bored
soldiers getting drunk in quiet bunkers, from weary villagers hoping
there will be at least something left of their homes after the war is over,
from armchair pundits recovering in crumbling veteran hospitals, ar-
guing over which complicated international treaty sunk them all and
which is going to save them. It's an expansive, multi-faceted, sometimes
highly unique look at a wartime environment, one that at least here in
his early career (he published this when he was 30) belies all the com-
plaints that have ever been made about his hackneyed personal style.

And as far asthat love story in the middle of it all, and the repeated
complaints about Hemingway's charactersall being misogynistsE well,
maybe it was just me, but | found his Catherine Barkley to be the very
model of a modern independent woman (or at least modern and inde-
pendent in 1920sterms), a fiercely intelligent and cynical creature who
expectsthe samefrom her lovers, even while realizing that suchaman is
destined to either die in the environment they're currently in, or survive
just to becomea bitter, angry SOBlater in life. The way | seeit, Catherine
Is simply trying to make the best of a bad situation; she needslove and
intimacy in her life asmuch asanyone else,and especially in her role asa
risk-taking, thick-skinned nurse just a few miles from the battle's front,
but also understands that Tenente is destined to befall one of the two
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fates just mentioned, thus explaining the curious push/ pull emotions
she has towards him and the way she treats him throughout the novel.
It's a surprisingly sophisticated relationship at work, the samething that
can be said of the novel in general; | don't know about the rest of
Hemingway's work (yet, anyway), but at least A Farewell to Arms
turned out to be a surprisingly cracking read, not only a definite classic
but just an all-around amazing book in general. It comes highly recom-
mended today.

Is it a classicXes

The Sound and the Fury
By William Faulkner (1929)
Originally published as essay #22

The story in a nutshell:

Published in 1929,right at the height of early Modernism's popularity,
William Faulkner's The Sound and the Fury shares many of the same
traits of other cutting-edge novels from the period; like Henry Miller's
and Virginia Woolf's early work, for example, it too relies heavily on the
then-new literary experiment known as "stream of consciousness,"while
like the work from that period by Ernest Hemingway and F Scott
Fitzgerald it concernsitself mostly with the youth of the so-called "Jazz
Age" or "Lost Generation," and how arapidly changing American society
was suddenly starting to seeitself in the 20th century. Soit might be sur-
prising, then, to learn that the actual storyline of this book is quite a bit
different than any of these others; instead of it being about jaded hipsters
in big cities, Faulkner's tale is actually about a genteel family in the deep
South, a highly dysfunctional family that is slowly falling into ruin
among the spooky confines of their old plantation, a milieu that has be-
come so popular over the years that it's now known asits own subgenre
called "Southern Gothic."

Specifically, the story concernsthe badly-fated Compson family, once
big muckety-mucks in Mississippi during the antebellum years (i.e. the
years before the Civil War), now a loose collection of misfits and losers
trying to hold on to whatever little still remains of the family's
squandered fortune and dignity. There is the pessimistic, defeated
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patriarch, for example, the alcoholic sociopath JasonCompson lll; there
Is the cringing nerd and old-fashioned dandy son Quentin; there is his
brother Jason,bitter and miserly and ready to screw over anyone around
him in order to secure his own financial future; there is their sexually
promiscuous sister Candace (or "Caddy"), mother of an illegitimate child
who is eventually shunned by the dupe who had beentricked into mar-
rying her; there is the violent, retarded man-child Benjamin, deeply aut-
istic and prone to physical attacks whenever his daily routine is interrup-
ted in even the slightest way; and then there is Dilsey Gibson, the black
matriarch of the former-slave, now-servant family that oversees and
maintains the crumbling estate,pretty much the only saneone out of the
whole bunch. The book itself, then, is an experimental look at a thirty-
year period of this family and all the terrible, terrible, terrible things that
happen to all of them; the novel is written in four parts, each from the
viewpoint of a different character, eachof them freely hopping back and
forth in time without letting the reader know when it's doing so.

The argument for it being a classic:

Although living a fascinating life himself*, the main argument for The
Sound and the Fury being a classic seemsto be the actual book, not ne-
cessarily the author; because this is yet again another one of those
revered books from the early Modernist period, one of those novels that
fans call an unabashed masterpiece and shining example of the best this
medium has to offer. Becausethe fact, fans claim, is that Faulkner actu-
ally succeedsat two wildly different things here, a microcosm for why
his entire oeuvre is so loved in the first place; he not only tells a power-
ful, dark, sweeping tale of history and culture, a withering look at a de-
feated people in the years immediately after they were defeated, but
does so using a mastery over and playfulness of language that had
barely ever been seenin literature before, and certainly barely ever seen
again. Soin other words, argue its fans, it's what we call a "seminal" pro-
ject, one of the first projects in a particular artistic medium to show what
exactly can be done with that medium artistically, when the artist is de-
termined and the audience savvy enough to follow along. As a result,
then, it was books like these and the others mentioned above that finally
led the general public to consider the novel format capable of legitimate
art, of legitimate greatness, versus it mostly being thought of before
these years as primarily a medium for mindless popular entertainment.
(Think of how we today perceive videogames; that gives you a good idea
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of how most people perceived novels before the rise of early Modernism
and authors like Faulkner.)

The argument against:

Of course, as I've mentioned here before, this entire seriesof develop-
ments can be flipped on its head if you want; you could argue, for ex-
ample, that it was precisely authors like Faulkner and precisely books
like The Sound and the Fury that ultimately ruined the novel format,
that turned it into the elitist artsy-fartsy academically-obsessedpursuit it
now is. It was these exact authors who first stood up in public and said
that novels could be works of art too, just like any painting or epic poem;
but the necessarysecond half of such a statement, of course, is, "And oh
yeah, you're going to have to go to college and academically study these
books, if you want to understand what we're arguing. That's what we
mean, after all, when we say these books are legitimate works of art - we
mean that they're deep and complex enough that college students can ac-
tually analyze them, that professors can actually base entire classesoff
them." And thus slowly over the next 50 years, along with such things as
the rise in popularity of literary awards, the explosive growth of Americ-
an college graduates and the like, did all this morph into what's beenthe
reality of the literary world since the rise of postmodernism in the '70s;a
world where you must own a Masters of Fine Arts before most publish-
ing companies will eventake you seriously, aworld where novels are be-
coming less and less relevant to the general population by the day.

