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Editor’s Note

“A word after a word after a word is power.” 
– Margaret Atwood

     In a volatile time of political, social, and economic change, there 
becomes a need for escape, for remedy, for freedom. For these things, 
there might be no better place to look than books. Books can be tool-
kits for survival, if only for a few hours’ diversion from the turbulent 
frenzy of reality. They can be therapeutic, restorative, curative. They 
can tell stories of triumph when you need a push yourself, or paint 
the picture of a world you have never visited. They can be informa-
tive, practical, or just plain entertaining. Regardless of what they do, 
what they are is undeniably powerful.
     We attach meaning to not only the content of a book’s pages, but 
the feel of its spine, the weight of it in our hands. The book is insep-
arably tied to the way in which we acquired it; any good book can be 
a serendipitous discovery or intentional pursuit. Whether grabbed 
hurriedly off the chaotic shelves in a grocery store, or determinedly 
tracked down, the very act of obtaining a book is the first step in a 
powerful, transformative, and transportive experience.  
     As Stephen King once said, “Books are a uniquely portable magic.” 
Indeed, perhaps magic is the perfect word for the myriad of tricks, il-
lusions, and feats they can perform. A great book can demonstrate a 
disappearing act, making the worries of the world simply vanish into 
thin air— if only for the few hours in which your eyes are glued to 
the page. It can also make things appear; fictitious characters, stories, 
and places that materialize, so very real, before your eyes. To read a 
book is to get sucked in to a world of the author’s imagining, to seep 
into the space between the self and the rest of the universe. It is in 
this space that the real magic happens.
    The writers of this issue have reviewed a survey of some of this 
year’s most widely discussed novels, novels which have proven their 
ability to perform their own captivating magic on their readers. Ti-
tles such as Anna Pitoniak’s The Futures, Emily Yang’s Moonglow, 
(and so many more) have been read by thousands across the country, 
rated and reviewed by critics far beyond the scope of our Cornell 



as Anna Pitoniak’s The Futures, Emily Yang’s Moonglow, (and so 
many more) have been read by thousands across the country, rated 
and reviewed by critics far beyond the scope of our Cornell Com-
munity. However, it is now our time to weigh in.
     While this year’s writers have reviewed works of fiction, perhaps 
it is in these works that we can hope to discover a greater truth. 
There is an inimitable power of literature to transport, transform, 
to unearth the very things that are not plainly articulable by reality. 
In a world so obsessed with facts, with information, fiction allows 
us to go beyond the text into a world of limitless imagining. Fiction 
explores the very turbulent and wonderful experience of living, 
fuels the need to understand, to analyze, to think in the context of 
a greater picture. Sometimes, too, you just want to get out of your 
own head and into someone else’s.
     Whether you are escaping or discovering, I hope that you, like 
the writers of this issue, have discovered the magic, excitement, and 
power of a good book.

                                                                                              SK
 



 A Gentleman in Moscow by Amor Towles
  Reviewed by Beth Kelley 

     The Metropol Hotel stands at the center of Moscow, mere blocks from the 
Kremlin. From its windows over Theatre Square, a careful observer watches the 
occasional stray spectator jog up the steps to the Bolshoi, just a few minutes 
late to the night’s performance. A fortress of elegance, extravagance and taste, 
the Metropol buzzes day and night with the activity of those who stroll through 
constantly revolving doors. Whether enjoying a meal cooked with the finest 
ingredients and harmonized with the perfect wine in the Boyarsky restaurant, 
buying a bouquet of flowers from the resident florist to flawlessly suit any occasion, 
or “scuffing the parquet” in the ballroom, one can enjoy the lively spirit of both the 
hotel and its guests. At least that was the case before the revolution…
     Amor Towles’ latest work of historical fiction, A Gentleman in Moscow opens as 
Count Alexander Ilyich Rostov, recipient of the Order of Saint Andrew, member of 
the Jockey Club, Master of the Hunt, is sentenced to house arrest in the Metropol 
Hotel, where he has resided in luxury for the past four years. At each turn of the 
expansive hotel, the Count illustrates a transition from grandeur to what can 
only be described as a shell of the past. But, if the hotel itself has fallen from its 
former glory, those who occupy it have yet to do the same. Set against a stark 
Soviet background, Emile the chef ’s eccentric flair and Andre the Maître d’hôtel’s 
otherworldly grace and knowledge of wines seem all the more magnificent. Soon, 
however, the walls begin to close in on Count Rostov’s little room in the belfry. He 
finds himself counting the seconds to each chime of his twice tolling clock. But, 
just as he his morale falters, a young girl with a penchant for yellow enters his life 
and allows him to rediscover all that the hotel holds for him.  
     For Towles, rich description is insufficient for his characters. Each element 
of their personas requires a fistful of metaphors, a few anecdotes, and perhaps a 
literary allusion or two, such that to capture a man’s hands requires no less than 
half a page of detail.  He includes statements like the one that follows: 
“had he been a pianist, Andrey could have easily straddled a twelfth. Had he been a 
puppeteer, he could have performed the sword fight between Macbeth and McDuff 
as all three witches looked on. But Andrey was neither a pianist nor a puppeteer—
at least not in the traditional sense. He was the captain of the Boyarsky, and one 
watched on in wonder as his hands fulfilled their purpose at every turn.” 
The variety of associations that Towles provides to describe each of his characters 
allows a reader to imagine these actors so vividly that we feel as though we know 
them personally. Understanding their history and growth over the 30-year span of 
the book, readers come to share the Count’s sense of nostalgia when he looks back 
on his first decade in the hotel. 
     To write about the first half of the 20th century in Moscow requires an 
understanding of both imperial Russian culture as well as the progression of Soviet 
politics, something which Towles clearly masters. Towles pays homage to the great 
Russian writers and composers, from Chekhov to Tchaikovsky, in unexpected 
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ways. Whether referencing famous literary scenes to 
supplement his descriptions or scolding his daughter 
for using a copy of Anna Karenina to prop up a 
bureau because, “Anna Karenina would never 
have put you under a bureau just because you 
happened to be as thick as Montaigne.” In one 
particularly memorable scene, Count Rostov 
schools a few foreign journalists in Russia’s 
contributions to the world, including the 
assertion that Chekhov and Tolstoy were 
the “bronze bookends on the mantelpiece of 
the narrative.”  He continues of these artists 
by asking, “who, I ask you, has exhibited better 
mastery of the shorter form than Chekhov and 
his flawless little stories? …While at the other 
extreme: Can you conceive of a work greater in scope 
than War and Peace? One that moves so deftly from 
the parlor to the battlefield and back again?” Even the 
Count’s full name, Alexander Ilyich Rostov, can be seen as a 
nod to War and Peace, which features a Count Nikolai Ilyich 
Rostov.
     Taking on early Soviet society, Towles manages to write about the struggle for 
power following Stalin’s death as one would describe a cocktail party. He remarks 
on the subtleties of interactions.  Party members leave Khrushchev a seat at the 
head of the table, rather than the top position in state politics. In doing so, the 
novel remains lighthearted while incorporating its tumultuous surroundings. 
Simultaneously, Towles does the Russian population justice by stepping back to 
appreciate the profound impact that these petty men’s whims had on the country. 
After a grand display to mark the transition to nuclear power that involved first 
sending Moscow into blackout, Towles visits individual families and notes the ways 
that the outage affected them. The world through Count Rostov’s experiences, 
relationships, and romances, distracts from the surrounding nation’s descent into 
Soviet bleakness. Towles captures the subtle creeping of totalitarianism so perfectly 
that even readers take each escalation of control as normal. One day an incompetent 
waiter from the downstairs Piazza is promoted “on recommendation” to work 
in the Count’s beloved Boyarsky. He eventually replaces the selection of wines 
with two options—red or white—by complaint that a wine list’s range of prices is 
contrary to revolutionary ideas. From there on, readers note his ascension in the 
hotel only by the titles others use to address him. These unqualified promotions 
become such a normal part of life that the count leaves them un-discussed.
     While the Soviet Union seems like a less than ideal place for an overwhelmingly 
optimistic novel, Towles manages to put a positive twist on even the most 
depressing thoughts. A major element of the count’s character is his uniquely 
philosophic nature. That, combined with the kind of free time known only to those 
on house arrest, allows him to step back and reflect on the misfortunes he faces 
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in life. Readers empathize with the exuberant count, feel his pain, and subsequently 
come to understand the positivity in a situation alongside him. The details of 
the book, in such instances as Chef Emile asking a whistling waiter if he is the 
“Commissar of Ditty-whistling,” makes light of the rapid changes surrounding the 
hotel by playing on the absurdity of Soviet jargon. In an all-too-real reflection of 
Soviet culture at the time, Towles’ characters joke about the very administration 
oppressing them.
     A Gentleman in Moscow combines a whimsical cast of characters, reminiscent 
of Wes Anderson’s The Grand Budapest Hotel with the drama of a Soviet spy novel. 
Towles enchants readers with everything from tales of princes and princesses to 
political satire, resulting in a truly magnificent and bitter-sweet work.

     Ursula Le Guin’s A Wizard of Earthsea explores the inward struggles of the 
adolescent sorcerer Sparrowhawk within a vast, fantastical world rooted in a 
carefully constructed geography. The first pages of the book itself open with a 
map of the world of Earthsea; its islands and seas immediately invite the reader 
into a realm as physical, extensive, and diverse as our own. While the context of 
a land with distinguished borders and people generates expectations for a story 
that lives on a scale as large as its physical territory—one that would incorporate 
kingly feuds—the narrative follows, instead, Sparrowhawk as an individual, and 
his limited perspective. He traverses Earthsea and experiences different cultures, 
languages, and fantastical beasts, but maintains the focus on his own inward 
struggles instead of interactions between peoples and communities on an epic 
scale. Le Guin leaves much to wonder about the relations between the established 
peoples of Earthsea. Yet, what lacks in conflict on a large scale transforms into an 
opportunity to delve into Sparrowhawk’s character and his self-discovery.
     Sparrowhawk learns from an early age that he possesses magical powers, 
the potential to learn the arts of sorcery, and eventually earn his wizard’s staff. 
Once his village and his family recognize his abilities, they send him away for an 
apprenticeship and to develop his magical skills at the wizard’s island, Roke. Yet, 
while receiving his education, Sparrowhawk’s innate magical powers sour into a 
hunger for strengths and skills he is not mature enough to handle. Due to his pride 
and ambition, he gives in to his rival classmate’s taunting demands to call a spirit 
from the dead. As a result of calling the spirit, he tears a hole in the fabric of the 
world and unleashes a shadow in his own image. The shadow will seek and destroy 
him unless he conquers the shadow instead. The narrative follows the release of 
the evil shadow into the world, and the three encounters that Sparrowhawk has 
with the shadow. With each encounter, the distinction between Sparrowhawk and 
his shadow grows fainter to the point that they are each a facet of one another. 
Since the shadow grafts itself to Sparrowhawk and imitates him in its attempts to 

8

  A Wizard of Earthsea by Ursule Le Guin
  Reviewed by Eve Glasergreen 



9

destroy Sparrowhawk, the conflict has neo external source or outside impli-
cations. The rest of Earthsea feels no effects of the evil shadow; it is only Spar-
rowhawk who must deal with the consequences and the danger of his actions. 
Thus, the conflict bears a philosophical weight and demands a slower reading 
pace. The stakes in A Wizard of Earthsea run as high as Sparrowhawk’s own life, 
which only he can save by foiling his ultimate foil—the shadow. Le Guin gives so 
much attention to the shadow that it takes on an intriguing mix of character and 
intelligence and develops into, almost, another person. She describes the shad-
ow in abstract and conceptual terms but it performs human actions and has its 
own will. The characterization of the shadow sets it and Sparrowhawk on equal 
ground, so that they develop a relationship. 
      Le Guin’s dedication to the relationship between Sparrowhawk and his 
shadow lends an organic approach to the story. The plot builds in a sequential 
manner; Sparrowhawk travels to an isle that leads to an encounter, which leads 
to the next event. While the structure looks overly simplistic, the effortlessness 
fluidity of the story creates the impression of simplicity. Each encounter belongs 
to the story line with a dream-like or free-associating quality. Sometimes it feels 
like Sparrowhawk moves spontaneously over the lands 
of Earthsea, and indeed he makes each choice quickly in 
response to the signs that the shadow leaves him. Yet, Le 
Guin employs concise and streamlined prose to tether 
what would be an otherwise freeform structure. She man-
ages to elongate small moments without making them 
extraneous, and leaves readers marveling at the length 
of the story for what feels like so much empty space. 
Perhaps, like a poet, she plays with blank space. Since 
Sparrowhawk must spend time in silence, introspecting, 
in order to unlock the secrets that will save him, Le Guin’s 
form mimics the struggle between Sparrowhawk and 
his shadow. Her writing evokes introspection, demand-
ing time to think about the unknowability and possibly 
destructive nature of the self.
      Le Guin not only tests the conventions of large-scale 
conflict and drama typical of fantasy, but also surprises 
with subtle challenges to race and gender that feel slightly 
out of place. While the story’s set-up within a man’s world 
with most main characters assisting the protagonist, 
Sparrowhawk encounters subversion in the young girl 
Yarrow, a character who rejects a woman’s traditional 
desirable qualities. When Sparrowhawk meets Yarrow, 
he notes her youth and beauty, but she also engages in 
deep conversation with him and questions his magic. She 
subverts the validity of Sparrowhawk’s powers and his use 
of them. Thus, the young woman, much like the book it-
self, provokes introspection, and shines with intelligence 