My verdict:

Solet me admit, | have aterrible confessionto make today; that out of
the 22 books I've now reviewed for this essay series, this is only the
second | wasn't able to actually finish (the other being the 2,200-year-old
Republic by Plato). And the reason| couldn't finish it, frankly, is exactly
for the Modernist stream-of-consciousnessstyle that it's so well-known
for - becausefrankly, although | think the style has its strengths when
used with a light touch, | also think it's a hacky unreadable messwhen
delved into with too much gusto, exactly what so many of the early
Modernists did in their misguided zeal to just do anything new they pos-
sibly could. For example, take this paragraph from the book that | picked
out just a moment ago, literally by flipping to a random page:

“Tell and be damned then see what it gets you if you were not a
damned fool you'd have seenthat I've got them too tight for any half-
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baked Galahad of a brother your mother's told me about your sort with
your head swelled up come in oh come in dear Quentin and | were just
getting acquainted talking about Harvard did you want me cant stay
away from the old man can sheE "

Yeah, now imagine 300 pages of that. Although | applaud the early
Modernists for embracing all the experimental things they did, for want-
Ing so passionately to break out of that flowery, narrative mindset that so
dominated the Victorian eraright before theirs, | think it's also important
to admit that many of these experiments have turned out to be clunkers
over time, that the 75 years that have passedsince that time period have
given us lots and lots and lots of chancesto hone and refine such literat-
ure. Now, | can seewhy some people go so nuts for this book like they
do, becauselet's remember that there are still a ton of people who love
Faulkner's work with the burning glare of a thousand suns; for example,
| loved quite a bit just part 1 of The Sound and the Fury, narrated from
the viewpoint of the violently autistic Benjy, becausein that casehis dis-
ability mixed with this experimental writing style meshesreally well. A
little of this stuff goes a long way, though, which is possibly why
Faulkner is actually a lot more well-known for his short stories than his
full-length novels; | could seethis style, for example, being exactly per-
fect for a 30- or 40-pagestory, especially while imagining Faulkner later
in life and more on top of his form**. This is just not the case,though,
with The Sound and the Fury, or at leastin my opinion; it's definitely a
historically important work, and Faulkner definitely an author any smart
book-lover should be acquainted with, but I'm just not sure | would call
this particular novel a must-read for the entire general population. Al-
though the author gets a "yes" from me today regarding the question of
classics, the book itself unfortunately does not.

Is it a classicNo

*For those who don't know, Faulkner had one of those personal lives
that have since become synonymous with romantically tragic artists;
lifelong alcoholic, bitter screenwriter in 1940sHollywood, tortured geni-
us whose talent was not generally recognized until well into his later
years. Also for those who don't know, the prestigious PEN/ Faulkner
Award is not just named for him, but was actually founded and funded
by him, using the money he received in 1949 for winning the Nobel
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Prize. It's for all thesereasonsand more that Faulkner's personal life is as
famous and studied as his actual work.

**|t's important to remember, of course, that The Sound and the Fury
was one of the first novels of Faulkner's career;in fact, it was part of a
whole seriesof early experimental novels that remained mostly obscure
until 1931, when publishing the dumbed-down yet popular bestseller
Sanctuary, basically as a naked ploy to finally make some decent money
as a writer. As with any artist with a long career, it's important to re-
member that Faulkner's work changed over the course of his life; and
this is unfortunately where | simply come up short as a critic today, in
that I've never read any of Faulkner's late work so cannot compare it
today with this earlier novel. It's a situation | hope to remedy in the com-
ing years, which of courseis what this essayseriesis all about in the first
place.

Tropic of Cancer
By Henry Miller (1934)
Originally published as essay #20

The story in a nutshell:

Like many of the other novels to first become commercial hits under
the moniker of "Modernism" (see,for example, past CCLaP-100title Mrs
Dalloway from the same period), Henry Miller's infamously raunchy
Tropic of Cancer from 1934 doesn't bother to concern itself much with
traditional plot or a traditional three-act structure, but is rather an at-
tempt to capture the details of a particular moment in history in asin-
tense a way as possible, using not only humorous anecdotal tales but
also the brand-new literary technique known as "stream of conscious-
ness."And man, what a period of history to capture - based on Miller's
own experiencesfrom half a decade before, the novel is setin Paris in the
years after World War One, a time when most young people had turned
permanently cynical and nihilistic, horrified as they rightly were over
what exact carnage humans had proven themselves capable of, now that
humans had added mechanized industry (trains, machine guns, biologic-
al weapons) to the businessof war. Add to this that the US itself had still
not established its own global-class artistic community (which wouldn't
happen until New York's Greenwich Village after World War Two), and
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you're left with the situation Miller describes with such black humor
here - of entire Parisian neighborhoods become boisterous, drunken
melting pots, packed to the gills with bohemians from around the world
who no longer give a crap about anything, who embrace such things as
casual sex and exotic drugs in a way no other generation had embraced
them before, asthey party their way to the apocalypse they were all sure
was right around the corner. Multiply by 300 pages, and you basically
have Miller's book.

The argument for it being a classic:

There are two basic arguments over why Tropic of Cancer should be
considered a classic, starting with the book itself: It is, after all, a shining
example of early Modernism, the exact kind of radical departure from
the flowery Victorian style that so many young artists were embracing
back then, here done in a mature and self-assuredway that builds on the
literary experiments of the previous twenty years, but that finally makes
it palatable for the first time to the general reading audience (and by
“palatable" | mean "not incomprehensible," thank you very MUCH James
Freaking Joyce).As such, its fans say, the novel should be rightly celeb-
rated for the literary masterpiece it is; one of those rare books that gets
stream-of-consciousnessexactly right, one of those rare books that per-
fectly shows the combination of arrogance and self-hatred that mixes in
the warm dysfunctional heart of any true bohemian. Ah, but see,in this
casethere's an entirely different second reason why this should be con-
sidered a classic;becausefor those who don't know, thirty years after its
initial publication in Europe, this was one of the landmark artistic pro-
jectsof the 1960sto help finally lift the yoke of government censorship in
America, one of the first projects used by the courts to help define was
exactly is and isn't "obscene,"adding immense fuel to the countercultural
fire that was going on in this country at the same time. If it wasn't for
Tropic of Cancer, fans say, we would still have the all-or-nothing
paradigm of the Hays Code in the arts, instead of the "put out what you
want and we'll give it a rating" paradigm of our present day; no matter
what you think of the book itself, they argue, this alone is a reason to
consider it a classic.

The argument against:

Like many of the titles in the CCLaP 100series(seeThe Catcher in the
Rye, for example), the main argument against Tropic of Cancer seemsto
be the "What Hath God Wrought" one; that is, the book itself may not be
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that bad, but it legitimized something that should've never been legitim-
ized, in this casewhiny confessional stream-of-consciousnessrants from
broke artists in their twenties living in big cities, complaining for 300
pagesabout how unfair life is and how all the prostitutes keep falling in
love with them. Yep, it was Tropic of Cancer that started all that, critics
claim; and anytime you come across yet another sad little blog about
how the heart of the city beatsin the weary soul of some overeducated,
entitled slacker, that's one more time we should visit the grave of Miller
and pee all over it, in retribution for him creating a situation where such
blogs are encouraged in the first place. Again, it's not so much that
people complain about the book being awful on its own (although some
will definitely argue that stream-of-consciousness has always been a
house of cards, difficult to make work well within a literary project); it's
more that the book simply isn't great, and should've never gotten the ac-
coladesand attention it did, with Miller being damn lucky that he had as
exciting a sex life as he did at the exact moment in history that he did,
along with the shamelessness to write it all down.