and develops into, almost, another person. She describes the shadow in abstract 
and conceptual terms but it performs human actions and has its own will. The 
characterization of the shadow sets it and Sparrowhawk on equal ground, so that 
they develop a relationship. 
     Le Guin’s dedication to the relationship between Sparrowhawk and his shadow 
lends an organic approach to the story. The plot builds in a sequential manner; 
Sparrowhawk travels to an isle that leads to an encounter, which leads to the 
next event. While the structure looks overly simplistic, the effortlessness fluidity 
of the story creates the impression of simplicity. Each encounter belongs to the 
story line with a dream-like or free-associating quality. Sometimes it feels like 
Sparrowhawk moves spontaneously over the lands of Earthsea, and indeed he 
makes each choice quickly in response to the signs that the shadow leaves him. 
Yet, Le Guin employs concise and streamlined prose to tether what would be an 
otherwise freeform structure. She manages to elongate small moments without 
making them extraneous, and leaves readers marveling at the length of the story 
for what feels like so much empty space. Perhaps, like a poet, she plays with blank 
space. Since Sparrowhawk must spend time in silence, introspecting, in order to 
unlock the secrets that will save him, Le Guin’s form mimics the struggle between 
Sparrowhawk and his shadow. Her writing evokes introspection, demanding time 
to think about the unknowability and possibly destructive nature of the self.
     Le Guin not only tests the conventions of large-scale conflict and drama typical 
of fantasy, but also surprises with subtle challenges to race and gender that feel 
slightly out of place. While the story’s set-up within a man’s world with most main 
characters assisting the protagonist, Sparrowhawk encounters subversion in the 
young girl Yarrow, a character who rejects a woman’s traditional desirable qualities. 
When Sparrowhawk meets Yarrow, he notes her youth and beauty, but she also 
engages in deep conversation with him and questions his magic. She subverts the 
validity of Sparrowhawk’s powers and his use of them. Thus, the young woman, 
much like the book itself, provokes introspection, and shines with intelligence 
instead of with her appearance or hospitality. As for the aspect of race within A 
Wizard of Earthsea, Le Guin explicitly describes the skin colors of each character. 
Sparrowhawk is “copper-brown,” while his friend, Vetch, is black, and people 
described as “white” or “pale” are a minority and often antagonists. The direct skin 
color descriptions alter a typical anglophile fantasy world.  In fantasy, white skin is 
the default, or skin color is not otherwise noted except in special cases, as in The 
Lord of the Rings, to depict a group of people as exotic. Le Guin’s descriptions of 
skin color tempt a comparison to perceived racial groups in the present day, and 
a reading into those designations as allegories. However, besides the mention of 
skin color as a visual descriptor, Le Guin does not bring into light any specific 
racial tensions or political commentary. One wonders why she continuously 
mentions the skin color of each character. Perhaps, the descriptions stand on their 
own as a statement of inclusion; that despite working within a genre with ties to 
an Anglo-Saxon mythology, Le Guin’s metaphors and story live for an extensive, 
modern audience. Furthermore, a “copper-brown” protagonist challenges the 
lack of diversity of heroes and heroines within fantasy, fiction as a whole, and 
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popular culture. Le Guin uses subtle interactions and descriptions to make larger 
statements and provoke questions about the genre of her story.  This leap is one 
of the most admirable traits of her book as it allows the narrative to extend from 
young adolescents to adults, capturing a larger audience. 
     Indeed, since Le Guin deals with classic symbols of light and darkness in a 
strikingly literal manner, the metaphors within the book hold up no matter the 
reader. Wizards produce and manipulate light to acquire power and overcome 
adversity.  Physical shadows portend evil to manipulate their surroundings. Such 
polarizing imagery might come across as an exhausted trope; but, Le Guin qualifies 
the symbols of light and dark by defining them as dependent from one another to 
maintain the world’s equilibrium. Wizards remind one another that every time 
one “lights a candle, one also creates a shadow,” implying that even using power 
for good or light still has dark implications.  In the same way, calling on light for 
the wrong reasons, such as pride in Shadowhawk’s case, will have effects on other 
people and the overall balance of the world. Again, the struggle between light and 
dark takes place within the individual and occurs due to an individual’s emotions 
and choices. Sparrowhawk generates the very shadow that haunts him, and thus 
places himself in a position of neither good nor evil, but in a constant struggle 
to maintain balance and reconcile with his weakest attributes. The distinction 
between winning and overcoming grows more apparent throughout the novel as 
Sparrowhawk learns to master the darkness that follows him. The character sends 
an overall message that winning is not the ultimate purpose. With Sparrowhawk’s 
growth, Le Guin takes on a didactic tone and gives moral instruction while still 
compiling an entertaining fantasy. Sparrowhawk’s adventure brims with lessons 
that gradually take shape out of elements that seem abstract at the very beginning, 
like the shadows and light that gradually define one another as co-dependent. 
     Le Guin intrigues readers with her mixture of conventional and surprising.  
She weaves traditional elements of fantasy with hints of social commentary and 
overarching metaphors of the struggle for light in darkness within an individual. 
However, she leaves some issues untied that she might resolve in the following 
books of the Earthsea series. A Wizard of Earthsea leaves readers questioning 
if Sparrowhawk’s actions will incite a conflict of a larger scale between different 
peoples of Earthsea. The lands of Earthsea have so much potential for greater 
interaction between its richly imagined cultures and creatures that could take 
place without hindering Sparrowhawk’s narrative. Furthermore, with Le Guin’s 
choice to bring social commentary into her fantasy, perhaps she may make bolder 
statements through the inclusion of more powerful female characters in later 
books. Sparrowhawk has yet met his match in a woman, leaving the story wanting 
for a counterpart in such regard. Regardless, Le Guin writes so deftly that any 
elements that feel understated still move fluidly. The experience of reading her 
novel immerses, soothes, and leaves enough empty space to ponder the lessons 
that she weaves into the fantasy. Sparrowhawk’s character welcomes a reader’s 
empathy and emotional investment.

11



 Britt-Marie Was Here by Fredrik Backman
 Reviewed by Andrew Older 

     A fundamental desire to exist, to be more than simply a walking piece of flesh 
and bone, to have any sort of impact; this preoccupation with legacy and meaning 
defines much of the human condition.  And, Fredrik Backman raises it as a central 
issue in his new book, Britt-Marie was Here. The book centers around its titular 
character, Britt-Marie, a sixty-three-year-old woman who just left her husband 
after discovering he has slept with another woman. But, after such a long marriage, 
after taking care of her husband, cleaning their house, raising her step-children, 
and defining herself by virtue of other people, she struggles to find an identity, 
stating that “it’s difficult to know who you are once you are alone, when you have 
always been there for the sake of someone else” (Backman 69).
     At her core, Britt-Marie is a socially awkward, intensely punctual, borderline 
obsessively compulsive creature of habit; and, in the beginning of the book, 
we find her at an unemployment office looking for work. Pickings are slim, 
especially in light of the financial crisis, and after a number of hilariously awkward 
conversations with the unemployment officer, Britt-Marie lands a temporary job 
as the keeper of a recreation center in the small town of Borg, a town so bland 
and uninteresting that the narrator says: “Borg is a community built along a road. 
That’s really the kindest possible thing one can say about it” (23). After reading the 
first fifty pages, the story is much like the town—aside from Britt-Marie’s steady 
characterization growth, virtually nothing else goes on. But, both Britt-Marie and 
the town co-evolve, illuminating each others’ nuanced, meaningful attributes. 
Gradually Britt-Marie, at first an annoyingly uncomfortable person, begins to gain 
dimension and sympathy.
    Despite Henning Koch’s translating the story from its native Swedish, the 
prose is remains lively and beautiful. A third person omniscient narrator hovers 
loosely over the events of the book, telling the story in the present tense. But, the 
sentences and paragraphs are never overly detailed, nor are they overflowing with 
description; rather, it tells it how it is. Sometimes a tree is just a tree, or a bush a 
bush. Backman does not give undue meaning to every single detail in his plot; 
instead, some things just exist without a need to be overanalyzed. The setting of 
Borg, then, acquires a simplicity nicely suited for a modernist, existential story.  
     Concerning a traumatic car accident that Britt-Marie experienced as a child, the 
narrator explains her character in one brief paragraph:

The last thing Britt-Marie remembered before she passed out was that 
she wanted to clean it up. Make it nice. And when she woke up at the 
hospital that is precisely what she did. Clean. Make things nice. When 
they buried her sister and there were strangers in black clothes drinking 
coffee in her parent’s home, Britt-Marie put coasters under all the cups 
and washed all the dishes and cleaned all the windows. When her father 
began to stay at work for longer and longer and her mother stopped 
talking altogether, Britt-Marie cleaned. Cleaned, cleaned, and cleaned 
(56).
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     The only way she knows how to deal with conflict is through the act of 
cleansing, here both physical and metaphorically. Britt-Marie, constantly cleaning, 
scrubbing, disinfecting, dusting, and rearranging cutlery drawers, often shows 
signs of insanity. But, in her obsession with cleaning, we begin to see different 
sides of Britt-Marie. Constantly trying to arrange her life in neat and orderly ways, 
like that of a cutlery drawer, Britt-Marie always cleans up the messes that cause her 
any semblance of unrest. But, life is inherently disordered. Britt-Marie truly grows 
once she accepts this fact. 
     A host of interesting characters are what make this book what it is—an 
agglomeration of unique and compelling characters that overpower an otherwise 
boring town. The ways in which the characters blend together make for 
unpredictable turns in the plot. The love interest of an old cop, the drug habits of a 
group of teenagers, the quiet solidarity of the unemployed truck drivers, all of this 
defines Borg rather than its buildings, geography or socioeconomic status.
      As the story progresses, we understand the true importance of Britt-Marie’s 
new job. When asked by the unemployment officer why she wants a job, Britt-
Marie brings up the case of a widow who died alone in her apartment, remarking 
that, “She had no children and no husband and no job. No one knew she was there. 
If one has a job, people notice if one doesn’t show up” (19). The story acquires 
even more depth when Britt-Marie learns how passionate Borg children feel about 
soccer. The town itself is falling apart: most of the businesses have shut down, there 
is a great amount of juvenile violence, and the vast majority of residents are trying 
to sell their houses in vain. Even through all of this hardship, however, the children 
of the town find joy through their soccer team. Britt-Marie, as the keeper of the 
recreation center, takes on the role of coaching the team. 
     A few parts of the book were certainly not as strong as others. At times, that 
plot was overly simplistic and hard to believe. At other moments, it was overly 
causal and lacked the sort of cohesive substance that more effectively binds a plot 
together.  For example, the following unrealistic events transpire: 1). the soccer 
team doesn’t have a certified coach 2). an old, nasty woman who was once a coach 
comes out of her house and confronts the council officials, offering to coach 3). 
the council officials immediately conciliate. A lot of the action in the story seems 
to serve the various characterizations, all of which are strong and effective, but the 
resulting story feels incomplete and lacking. Britt-Marie is certainly a powerful 
character, and Borg is perfect stage, but the plot lacked that same “hook” and 
originality that makes the other aspects of the story charming and engaging. 
     Existence, especially the modern-day concept of being, can be a scary thought. 
Often, our humanness makes us feel alone, eventually and inevitably consumed 
by the omniscient, indomitable path of time. No matter what happens, no matter 
how many people die, no matter what types of misery find their way into the 
hearts of innocent men and women, no matter the tragedies that befall children, 
the sun rises in the morning, indifferent to human affairs below. But it is in that 
brief interlude between birth and death that we make our impact, and Backman 
argues that we make this change in a binary way: 1). by being an independent, 
singular person with dreams, goals and desires, and 2). by fashioning meaningful, 
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mutually beneficial relationships with other people. Britt-Marie’s relationships 
with the people of the town work this way. Without any type of formal teaching or 
interference, she makes the people around her better simply because she is there. 
     The book heartbreakingly deals with loneliness. Borg is twenty miles from the 
nearest town, and the characters are isolated even from each other. Loneliness 
becomes a powerful force in the modern age, especially with the advent of 
technology, social media, and globalization. As the world becomes more and 
more connected through online mediums, its inhabitants drift away from actual 
human interactions. Instead of grabbing a cup of coffee or going for a walk, people 
start online chats and Facebook groups. This sense of isolation increases when 
one considers the impact of the 2008 housing crisis. Humans have always felt that 
life is fragile, but the historic ‘Great Recession’ augmented this notion in extreme 
ways. Now men and women could be detached from their jobs, from a means 
of income, from a sense of purpose, all without a warning. Many people ascribe 
meaning to their livelihood, and this delicate state of employment exacerbates 
the fragile, lonely existence many people dread. Borg’s residents feel this sense of 
helplessness more than most. Backman uses this extreme state of loneliness and 
fragility in order to highlight aspects of his existential themes. When corporations 
fire their employees or people abandon human interaction, how can they leave a 
mark on the world? When a person drives a truck from point A to point B, he or 
she impacts the place from where they came and where they arrived. Furthermore, 
when someone talks to someone else, he or she influences both that other person 
and themselves. Backman sets the book in the midst of the financial crisis in order 
to highlight the need to feel necessary. 
     At the same time, Britt-Marie was Here explores the question of whether or not 
we are able to define ourselves independently of other people. Can one acquire 
an identity without human interaction? Backman argues that this is impossible 
and contrary to the human condition. Instead, people obtain their sense of self 
only through a complex series of interactions with other people. In this way 
humans grow, learn and become themselves. A person who lives a life without 
ever interacting with someone else is still certainly a human, but, Backman 
suggests that in doing so he or she forsakes his humanity. For Backman, the 
essence of humanity lies in how we connect with other people and we cease to 
be human the moment we embrace a solitary life. Unfortunately, this inclination 
toward loneliness is bolstered by modern culture. A new challenge to existence 
is in overcoming cultural restraints and connecting in spite of the obstacles to 
connection (i.e. social media and globalization). 
     Characters and readers alike must accept the fact that life is inherently cluttered 
and messy. Rarely do things always work out in ordered, predictable ways. One can 
never fully prepare for a death in the family, a financial crisis, the realization that a 
loved one is cheating. Britt-Marie’s need to ceaselessly clean is an attempt to force 
all of life’s events into her own conceptual, neat, orderly box. Borg and its residents, 
however, show that this is not a permanent solution. Entropy constantly works 
and tragedy is inevitable. Where there is great sadness, though, there must also 
be great happiness because emotional constructs are defined by their opposites. 
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The joy of Borg’s children while playing soccer, the pride their parents feel at the 
tournament and the honor of Borg itself, exists not in spite of the town’s sadness 
but, partly, because of it. As a counter-example, one can look at Britt-Marie at the 
beginning of the story and see an emotionally devoid person. She is neither sad 
nor happy. The only way to experience real joy and happiness is to open oneself up 
to the possibility of sadness and “clutter,” for the clutter inevitably leads to strong 
emotions.  And, according to Backman, these feelings define another part of the 
human condition.
     Ultimately, Britt-Marie was Here is a sweet and compelling story about 
individuality and existence in a modern world. At points, existentially tragic and, 
at others, uplifting and touching, Backman creates an emotionally full story about 
friendship, the self, and how one should live. Despite some dearth of plot, Britt-
Marie is, all at once, an unforgettable character, a character who magically elicits 
sympathy, vexation and admiration. 
 