My verdict:

Soaswill very rarely be the casehere at the CCLaP 100, let me admit
that this is one of the few books of the seriesI've actually read before; in
fact, much more than that, it was one of the books | practically wor-
shipped in my early twenties as a snotty, overeducated, oversexed artist
myself, a book that had a bigger impact on both my artistic career and
just how | lived my life in general back then than probably any other
single project you could mention. So needlessto say | was a bit biased
going into this week's essay;l not only consider Tropic of Cancer a clas-
sic, but easily among the top-10 of all the books in this series, one of
those books that any restlessyoung person of any generation should im-
mediately gravitate towards starting around their 18th or 19th birthday.
And that's becauseMiller is so good here, so damn good, at perfectly
capturing that restlessnessthat comeswith any generation of young, dis-
satisfied creatives - that sensethat they want to do something important,
that they should be doing something important, just that none of them
know how to do that important thing, soinstead let that passion seepout
through their sex lives, their clothing choices, the bands they listen to,
etc. Tropic of Canceris all about yearning, all about grasping life to the
fullest you possibly can, not for the sake of simply doing so but rather
becausethis is the only way you'll ever find what you're truly seeking.
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Or asMiller himself puts it: "l can't get it out of my mind what a discrep-
ancy there is between ideas and living."

But that all said, let me just plainly warn you - whoo man, is this a
filthy book, with it unbelievably enough still just asable to shock and of-
fend as when it first came out. And again, | see this as an assetand
strength of Miller as an author; becauseultimately it's not really the lan-
guage itself that has gotten people so upset about this book over the dec-
ades (you'll hear worse in most Hollywood hard-R sex comedies), but
rather that Miller embraces a prurient attitude throughout, one that
plainly addressesthe cold realities about sex which are not usually dis-
cussedin polite company. Justtake, for example, the chapter where he
compares for the reader the various young artsy prostitutes who live in
his neighborhood; of how the best ones are the ones who have come to
grips with the fact that they're whores and not wives or girlfriends, and
therefore lustily embrace the exact disgusting acts that wives and girl-
friends won't, the main reason men visit prostitutes in the first place.
Yeah, not for delicate sensibilities, this one is; despite it being almost 75
years old now, you should still exercise caution before jumping into it
feet-first.

And then finally, re-reading it this week for the first time since college
two decadesago, I've realized something else about this book; that it's
not just the fun little stories of crazy sexand urban living that Miller gets
right, but also the more somber reflections of perpetual poverty, of the
almost existential dread that can develop when waking up in the morn-
ing and not knowing how you're going to eat that day. This is the flip-
side of the crazy bohemian life, something plainly there in Tropic of Can-
cer but that most people don't seewhen first reading it, or when reading
it at a young age;that to live alife rejecting middle-class conformity and
embracing chaos is not just endless evenings of absinthe and oral sex,
that there's a very real price to pay for rejecting all these things as well,
the price of health and kids and normal relationships and any kind of
slow building one could potentially do in their chosen career. Let's not
ever forget that the things Miller talks about in Tropic of Cancer
happened half a decade before his literary career ever really took off,
years where basically none of them got anything accomplished at all ex-
cept to definitively list all the kinds of books they didn't want to write;
let's also never forget that Miller's life got dramatically more boring after
his literary careertook off, busy as he suddenly was withE you know,
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writing all those books. The artistic life can be thrilling, but it can be just
as sickening at certain points; | was surprised by how much of that can
be seenin Miller's semi-autobiographical account on the subject, sur-
prised aswell that | never caught it myself until getting older and going
through some of those experiencesmyself. It proves that Tropic of Can-
cer is a denser, more complicated book than most give it credit for, one
of those rare novels that can both passionately incite the young and also
offer more as you get older. As you can probably tell by now, it comes
highly recommended, and is truly what | consider one of the best novels
of all time.

Is it a classicDuil

~ O~~~ A~~~
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Late Modernism

The second half of the Modernist period (also known as Mid-Century
Modernism) can in many ways be considered the height of the novel
format in its overall power over the culture at large: a shiny, optimistic
period when the center of the art world firmly shifted to the United
Statesfor the first time, it was in theseyears that successfulauthors were
treated like rock stars, and that highly challenging literature could still
sell tens of millions of copies. This section of the CCLaP 100looks at six-
teen titles ranging from World War Two to Woodstock that mostly
define for us over a half-century later what we commonly think of asthe
"“modern novel" to begin with, as well as the beginning of so-called
"genre literature" getting academic respect for the first time.

(Titles in parentheses will appear in future volumes)

(1947 The Plague, Albert Camus)

(1951 Catch-22, Joseph Heller)

1951 The Catcher in the Rye, JD Salinger

(1951 The End of the Affair, Graham Greene)

(1954 Lord of the Flies, William Golding)

1955-74 The Ripley Trilogy, Patricia Highsmith (three small books)
(1957 Doctor Zhivago, Boris Pasternak)

(1957 Pnin, Vladimir Nabokov)

(1957-60 The Alexandria Quartet, Lawrence Durrell [four small books])
(1960 To Kill a Mockingbird, Harper Lee)

1(960-90 Rabbit Angstrom, John Updike [four small books])
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(1961 Stranger in a Strange Land, Robert Heinlein)

(1962 The Man in the High Castle, Philip K Dick)

(1966 The Fixer, Bernard Malamud)

(1967 The Confessions of Nat Turner, William Styron)

(1967 One Hundred Years of Solitude, Gabriel Garcia Marquez)

~ O~~~ A~~~
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The Catcher in the Rye
By JD Salinger (1951)
Originally published as essay #9

The story in a nutshell:

Not so much of a traditional plot-based story, The Catcher in the Rye
Is instead a look at a 48-hour block in the life of an American teen named
Holden Caulfield, a skinny and obnoxious kid who comesfrom a gener-
ally comfortable, decent family on the eastcoast, but who for some reas-
on just seemingly can't get along with anyone or fit in anywhere. In fact,
as the novel opens, Holden has just gotten kicked out of yet another
private prep school; it is right before holiday, in fact, with his family ex-
pecting him home in two days anyway, so he's decided to just hoof it
around the New York area for the next 48 hours and spend some time
thinking about his life.

As aresult, not much of note actually happensto Holden over the next
two days - he visits an old teacher he doesn't like very much, invites an
ex-girlfriend he doesn't like very much to go traveling with him, eventu-
ally ends up in Manhattan, then back at his parents' place, and then fi-
nally an amusement park while entertaining his little sister. The main
point of the book, then, is to try to understand Holden asa character and
deeply flawed human; to watch the way he looks at life, to notice the
way he idolizes his older brother, out in Hollywood and making a living
as a screenwriter. Holden is both restlessand old-fashioned, tender and
cruel, someonewho is sometimes blurting out uncomfortable truths and
sometimes lying right to your face. And by the time we're done, hope-
fully we've learned something not only about him in particular but about
teens in general, and especially the senseof alienation and standoffish-
nessthat comesto so many at that age no matter when in history we're
talking about.