 Hidden Oracle by Rick Riordan
 Reviewed by Aditya Shukla

     Rick Riordan’s most recent installment, The Hidden Oracle serves as a 
continuation of the long-running Percy Jackson and the Olympians and The 
Heroes of Olympus series. Though it is meant for young adults, I think that this 
story would be compelling for people of all ages. It was enjoyable to return to the 
world of Greek mythology set in today’s day and age. The reason why this novel 
stood out, however, was because the narrator was none other than the Greek god 
Apollo! It was fascinating reading from the point of view of a Greek god who has 
fallen from grace, as it read very differently than any of the other main characters 
in the previous books of the series, or even from Riordan’s Egyptian and Norse 
mythology series. 
     In The Trials of Apollo, the titular character Apollo, the god of archery, prophecy, 
and healing, has been cast down to New York City as a regular mortal teenage boy 
bearing the name Lester Papadopoulos. In The Heroes of Olympus, Apollo was 
manipulated by his son Octavian in a war against the primordial goddess Gaea. 
Since their actions nearly had apocalyptic effects, Apollo’s father Zeus, the god 
of the sky and thunder, is furious at him and seeks to teach him a lesson. What 
is commendable is that Riordan has taken the material which he has crafted so 
carefully in his past stories and rather than write a direct sequel to these books, he 
has taken them in an entirely new direction.  
     As it happens, Apollo is swiftly attacked by some thugs and beaten up. Without 
any of his godly powers to back him up, Apollo is weak and defenseless until a young 
girl with unique strength, called Meg McCaffrey saves him. Apollo discovers that 
he can only redeem himself by serving a demigod (the child of a god and human) 
on Earth, which turns out to be Meg. This is a fascinating turn of events as Apollo 
was clearly one of the gods who thought highly of himself as seen in previous 
installments by Riordan, making his humbling more compelling than ever. 

13



We then receive a cameo from the series’ veteran character, Percy Jackson, who 
Apollo seeks in order to receive help. Percy helps them reach Camp Half-Blood, 
the safe haven for demigods, where Apollo can try and resolve his predicament 
with the help of the wise centaur Chiron. It was good to see Percy acting like a 
mature and responsible teen for once. Not only did he turn away from adventure 
to study for his SATs, he also showed surprising amount of empathy for his mother, 
who finally see for the first time since Percy Jackson and the Last Olympian. 
Apollo and Meg cross into Camp Half-Blood where they find more trouble. 
The oracles, which usually guide demigods on quests they undertake, are 
malfunctioning which means the mystery is difficult to solve. Additionally, 
Python, Apollo’s ancient enemy has taken control of the original cave at Delphi, 
posing a major threat to Apollo and Camp Half-Blood. Demigod campers have 
been disappearing as well, but Apollo discovers that there is a hidden oracle 
called the Grove of Dodona somewhere in the woods around Camp Half-Blood. 
Apollo is determined to save the lost demigods and he journeys with Meg into the 
woods where they encounter Emperor Nero, one of the villains of the story who 
is also responsible for bankrolling the Titan war and the war with Gaea in the 
Percy Jackson and the Olympians and the Heroes of Olympus series respectively. 
However, Nero is only one third of the triumvirate of former Roman Emperors 
living past their death. 
     It is then revealed that Meg is the step-child of Nero, and though she lured 
Apollo into a trap, she helps him save the ancient woods from Nero’s wrath. 
Through Apollo’s success, the demigods have a means of receiving prophecies and 
Apollo realizes the next stage of his trials. He receives a prophecy before returning 
to Camp Half-Blood. 
     Apollo’s newest prophecy requires two more demigods return to join him. Leo 
Valdez, another fan-favorite, and the hero of the Heroes of Olympus saga returns 
on his flying dragon Festus along with a freed Calypso. They agree to join Apollo’s 
quest, and the demigods start gearing up for a series that will definitely be focused 
on the liberation of the captured oracles. I’m sure more cameos of Percy Jackson 
and other popular characters from past stories will have a role in the upcoming 
books, but Apollo’s cast out god character trying to survive in a world he has only 
observed is definitely compelling enough to carry the series by itself.
I thoroughly enjoy Riordan’s writing style, which is casual to the point where 
readers feel as if they are talking to the character. He has a penchant for humor, 
even during sad moments, like characters parting ways or dying. Though the series 
is not centered around romance, it is present in the background in a believable 
fashion without detracting from the rest of the story, which is a nice change of 
pace since romance often takes over, preceding other plots. While this is not the 
case for most of his books, the previous series The Heroes of Olympus did place a 
lot of stock in romance with four different couples. The fact that Riordan is able to 
seamlessly incorporate myths and legends from Greek mythology into a modern 
day setting is commendable.
     Before I read this book, I did have a hint of trepidation as I was wondering 
whether it would live up to the Percy Jackson and the Olympians and the Heroes 
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Heroes of Olympus series. I also considered if the series had run long enough and 
should have ended with the Blood of Olympus. However, my desire to see how 
similar or different this book was to its predecessors and the opportunity to see my 
favorite characters won out. While Apollo was nothing like Percy Jackson, Nico 
di Angelo, Hazel Levesque or Leo Valdez, my favorite point of view characters in 
the series, it was entertaining and rewarding to read the perspective of a conceited 
god who must come to terms with his new reality. Keeping my favorite characters 
out of reach also makes their cameos more exciting and gives new characters a 
chance to be in the spotlight. We also hear about what different characters are up 
to, which is always interesting to know. The appearance of Percy Jackson is similar 
to that of Annabeth Chase’s in the Magnus Chase and the Gods of Asgard series. 
Nevertheless, I do believe that Leo will be playing a critical role in this series as 
well which is definitely something I look forward to reading about. Additionally, 
while Apollo starts out being conceited and narcissistic, he is revealed to be a 
very human, three-dimensional character. He has moments of self-doubt, comes 
to terms with his new condition and changes to become a better person Though 
the gods are hyped up in the previous series, we discover in this book that it is 
not as great as it seems to be and Apollo comes with a lot of baggage. Moreover, 
watching him navigate his way through his interactions with his demigod children 
is amusing given the irregularity of the situation. 
     It really seems as if Riordan is trying expand the universe of his books. While 
I was unsurprised that Camp Jupiter was brought up, I was taken aback by the 
reference to the Magnus Chase and the Gods of Asgard series. I realized that these 
books are all connected, even if they may seem like separate entities. Riordan also 
teases the reader by speculating in-universe about what else may be out there. 
While it is unlikely given what a momentous task it would be, Riordan might 
be eventually working his way towards a book with an overlap between Greek, 
Roman, Egyptian and Norse mythology. Even if this never happens, every new 
acknowledgement of the other myths in one of the series is something which is 
exciting to long-running readers. 
     Apart from mythology, Riordan also focuses on diversity in other issues. There 
are several characters in his books from all over the world speaking different 
kinds of languages. Apart from this, Riordan also addresses LGBTQ+ issues 
with directness, which may feel heavy handed to adults but could lead to open 
discussions amongst the children reading the books. Personally, I thought that 
the Nico and Will relationship was very well handled in the background of The 
Hidden Oracle. Similarly, in the Magnus Chase and the Gods of Asgard series, 
Samirah is a well realized character who is much more than a stereotype with 
elements of her religious background fitting seamlessly into the narrative. 
     Reading this book would probably be more enjoyable to readers if they have 
had exposure to the previous series since it draws from elements found in both the 
preceding series. However, I think it would still be an enjoyable read as a standalone. 
While the villain may not seem more dangerous than Gaea after a first read, it is 
someone who is waiting for an opportune time to strike, potentially making him 
more dangerous than he at first seems. I also enjoyed Meg’s character as she is 
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characterized differently from the other female characters we have encountered in 
the series. She also brings more prominence to the Greek goddess of agriculture, 
Demeter, who I feel has received the short end of the stick until now. 
     I could be biased, having invested so much time in this series already, but I 
thought The Hidden Oracle to be a great read in the long line of fantastic novels 
set in this universe. The gods have answered for their past mistakes and promised 
to do better, especially by the end of the Olympians series, but never before has the 
lesson felt so personal. Seeing Percy Jackson from a former god’s point of view is 
both hilarious and enchanting, and in fact, seeing the world in this way made me 
realize that while the gods have always been a somewhat aloof and menacing force, 
they have faced love and loss just as much, if not more so, than our mortal heroes.