100



The argument for it being a classic:

The argument for this being a classicis a clean and simple one - it is
demonstrably the very first book in history to establish the “"confessional
young adult” genre, one that has grown in our modern times to accom-
modate tens of thousands of books and millions of grateful teen fans. Be-
fore Catcher in the Rye, its fans say, there were only two types of stories
considered appropriate for younger readers - either moralistic tales that
very sternly taught right from wrong, or the kind of pseudo-sciencetech-
nobabble mysteries like | was mentioning last week, when | was review-
ing 20,000Leagues Under the Sea.Salinger was the very first person to
publish abook about ateenwritten from the teen'spoint of view himself,
a very raw point of view that contains sex, filth, cursing galore, and all
the other prurient stuff that comes with peeking inside a 16-year-old
boy's head; it was a breakthrough of the Modernist era, fans claim, one of
those seminal projects that broke the ground for all the naturalistic books
and films in the '50s,'60s and '70s that came afterwards. Oh, and if this
weren't enough, it just also happens to be the most censored book in the
history of the United States,as well as a personal favorite of both Mark
David Chapman (who killed John Lennon) and John Hinckley Jr (who
shot Ronald Reagan);these facts alone almost guarantee it a spot on any
list of classics.

The argument against:

The main argument against this being a classicseemsto be that it's be-
come a victim of its own success;indeed, Catcher in the Rye has beenso
influential over the decades, its critics say, an entire genre of
"Salingeresque"” work now exists (which like | said is more formally
known as"confessional young adult"), many books of which are actually
much better than the original that started them all. After all, let's admit it,
Catcher in the Rye has its problems, onestypical of any young and inex-
perienced writer (which Salinger was when first penning this); just as
one good example, there are only so many times you can use the word
'g-ddam’ in one story before it becomesa self-parodying joke. Like many
of the books being reviewed in this essayseries, | don't think there's a
single human out there who would deny this novel's historical import-
ance;but that's not what we're trying to determine here with the CCLAP
100, but rather whether it's a book you personally should read before
you die.

My verdict:
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Soimagine my shock when | found myself finishing this book and say-
ing to myself, "My God - JD Salinger is basically Judy Blume with more
cursing.” (Or to be completely fair, | guessthat should be worded - "My
God, Judy Blume is basically JD Salinger with Jewsand menstruation."”) |
guess| had been expecting a lot more, given what a supernaturally high
regard this book has among such a large swath of the general popula-
tion; | was expecting it to not only be a good Young Adult novel (which
it admittedly is) but also something that was going to reveal some sort of
transcendent truth about the world to me as a fully-grown adult.

ErE it doesn't. This is just a good Young Adult novel, and you owe it
to yourself to know that going into it; that unless you're a teen yourself
when you read it, there really isn't going to be anything too terribly ori-
ginal or groundbreaking found in this manuscript. In fact, you could ar-
gue that Salinger was quite smart to basically wall himself off from the
press and general public after this book, and never publish again (he's
still alive asof 2009,by the way, for those who don't know, reputedly liv-
ing a happy and quiet life somewhere on the Atlantic Seaboard);because
ultimately this is not a great book but simply a good one, eventually
made legendary becauseof the time period it was published, and the
subsequentreclusive careerthat Salinger has had. Its overwhelming his-
torical significance | think earnsit a place on the classicslist, plus the fact
that it's not actually a bad book at all; it's just that this is a kind of book
that adults have already read many times before, especially if you were a
fan of such authors as Betsy Byars when you were a teen yourself.

Is it a classic? suppose

The Talented Mr. Ripley (1955)
Ripley Under Ground (1970)
Ripley's Game (1974)

By Patricia Highsmith

Originally published as essay #5

The story in a nutshell:

Known collectively asthe "Ripley Trilogy," thesethree small novels by
Patricia Highsmith tell the ongoing tale of one Tom Ripley, one of the
more fascinating characters in the entirety of 20th-century literature.
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(And note, by the way, that Highsmith would go on to pen even two
more books about Ripley after this original trilogy; the five-book seriesis
now known by its fans as the "Ripliad.") Charming sociopath, vicious
murderer, with a hyper-specific setof ethics that make senseonly to him,
Ripley and his exploits virtually defined the burgeoning "crime fiction"
genre at its beginning*, and helped define many of its standards right
when it was just starting to becomethe marketplace juggernaut it still is
in America and elsewhere.

That said, | think most will agreethat the original 1955novel that star-
ted them all, The Talented Mr. Ripley, is far and away the best of the en-
tire series: a look at the young Ripley in his mid-twenties, heading to
Europe for the first time, and the experiencesthat would turn him for
good from a"harmless" sociopathic con-artist into the cold-blooded killer
he is in the other four books. It's a great little story, in fact, that | won't
get into detail concerning so as to not ruin it for you; a story that very
clearly defines many of the aspectswe now take so much for granted in
crime fiction, wrapped in aningeniously dark plot regarding resort-hop-
ping in Europe with the jet-set during the aesthetic height of the
Modernist era. In contrast, then, both Ripley Under Ground and Ripley's
Game (setin the same 1970swhen they were written) find Ripley himself
at a softer middle-age, ensconcedin small-town bourgeoisie French life
and leaving the "action" part of the crime plots mostly up to others now.

The argument for it being a classic:

As you can probably guess,fans of the Ripley stories claim that they
virtually defined the modern crime genre that now accounts for more
book salesin the US than any other type of book that exists; as such, they
argue, the books should rightly be considered classics,despite their relat-
ively young age and genre status. And for sure, a different group of act-
lvists would argue, the original '55 Talented Mr. Ripley was also one of
the first mainstream American novels to tackle the issue of homosexual-
ity in a complex and multifaceted way; indeed, Highsmith was known
for this subject throughout the length of her career, as well as being a
public and practicing bisexual in her real life. It's a stretch for now, even
her fans concede,to consider thesein the same breath as Great Expecta-
tions and the like; the main argument comesfrom her most diehard fans,
frankly, and I think is more about trying to establish how posterity is go-
ing to look at the series.
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The argument against:

"Really? Dime-store crime novels from the 1970s?ncluded in the clas-
sical canon of all Western Civilization? Seriously?" | think that's pretty
much the main argument against these being a classic,summed up in a
smartassnutshell - that they are simply too new, concerntoo niche a sub-
ject, and in the end are simply not written well enough to be seriously
considered classics,or at leastfor now. As is the casewith alot of books
on the CCLaP 100list, in fact, evenits critics | think would agreethat the
Ripley books are at least well-written, and still very entertaining to just
sit down and read; a strong argument can be made, though, that these
books shouldn't nearly be considered by society at large as "books to
read before you die."

My verdict:

| have to confess,| ended up with this whole screwed-up story behind
trying to read these: | got through the first, The Talented Mr. Ripley,
fairly quickly and straight-forwardly (mostly becauseof already being a
big fan of the 1999 movie version starring Matt Damon, Jude Law, Cate
Blanchett and a whole lot more cool famous people), but then accident-
ally read the third book (Ripley's Game) instead of the second (Ripley
Under Ground), and didn't really like it so never bothered to read the
third (er, secondE ugh). But ultimately it doesn't matter, like | said, be-
causeit's the first book that really stands out here; | want to make that
clear, in fact, that The Talented Mr. Ripley is still quite the gripping little
yarn, both the book and movie form, despite me not willing to endorse it
as a "classic." Ultimately Highsmith does something incredibly smart
here in this first story, asfar as exploring such dark topics as sociopathy
and bisexuality in an age where you could get in real trouble for talking
about such stuff too explicitly; she instead turns the subjectsinward to-
wards Ripley himself, and shows how it is certain core parts of his per-
sonality that manifest such easily-labeled behaviors afterwards, not vice-
versa.