The Futures by Anna Pitoniak
Reviewed by Devin Sullivan

     All college graduates must go through that awkward period of growing pains 
as they transition from a college campus to the ‘real world.’ Removed of the label 
of student, individuals find themselves newly needing an identity, or purpose; 
no longer able to get by without knowing themselves. With the backdrop of the 
’08 economic crisis, The Futures is a typical story of those transitional years that 
instead of attempting to differentiate itself, gives into the self-absorption and time-
obsessed mindset of those first venturing out of college. 
      Julia and Evan, a long-term couple from Yale, enter that period of transition and 
discomfort when they move from New Haven to New York City. Together since 
freshman year, they barely hesitate to move in together – it’s the predictable next 
step for a relationship that takes itself too seriously: “We had our separate lives, 
but they were lived in parallel, and we ended every day the way it began: together,” 
(p.22).  While Evan enters the Empire City with an enviable job in finance, Julia 
follows without an offer, or even an idea of what she wants to do. Even if Evan has 
a job, both characters are completely lost, which Pitoniak portrays through their 
irritable and ambivalent narrative voices and indulging in ephemeral distractions. 
The Futures follows their journey into the professional world as they repeatedly 
fail to adjust themselves and their relationship to their new economic and physical 
setting.
     Evan is originally presented in the context of where he is from; the way he 
sees himself appears to be completely defined by how his small British Columbia 
hometown perceives him: “It made the picture snap into focus: I was a hockey 
player; I was a born-and-bred local: I was a hard worker even if I wasn’t the 
brightest. An image easily understood, one as solid and reliable as the mountains 
in the distance,” (10). Readers quickly gain a better understanding of Evan’s 
hometown than of Evan himself since his self-image comes solely from how others 
treat him; he had never had to find himself because he was always shown who 
he was. In contrast, Julia is first presented in the context of her unhappiness and 
dissatisfaction with what life looks like on the other side of college: “I could close 
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and the sounds of the party weren’t so different from those in college, but I wasn’t 
tricking myself. The feeling in the air had changed. There was a whole world out 
there, beyond wherever we gathered,” (p. 26). Even the two-page prologue captures 
her dissatisfaction and regret as she presents her post-college transition from her 
perspective. 
     Though Evan and Julia come from different backgrounds, they both share a 
self-absorbed view of the world – to an exhausting and infuriating extent. While 
it first seems that Pitoniak has no understanding of how to ‘show, not tell,’ it 
becomes noticeable that it is not Pitoniak who is obsessed with explicitly detailing 
the emotions of her characters, but her characters who are fixated on their own 
mindsets. What originally appears to be a confusing degree of transparency 
becomes an intentionally overwhelming level of narcissism, as Evan and Julia 
obsess over what is wrong with themselves and each other in their alternating 
narratives. As shown in Evan’s breakdown of his relationship with his job, “The 
sureness of my work and the nearness of success. Without that, I started to come 
loose,” or Julia’s analysis of her college self, “I was never good at skepticism, at 
questioning what was happening to me.” Their self-obsessed perspectives extend 
past how they see themselves to influence how they see the world.
     While this novel is described as following a transitioning couple, it is really 
parallel stories of two adjusting individuals that remain together out of comfort 
and inaction. Both characters are increasingly unable to recognize one another; 
Evan reveals that, “It was a strange thing to watch her from this distance…It was 
like I was looking at Julia from a different angle and seeing something I hadn’t seen 
before” (p. 52). Later, Julia admits that, “Evan was becoming a stranger in front of 
my eyes. This man sitting on my doorway was someone I had never met before” 
(p. 245). Through their self-obsession and distance from their college years, they 
evolve individually while their relationship diminishes to one of roommates. 
While they do begin to challenge their understandings of themselves throughout 
the novel, they ultimately fail to question their relationship. 
     Time seems to affect Julia and Evan more than anything else in their lives. It 
defines their separation from college, their detachment from each other and their 
disengagement from themselves: “How you spent your time was suddenly up to 
you…Infinite, terrifying options opening up like a crevasse and no one to tell you 
which way to go” (p. 27).  While Evan originally struggles with the amount of 
free time he has at work, he is placed on a new, shiny project and transitions to 
finding himself completely without any excess time. But Julia’s free time persists, 
allowing her to further separate from Evan and from herself, as she gets lost in poor 
decisions that only come from restlessness and freedom. Julia’s choice of company, 
individuals she previously tried to separate herself from, underlines the distance 
between college Julia and postgrad Julia. The supplement of time into their lives 
allows two very lost individuals to become easily swept away by distractions, either 
within their place of employment or their social setting. Julia is clearly aware that 
she is losing herself to her free time: “There was nothing to keep me tied to the 
Earth. I scudded in whatever direction the wind decided to blow. My mistake was 
that I kept interpreting it as a good thing, confusing the lightness for spontaneity,” 
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(181). 
     Julia and Evan enter Manhattan in 2008, yet months pass and they remain 
largely unaffected by the economic downturn; only the victims of emotional 
instability, not material or economic. As the crisis fails to affect them they speak 
to it as something happening to other people, an element of their surroundings. 
It is not just the economic setting that can be understood by its relation to Julia 
and Evan, but the physical setting as well. Manhattan is simply the backdrop 
for their successes and failures, it is not an active setting in which they choose 
to participate. Besides Evan’s involvement in Wall Street, it could be any city in 
the world; Manhattan is depicted as merely a fount of jobs, Yale alumni, and too 
small apartments. Economically and physically, Julia and Evan are unaware and 
unconscious, transitioning from their New Haven bubble to only a slightly larger, 
more elite bubble in Manhattan. 
     The Futures is often a challenging read due to the unpleasantness of Julia and 
Evan, and consequentially of their alternating perspectives. As Julia and Evan go 
through changes as individuals and as a couple, they are portrayed by Pitoniak to 
be maladjusted and self-absorbed to the point of redundancy. While Pitoniak’s 
writing effectively emphasizes the character flaws of Julia and Evan, she fails to 
be aware of the line between emphasis and excess. Or if she is conscious, and 
purposefully travels past the point of stress, Pitoniak shows a preference for 
reducing the reading experience at the cost of conveying her attitude towards the 
mindset of those in their transitional years. 

Human Acts by Lan Kang
Reviewed by Luby Kiriakidi

     Human Acts by Han Kang is a Korean novel translated into English by Deborah 
Smith. The original Korean title, “The Boy Approaches” better illustrates the 
novel’s focus on the main character, fifteen-year-old Dong-Ho, and how his 
involvements in the Gwanju Uprising affected community members for years to 
come. Using unique narrative devices, Kang crafts the perspectives of different 
fictional characters before taking the reigns of the narration and telling her own 
story. 
    In 1980, South Korean president Park Chung-hee was assassinated by men 
of his own security team. Prospects for democracy were not fulfilled as another 
authoritarian, General Chun Doo-Hwan, seized power. In Gwanju, a southern city 
where Han Kang was born and raised, masses of students protested the installation 
of a new dictator, and were joined by those whose human rights were violated 
with the rapid industrialization of South Korea. In reaction, troops were sent 
in that assaulted both students and unarmed bystanders, which only fueled the 
movement. The Gwanju Uprising began on May 18, 1980, and lasted for ten days. 
    The whole community comes together in the initial pages of the novel to 
join forces and drive the troops from the city. Long lines form in the hospitals 
to give blood to the injured. Civilians run the Provincial Office, caring for dead 
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bodies and allowing bereaved loved ones to identify them. Although this novel is 
called Human Acts, it is not the acts, but the resulting bodies, and the question 
of their retained humanity, that haunt the reader. When Dong Ho enters the 
Provincial Office, he notices that, “At first, the bodies had been housed not in the 
gymnasium, but in the corridor of the complaints department” (13). While an 
image of motionless bodies apparently filing complaints can seem comedic at a 
distance, any morsel of humor slips away as the bodies overflow the morgue, then 
the complaints department, the gymnasium, and eventually the grounds of the 
Provincial Office. As he searches for the body of his best friend who may or may 
not still be alive, Dong-Ho meets caring civilians such as Seon-ju, Eun-sook, and 
Jin-su, whose own stories are woven throughout the chapters as the years pass.  
Dong-Ho chooses to stay and help in the gymnasium of the Office, ignoring his 
mother’s pleas for him to come home. The mundane acts of a middle schooler 
caring for the reeking bodies presents the reader with a vastness of cruelty and 
kindness mashed together in one scene. The uprising, however, eventually ends 
in failure, because the soldiers return to the city. Their return looms over the first 
chapter of the book brings, as we learn in the second chapter, the death of our dear 
Dong-Ho. 
     When Han Kang interviewed Dong-Ho’s older brother, he said, “Please write 
your book so that no one will ever be able to desecrate my brother’s memory 
again,” (210).  The author’s choice to write Dong-Ho’s perspective in second-
person narration is curious. Initially, this causes ambiguity in gender, age, and 
the relationship of Dong Ho to his missing friend. The actions, situation, and 
observations are much more mature and serious than those of a usual fifteen-
year-old boy. I started to attribute the ambiguity to a stiff translation from the 
Korean. Once it became clear that the book centers around Dong-Ho and his 
death, however, it brings the story even closer to the reader. The dead bodies 
that he helps care for come to life on the page not only because of 
minute details like combing their hair into place, smelling the odors 
of decay and the candles that combat the stench, and examining 
their wounds, but, because of the second-person narration, you are in Dong-Ho’s 
shoes, performing these actions. You question where the soul goes after death, or 
how long it clings to the body. You are wondering whether your friend is still alive, 
and when the perspective shifts, the reader learns from a dead messenger that you 
have already died. 
     The shift to first-person narration in Chapter Two is masterful, as Dong Ho’s 
dead friend addresses you, the reader, or, rather, you/Dong-Ho. To answer the 
reader’s question about how the soul stays with the body, he says, “I hovered 
around my cheeks, the nape of my neck, clinging to these contours so as not to 
be parted from my body” (50). There is no explanation on how his consciousness 
remains intact, but his perception of the world is filled with fear of the unknown. 
The effect of an intact, unanchored consciousness is ethereal and terrifying. There 
is little grounding for this soul; it barely hangs on to the pile of mutilated bodies. 
One of the horrors of the uprising was the treatments of bodies, discarded in 
hidden masses so that many were left unidentified and the bereaved could not find 