In the first novel, in fact, it's hard to definitively state that Ripley hasa
sexual orientation at all; it's more that he's simply obsessedwith the idea
of pleasing the people around him at all times, this desperate yearning
inside of him to make sure that everyone elseis having a good time, in
any way that he can provide that. In effect it provides for some really
great homoerotically-charged scenesbetween Ripley and his future vic-
tim, globetrotting badboy Dickie Greenleaf, without anything explicitly
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sexual being said or done; combined with all the cat-and-mouse stuff
that happens concerning the ensuing crimes themselves, you can see
why so many thousands of authors in the decadessince have gone on to
copy things from Highsmith in their own crime novels, or copy things
from people who copied things from Highsmith.

But alas, that's why my interest dropped so suddenly after the second
novel, and why | say that the other two books of the trilogy are essen-
tially interchangeable; because it was by then twenty years later in
Highsmith's career, a point when crime fiction really had taken off and
become its own booming little industry, and Highsmith was already
starting to look at the Ripley character in terms of a franchise-friendly
little cash cow. The Ripley of both Under Ground and Game (and pre-
sumably the two after those aswell) is a fatter, slower, more complacent
middle-age Ripley, who mostly now masterminds white-collar crimes as
to maintain his provincial middle-class antique-laden lifestyle in a medi-
eval village in France,now in a happy if not passionlessmarriage and no
longer under any particular pressure to have a sexual preference at all.
Eachbook, then, concernsyet another special time where Ripley is called
out of this environment, to go on some crazy violence-filled escapade
just like from his troubled youth, in many caseswith someone else alto-
gether now being the one doing most of the running around and
stabbing and garroting and the like.

Bleh. Skip the ensuing franchise, | say, and simply read the original in-
stead, the strongest argument there is for Ripley to be considered part of
the Canon. Oh, and do make sure to seethe '99 movie adaptation aswell,
a truly excellent one that on top of everything else just happened to be
directed by Anthony Minghella (The English Patient).

Is it a classicNo

*Since writing this essay, it's been pointed out by several of CCLaP's
readers that the crime genre stretches back way before the writing of
these particular books. To clarify, | meant "crime fiction" aswe know it in
its contemporary form; that is, the Ripley books were the first titles to set
the tone for the cheap supermarket serial-killer thrillers now so popular
among the general public.

~ O~~~ A~~~
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Postmodernism & Contemporary

The rise of the counterculture in the 1960sand '70s saw yet another
profound changeto literature, to the complex "postmodernism” that has
mostly defined the arts over the last 40 years. Although novels them-
selves have slowly shrunk in importance in these decades,becoming a
much more insular activity among academesin particular, it's also been
a period of tremendous growth among female authors, the gay com-
munity, and writers of color, a grand re-balancing of the arts that many
claim is long overdue. This section of the CCLaP 100looks at seventeen
such titles, spanning from Woodstock to September 11th, books their
fans claim will one day count among the classics of the future.

(Titles in parentheses will appear in future volumes)

1969 The Left Hand of Darkness, Ursula K Le Guin

(1969 Slaughterhouse Five, Kurt Vonnegut)

1972 The Gods Themselves, Isaac Asimov

(1975 Humboldt's Gift, Saul Bellow)

(1980 A Confederacy of Dunces, John Kennedy Toole)

(1980 The Executioner's Song, Norman Mailer)

1980 The Name of the Rose, Umberto Eco

(1981 Midnight's Children, Salman Rushdie)

(1985 The Handmaid's Tale, Margaret Atwood)

1987 Beloved, Toni Morrison

(1989 The Mambo Kings Play Songs of Love, Oscar Hijuelos)
(1992-98 The Border Trilogy, Cormac McCarthy (three small books))
(1993 The Shipping News, E. Annie Proulx)

(1998 The Hours, Michael Cunningham)

(2000 Interpreter of Maladies, Jhumpa Labhiri)

(2001 Empire Falls, Richard Russo)

2002 Middlesex, Jeffrey Eugenides

~ O~~~ A~~~
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The Left Hand of Darkness

By Ursula K Le Guin (1969)
Originally published as essay #18

The story in a nutshell:
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A highly unusual and controversial book at the time of its release (but
more on that in a bit), Ursula K Le Guin's 1969 science-fiction head-
scratcher The Left Hand of Darkness takes as its start an only slightly
changed version of Gene Roddenberry's Star Trek and its United Federa-
tion of Planets; named the "Ekumen" in Le Guin's case,they are an en-
lightened collection of peaceful humanoid societies from around the
galaxy, which over the centuries of contact now have all come to realize
that they were in fact all started by the same master super-race, the mys-
terious and highly advanced Hainish people from millennia ago. The
book itself, then, starts with "first contact" by one of these specially
trained Ekumen, with a new planet called Gethen who the federation
hopes to convince to join them; from just a plot standpoint, in fact, the
entire book is not much more than an observation of this ambassador's
time on the planet for his first few years, learning more and more about
this incredible race as he does. Becausethat's the thing that got this book
a lot of attention when it first came out, and in fact still gets it a fair
amount of press - the people of Gethen are in fact androgynies, not
hermaphrodites but rather lacking any gender at all for most of the
month, instead going into a kind of "heat" for a few days at which time
various chemicalsin their body produce not only genitals but a tempor-
ary sexdrive, their gender during any particular month basedon a com-
plicated mix of biology, partner status, personal preference and the like.

As such, then, this book is almost a sociological study more than any-
thing else, letting us experience through this black Earthling's 1969eyes
what this ice-planet full of Eskimo-like androgynies must be like, and
how their society must be so different from ours; for example, how
there's no such thing as gender imbalance in the workplace because of
there literally being no genders, but how they seethe entire concept of
voluntary sexual desire to be the height of disgusting perversion, making
them in some respects actually much more conservative than Earth's
permanent-gender society. Without giving away too much of the plot,
then, let's say that Le Guin basically imagines two main types of society
on Gethen, much like Earth, an "East" and a "West" that are fundament-
ally different in some ways from each other; the novel, then, spends a
third of its time in one society, a third in the other, the ambassadorchan-
ging his opinions about them and bouncing from one to the other due
mostly to the boisterous male Captain-Kirk-like wrong assumptions heis
constantly making about the things going on around him; the last third
of the novel, then, is a trippy late-'60s tale about him and one of these
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natives making a long and arduous journey by foot over the icy waste-
land connecting these two societies, using the bleak desolation as a way
to finally "grok" how the other's mind works.

The argument for it being a classic:

As I've mentioned at CCLAP before, there are basically two awards
within science-fiction (or SF) that realistically compete for the title of
"most important,” the Hugo and the Nebula, meaning that these groups
are usually loathe to award their honor to the same book on any given
year; so the few times in history they have, like they precisely did with
The Left Hand of Darkness, brother believe me when | say you should
pay attention. Becausethe book is not just a fine tale unto itself (but
again, more on that in a bit), but signaled a very important moment in SF
history; the first time the "Establishment" recognized the growing power
and influence of the so-called "New Wave" within the genre, rising by no
coincidence at the sametime as the general youth counterculture of the
'‘60sand '70s,dealing with many of the samethemesin many of the same
ways as such other countercultural projects like psychedelic music and
independent films. It was not the first set of SF authors to attempt to
speak of "serious" issues, as some guides erroneously put it - genre au-
thors had been tackling weighty and complex issues as far back as the
'40s, after all - but they were definitely the first authors to say that a book
could be setin the future and still mostly deal with sociological issues
and the human condition, versus the "hard science"space-operadetails
assumedby the genre in the decadesbefore. And it was a movement that
was started years before The Left Hand of Darkness, too; it's just that this
book was the first time the old guard officially recognized it, and offi-
cially recognized that it was in fact the wave of the genre's future.

Ah, but like | said, evenif you take all this away, there's still the matter
that this is a kick-butt book, its fans will say, one that will get you think-
ing about all kinds of issuesin away you never have before, one that like
Tolkien's Middle Earth just ever-so-slyly referencesreal human history
in an impossibly ingenious way while simultaneously meshing it into a
fictional planet's fake history. (Take, for example, how Gethen's western
half is a curious mix of democracy and fascism, basically the best and
worst that real Earth's western half has to offer, a bizarre combination
we've never actually seenin real history but that is a definite reflection of
what combining the two might look like; while her fictional planet's east-
ern half is a mix of Buddhism and Confucianism, basically the Asian
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equivalent of what | just said about the West.) And let's not forget, this is
also an extremely important pillar in the history of the relatively new
academic field of Feminist Studies, as fundamental as something like
Margaret Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale which usually gets a lot more
press - a book released in the middle of the '60s women's movement
which dared to picture a society without gender, without pay differences
or work differences or hiring differences between men and women what-
soever, and telling the entire story from the viewpoint of a sexist old-
school male at that, even if he does happen to be black.

The argument against:

Not much, to tell you the truth, other than the usual argument that this
Is a genre novel, therefore perhaps not appropriate for a traditional
"Canon" list for the general population. But we agreed here at the
CCLAP 100along time ago that we're going to count genre literature as
eligible for "classic" status, so this is not really an applicable argument
for us.

My verdict:

Sofirst let me just confessmy personal bias right away - that since |
was raised by people who attended college during the Kennedy adminis-
tration in the early '60s,| myself was raised with an appreciation for such
pre-counterculture things as Mid-Century Modernist architecture, Dave
Brubeck, and such so-called "Silver Age" science-fiction authors as Isaac
Asimov, Ray Bradbury, Arthur C. Clarke and more*, giving me a tend-
ency to dismiss a lot of New Wave SFwriting in a cranky old-man style
as "that hippie trash." Sopleasetake it as sincere when | say | was abso-
lutely blown away by The Left Hand of Darkness, and that it's immedi-
ately in my mind become one of the best novels I've ever read; because
every single good thing you've heard about this is true, every single ac-
colade, every single reason you've heard for why you should read it. In
fact, | think it's very telling what Le Guin has admitted many times in
past interviews, how it was the exact opportunity to do fictional world-
building that mostly led her to SFin the first place; becausethat's the
most interesting thing about this book aswell, is the exquisitely complex
portrait of a fictional global society she constructs here, which of course
Is really an immaculately unique look at our own society, seenthrough
the kind of highly original prism that you can only get away with in this
particular genre.
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In fact, there are a hundred different examples | could pick and ex-
pound on, so let me just pick one; let's talk, for example, about how
amazed and turned on and creeped out | was by the oracle-like fortune-
telling ritual described in this book, among the shamanistic tribes on the
Eastern side of Gethen that have been practicing their religion for over
13,000 recorded years now. Basically, imagine a holy man who has
learned how to read minds telepathically, in a sorta mystical way that
makes for good trippy '60s literature; now imagine surrounding him
with the insane and retarded, all of them naked and around a campfire,
feeding them all psychedelic drugs, then letting them rut like animals in
an uncontained orgy, the telepathic shaman feeding on the collective en-
ergy of thesederanged orgasms until exploding in afrenzy of metaphor-
ical futuristic visions. Yes, and this won the Hugo and Nebula! In fact,
this book celebratesits 40th anniversary in 2009, if you can believe that,
which makes it even more astounding; a highly experimental, barely
comprehensible survey of humanity's worst and best tendencies,
wrapped into a fantastical storyline that almost as an afterthought
provides these sweeping vistas of ice-locked landscapes, that has non-
etheless stood the test of time for two different generations now and
eagerly entering a third. It was a real surprise, a huge treat, and
something | heartily recommend to each and every one of you.

Is it a classicXes

*For those who don't know, a very general overview of science-fiction
would include a so-called "Golden Age" (‘20s, '30s and '40s, when the
genre first became popular), a "Silver Age" ('50s and '60s, a time of
smooth Mod stories about the Cold War and skinny ties), a "New Age"
(or "New Wave," '60s and '70s,when SFtoo waved its freak flag, grew
out its hair and burned its bra), and then a "Dark Age" (‘80sand '90s,in-
fluenced heavily by punk, when SFwas fused with noir and nihilism, the
same period when The Dark Knight and Watchmen were popular in
comics). Many believe as| do in fact that we're in the middle of yet an-
other great agein science-fiction history, which | guessyou could call the
"Diamond Age" for lack of a better term, coined from the fantastic novel
by Neal Stephenson;an optimistic, shiny, Web 2.0 age, but one owing a
strong debt as well to the ornate exquisitenessand neurotic hang-ups of
Victorianism.
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The Gods Themselves
By Isaac Asimov (1972)
Originally published as essay #12

The story in a nutshell:

Originally published as three interrelated novellas in magazine form,
Isaac Asimov's 1972The Gods Themselvesis a "hard science-fiction" tale
In every senseof the term; so look out, becausethings are about to get a
little complicatedE

Setin the year 2100, part 1 starts with a prickly and arrogant scientist
named Frederick Hallam, who accidentally discovers one day that
someone has swapped a dusty old test tube of congealed tungsten in his
lab for what appearsto be a beaker full of plutonium-186, apparently as
a practical jokeE exceptfor the fact that plutonium-186 should theoretic-
ally not be able to actually existin our universe. And indeed, after lots of
testing and theorizing, the scientific community determines that the
mysterious plutonium is actually the work of a parallel universe (or
“para-universe" asthey call it), one filled with people either smarter than
us or more evolutionarily advanced, who have figured out how to
“pump"” such material into our own universe in the hope (presumably)
that we will pump tungsten back to them, thus creating a form of free en-
ergy for both worlds basedon the nuclear reactions these elements have
in their unnatural environments. The remainder of part 1, then, concerns
the growing conflict between the now Nobel-winning Hallam (who is
desperately trying to hide the fact that he doesn't understand how any of
this actually works) and another young physicist named Lamont, who
has become convinced that this energy exchange spells the doom of our
universe, even while leaving this theoretical para-universe in fine shape
(in fact, maybe even better than before if our sun just happens to go su-
pernova, which Lamont is convinced more and more will exactly happen
the longer we let this "electron pump" run).

In part 2, then, we suddenly shift to this para-universe only talked
about in theory during part 1; and it is indeed a strange place, a planet
that appears to actually have two different forms of intelligent life, so-
called "Hard Ones" (their equivalent of humans) and also what they call
"Soft Ones" (eight-foot-tall gelatinous amoebas,who through the differ-
ent laws of physics in this para-universe actually exist in only a semi-
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solid form, so that they "eat" by directly absorbing nutrients from sun-
light and "have sex" by basically melting into each other). The plot of
part 2 is much too difficult to summarize here; but let's just say that it
takes a detailed look at one of the three-member "family units" of this
Soft society (a Rational, an Emotional, and a Parental), and their growing
realization not only about what adult life has in store for them in the
near future, not only what the relationship is between their speciesand
the advanced Hard Ones, but also the fact that what Lamont in part 1
theorized is actually true, that this energy exchange actually does
threaten to causea supernova on the Earth side, and that the para-uni-
verse of their own side would actually benefit if such a thing were to
happen.

(WARNING: The next paragraph revealsimportant information about
the end of this book.)

In part 3, then, we switch back to our universe but again travel to a
strange society, Asimov's version of what a permanent Moon population
might be like a century after breaking off from Earth culture (which is
exotic, sexy and highly titillating, by the way - imagine an entire popu-
lace who because of selective breeding all look vaguely like the love-
child of Angelina Jolie and Tiger Woods, who foster an environment of
casual nudity and even more casual sex partners, and who also happen
on average to be twice asintelligent asthe average 'Earthie' as well, be-
causeof it being mostly scientists and artists who initially flocked to the
Moon in the first place). To tell you the truth, Asimov seemsmore inter-
ested in part 3in simply detailing what kind of society such a populace
might produce, and all the ways it would be so much better than con-
temporary Earth society; it seemslike only an afterthought near the end
that one of these people actually comesup with a way to avert the loom-
ing crisis being talked about throughout the manuscript, by tapping into
yet another para-universe that is in its pre-Big-Bang phase, thus offset-
ting the massive amounts of nuclear energy that the first para-universe
has been pumping into our own.

The argument for it being a classic:

Of all the writers in the so-called "Golden Age" of science-fiction, fans
say, none were quite as important as Isaac Asimov; he brought to the
genre all the mainstream respect of an Arthur C. Clarke, the audacity of
a Robert Heinlein, the prolific nature of a Ray Bradbury, and an
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enthusiasm usually only seenin fanboys. (For example, for those who
don't know, Asimov actually published over 500 books while he was
alive, and is the only person in human history to have books published
in nine of the ten major divisions of the Dewey Decimal system.) Sohow
do you even begin to start picking what might possibly be considered
the "best" out of all this? Well, in this particular case,the argument goes
that you start with outside sources;becauseof all the books Asimov ever
wrote, The Gods Themselveswas the only one to win both the Hugo and
Nebula awards in the same year (a pretty big feat unto itself, in that
these are competing organizations), a standalone book that you can
simply read and enjoy on its own, unlike the vast majority of Asimov's
best-known works that in one way or another always seemto be part of
some giant 75-book seriesthat you will never get caught up with before
you freaking die. There might be specific books of Asimov's that are bet-
ter in nature than The Gods Themselves, but only if you take them in
context with a whole group of pieces published both before and after
them; if you're looking for a single manuscript, though, that plainly
shows why people go so nuts about his work, you could do a lot worse
than to pick this one.

The argument against:

As you cantell, the main argument against this being a classicis that it
simply isn't his best work; that it won all the awards it did mostly be-
causeit came late in Asimov's life, at a point when the community sud-
denly wanted to start recognizing him in away they never had when he
was younger. And besides, critics of the novel would reluctantly argue,
Asimov was actually at his best back in the squeaky-clean times of the
Modernist '50sand '60s;that he was already approaching old-man status
even by the 1970s,and did not transition into that looser, sexually freer
era nearly as well as such young SF authors at the time like Philip K
Dick, Robert Zelazny and Ursula Le Guin. Asimov should certainly be
considered in the "classic" realm of SF, most everyone will agreeto by
now; just that The Gods Themselves might not be the bestone to add to
the canon, some would say, but rather one of the series of books he is
better known for at this point.

My verdict:

Solet me freely confessoff the bat that this is something like the 30th
book of Asimov's I've now read, so am in a position to judge both his
standalone work and his never-ending long series of books. And that's
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what makes my reaction to The Gods Themselves so frustrating too, be-
cause | can understand and empathize with both of the attitudes de-
scribed above; it is in fact a great introduction to Asimov's work, and
also a letdown to those who become bigger and more obsessive fans.
And as a matter of fact, this is a persistent problem with all genre work
when it comesto talking about "classic"examples, of books that non-fans
can read to understand why fans become fans; becausethat's the nature
of genre work, that you become an obsessive fan in the first place by
reading and enjoying an entire seriesof books by a particular author, not
simply by plucking one single book out of the fray with no historical
context whatsoever. To truly love Asimov, | and other obsessivefanboys
would say, what you really need to do is read the remarkable 15-book
serieshe wrote over the course of his life that detailed the next ten thou-
sand years of human history: the "Robot" series(setin the near future, as
humans expand into neighboring galaxies for the first time), "Empire"
series (in which all these now-mature galaxies go to war with each oth-
er), and "Foundation" series (regarding the next stage of human evolu-
tion, setthousands of years from now). But that's a ridiculous amount of
books for a mere casual fan to take on; hence the constant struggle like
today to find a single book of Asimov's that can stand as the best self-
contained example of his work. This is always the biggest challenge with
Golden Age science-fiction authors, to tell you the truth; that since they
were such prolific writers, working in a genre that was still widely con-
sidered a minor pulpish one when they were alive, their work is usually
best considered when looked at as a whole, not asa sum of its parts. It's
always something to keep in mind while reading Asimov's work, aswell
as any other SF writer from the 1950s and '60s.

Is it a classicXes

The Name of the Rose
By Umberto Eco (1980)
Originally published as essay #7

The story in a nutshell:

In one of the more fascinating stories of how a novelist was first drawn
to his profession, scholar Umberto Eco was actually an Italian history
professor and Medieval expert for years before ever turning to creative
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writing; according to legend, it was his thrilling and exacting retelling of
actual Dark Age stories that inspired his friends to keep urging him to
write a novel basedin those times, which he finally did in the late 1970s.
As such, then, The Name of the Roseis a bizarre amalgam that you

scarcely ever find in contemporary literature - a genre actioner (murder

mystery) with alot of melodramatic elements at its core, but at the same
time a detailed historical look at actual 1300sEurope, with a big part of
the reasonto read this book being so that one can be exposedto the me-
ticulous detail of Eco's prose on the subject, from the period's clothing

and architecture to its religious structures and philosophies. But on top

of this, turns out that Ecois a postmodernist and accomplished semiotics
expert aswell, turning the book not just into a potboiler mystery and his-
torical novel but indeed an entire thesis on the nature of language itself,

on the meaning behind symbols, and on why human behavior repeats it-

self so often no matter which age you study, and no matter what the ra-
tionale behind such behavior during any given age.

Plotwise it's the story of a Franciscan monk named William of Bask-
erville, which is just the start of the sly referencesto Sherlock Holmes
Eco deliberately inserts; turns out that William is also British, a champi-
on of logic and deductive reasoning, and even has a cluelessteenageas-
sistant named Adso who stands in symbolically for the equally clueless
audience. William is in Italy, helping afellow monk investigate a myster-
lous death in the fortified abbey where his friend leads;turns out, in fact,
that this is one of the largest and most renowned of all the Christian
Dark-Age monastery libraries, attracting an international team of egg-
head monks and a scholarly atmosphere more akin to modern universit-
les. Both the novel and the investigation take place over seven days at
this fortress/ abbey, where William and Adso spend their time gathering
clues, pontificating on all kinds of subjectsthat intellectuals in the 1300s
pontificated on, and examining in detail such historical details as the
church's then-ongoing debate over whether it's better to be rich or poor,
as well as why the Benedictine monks and the Franciscan ones hated
each other so intensely back then in the first place. This being a murder
mystery, of course, the actual plot is something bestleft for the reader to
discover on their own, although I'll warn you that the actual "whodunit"
part isn't very suspenseful; as mentioned above, the real point of this be-
ing a murder mystery is for Ecoto show just how similarly humans be-
haved back then as we do now, even as the times themselves inspire
completely different motivations and excuses.(Soin other words, a lot
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less”l love my baby's mamma" in the 1300s,a lot more "The devil made
me do it.")

The argument for it being a classic:

Fansof this novel (and there are a whole lot of them; it's hard to dislike
this book, frankly) argue that this book deservesthe "classic"label more
quickly than a lot of other contemporary novels do (after all, the book's
lessthan thirty yearsold at this point), precisely becauseit deals with is-
suesfrom an age of classics;soin other words, becauseit's setin Mediev-
al times, is written in Dark Age vernacular and includes historical details
accurately worthy of the respected academe Eco is, fans claim that of
course The Name of the Rosewill eventually be a classic,such a foregone
conclusion that we might aswell declare it one now. Ah, but there's also
a much stronger argument for this being considered a classicright now;
as mentioned, many of those who study the esotericacademicfield of se-
miotics claim that the novel is a perfect example of what they do, ex-
plained in layman's terms so that non-academes can finally get it. As
such, then, these people claim that The Name of the Roseis not just an
exciting DaVinci-Code-style historical thriller, but also a densely layered
examination of stories about stories about stories, of symbols about sym-
bols about symbols, of the meaning behind meaning behind meaning.
Yeah, seewhat they mean when they say that semiotics is a hard thing to
explain to the general public?

The argument against:

The main argument against this being a classic seems to be one
brought up a lot with well-written yet contemporary books
("contemporary" in this casebeing any lessthan half a century old) - that
the book is simply too new to be able to reasonably judge whether it
should rightly be called a timeless classic,one of those fabled "books you
should read before you die." For just one example, when The Name of
the Rosefirst cameout in 1980,it was the first time anyone had ever tried
setting a rational Holmesian-style mystery story within a Medieval mon-
astery; in the years since, we've had all kinds of projects on the subject,
including a popular weekly BBC/ Masterpiece series. It's a great book,
even its critics are quick to point out, even if somewhat on the dry side at
points (ugh, all those debates about papal decrees);but who's to say if
anyone's going to even remember this novel a hundred years from now,
or the notoriously spotty career Eco has since had as a novelist. (Don't
forget, Eco is mostly a scholar and historian; although considered a
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rockstar in the academic world, his reputation as a writer of fiction is
much more contentious.)

My verdict:

Solet's make it clear right off the bat - that from a pure entertainment
standpoint, The Name of the Roseis one of the most delightful novels
I've read in years, years. It's funny, it's smart, it's insightful, it's thrilling,
it's nerdy; CheeseAnd Rice, it's everything a lover of books could pos-
sibly ever want from a well-done one. But is it a classic?Well, unfortu-
nately, | think I'm going to have to agreewith the critics on this one; that
although it could very well becomea classicone day, one of those Catch-
er in the Rye style "one-hit wonders" that populate so many lists, | think
it's simply too early to make such a call either in a positive or negative
way, especially considering Eco's otherwise spotty career as a novelist.
That's part of the point of "classics"lists existing, after all, and why those
who care about such lists take them so seriously; becauseultimately such
a designation should reflect not only how good a book itself is, but how
well it's stood the test of time, of how relevant it's continued to be to gen-
eration after generation, of how timeless the author's style and word
choice. One always hasto be careful when adding newish books to such
lists, especially novels lessthan thirty yearsold, becausewe have no idea
at this point how such books are going to stand the test of time; load up
your classicslist with such titles, and your list suddenly becomesworth-
less fluff, as irrelevant and unimportant as an evening of handing out
freakin' Quill Awards. It's for this reasonthat I'm excluding The Name of
the Rosefrom my own personal Canon, although still highly encourage
all of you to actually read it, just from the standpoint of pure enjoyment.

Is it a classic’Not yet
P.S.No, you're not just imagining things - there was indeed a big-

budget movie version of this story made in 1986,starring SeanConnery
and Christian Slater.

Beloved
By Toni Morrison (1987)
Originally published as essay #23
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The story in a nutshell:

To understand the importance of 1987'sBeloved, you need to under-
stand that before this first novel of hers, author Toni Morrison was
already a respected executive within the publishing industry, and a
highly educated book-loving nerd; this is what made it so frustrating for
her during the 1970sand '80s, after all, when trying to look back in his-
tory for older books detailing the historical black experience,and finding
almost nothing there because of past industry discrimination, general
withholding of education from blacks for decades,etc. This novel, then,
Is Morrison's attempt to partially right this wrong, loosely using a real
historical record from the 1850sshe once discovered when younger that
she obsessedon for years, the story of a slave woman her age who once
voluntarily killed her own child rather than let her be taken back to slave
territory.

In Morrison's case,the novel is set in the decade following the Civil
War and the Emancipation Proclamation, up in Ohio (in the northern
US) where so many former slaves fled during the so-called
"Reconstruction” of the American South in those years. As such, the actu-
al plotline resemblesthe beginnings of what we now call "magical real-
ism," a style that has become virtually its own new subgenre in literary
fiction in the last twenty years; becausenot only is this woman's house
haunted by a violent poltergeist, but eventually even a young woman
appears claiming to be "Beloved" herself, the bizarre revenge-seeking re-
incarnated version of the very daughter this woman killed during the
Civil War years. But is she?Or is shearunaway taking chanceadvantage
of intimate knowledge sherandomly happened to learn through odd cir-
cumstances?And doesit matter? Justasis the casewith most great post-
modern literature, Beloved actually tackles a lot of different bigger issues
in a metaphorical way, perhaps the more important point altogether than
the details of the magical part of the plot, which never does get fully re-
solved in a definitive way even by the end; it is instead a novel about
love, about family, about responsibility, about the struggle between in-
nate intelligence and aformal education. It is ultimately abook about the
black experience, a sophisticated and complex look at some of the emo-
tional issuespeople from that time period must've had to struggle with,
Morrison writing their stories for them precisely becausenone of them
were allowed to themselves back then, or were given the education to ex-
pressthemselvesin such an eloquent way; and as such, it's not really the

118