a tower of others, was shameful, detestable” (57). Through this beautifully tragic 
and poetic narration of a loss of physical identity, the reader begins to question the 
state of humanity.
     While the uprising only lasted 10 days, the trauma resurfaces in years to come 
as shown with the chapters entitled “The Editor,” “The Prisoner,” “The Factory 
Girl,” “The Boy’s Mother,” and the epilogue “The Writer”. Each of these chapters 
is set in a different year, and they present censorship to overcome, seven slaps to 
forget, the suicide of a friend to face, and a story to remember and record. The 
obsession of the boy’s mother and her lack of closure is a mirror image of the 
writer’s personal pain and struggle with this story, with a clear split from fictional 
to actual memories. She was nine years old during the Gwanju Uprising, and her 
attention to the mistreatment of bodies is mesmerizing.
     Rather than finding an ending to this book, and closure to the traumatic 
incident, Kang creates a cycle of reliving the event. When Dong-Ho leads an old 
man looking for the body of his daughter in the gymnasium, he wonders, “How 
long do souls linger by the side of their bodies? Do they really flutter away like 
some kind of bird? Is that what trembles the edges of the candle flame” (49)? This 
image is mirrored on the final pages when the author recounts first seeing the 
grave of Dong-Ho, “I stared, mute, at that flame’s wavering outline, fluttering like 
a bird’s translucent wing” (224). 
     The fluttering of the dead is the aftermath of human acts in Human Acts. 
Its delicacy shows the spectrum of monstrosity and kindness on which humanity 
lies. The cycle of trauma and pain creates a desire to read and reread this book 
because although the subject is not pleasant, you need to linger in the story to 
attempt to understand how so much beauty and so much cruelty can dwell in one 
place. Kang re-lived the pain when Park Chung-Hee’s daughter Park Geun-hye 
became President in 2013. Yet, very recently, on March 10, 2017, Geun-hye was 
impeached by the National Assembly, reaffirming the relevance and poignancy of 
Human Acts in today’s world. 
     It is not easy for Kang to write this story, but the urgency to commemorate 
the death of a young boy and reveal decades old injustices is too strong for her to 
remain silent. In the same vein, the reader feverishly takes in the pages, despite the 
difficult topic and imagery. Whether it is to rub away the initial confusion of the 
second person point of view, or retrace the connections of the characters to each 
other, or simply to re-live the poetic yet traumatic moments as you, this story is 
worth cyclical rumination. 

Mister Memory by Marcus Sedgwick
Reviewed by Kelly Stone

     Paris in the year 1899 is an effervescent scene. Distinguished as “the world’s 
capital” at the time, the city is right out of a fairy tale, but darkness and violence 
lurk readily underneath. Enter Marcel Després, acclaimed cabaret performer 
better known as Monsieur Mémoire. He is convicted of the murder of his wife and 
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committed to the notorious Salpêtrière asylum. The facts of the crime are simple: 
Marcel returns home to his apartment to find his wife Ondine in the midst of 
an affair, so he shoots her and flees the scene. He is swiftly arrested and the case 
would have been closed right there and then, if not for the culprit’s remarkable 
talent: Marcel Després can remember every detail of his entire life. He can rest 
easy in the knowledge his perfect memory affords him. However, he must also live 
forever with the recollection of the night in question and come to terms with his 
raw emotions when he made the decision to raise the gun.
Salpêtrière’s Dr. Lucien Morel studies the intricacies of Marcel’s mind as young 
Inspector Petit discovers inconsistencies in the events of the crime, unraveling an 
investigation that digs deep into the basest establishments in Paris.
     Marcus Sedgwick is known for his Printz award-winning young adult books. 
Mister Memory is his second adult novel after A Love Like Blood, another 
psychological thriller set in historic Paris. Sedgwick has demonstrated his mastery 
of this setting time and again, and in this story Paris is an additional character, 
inviting glamour and debauchery into the mix of characters’ personal conflicts. 
Meanwhile, the tail end of the 19th century heightens scandals and creates tensions 
that wouldn’t normally be considered in your average contemporary thriller 
because “La Belle Époque” is all about façades and trickery. Sedgwick writes:
     It was as if the whole city was saying, Don’t look at that, look at this! I will 
show you what you want to see, and you will be so dazzled by its beauty and its 
brightness that you won’t look any further, you won’t want to look any further. You 
know the darkness is there, but why look at that? When I can give you what you 
want… pleasure.
     The setting is the epitome of grandeur, with illusions of splendor cloaking 
every darkness. Illicit acts – from pornography, to adultery, to murder – are easily 
overlooked.
     Hailing from vastly different backgrounds, Marcel and Ondine meet as 
performers in the cabaret of Insults. Entranced by each other’s routines, the pair 
swiftly marry and are happy for a short while, but, as Sedgwick laments, “things 
fell apart almost as quickly as they had come together. Within six months, Ondine 
was dead.”
      Marcel was never one to understand love. He was born in a small town, where 
he mostly kept to himself, befriending only Ginette, the doctor’s daughter, whose 
affections he didn’t understand or know how to return. When his parents died 
from influenza, Marcel was encouraged to go to Paris and make a new life for 
himself, so off he went.
     Ondine grew up in the spotlight. She moved to the “City of Light” when she was 
sixteen, thoroughly aware of her two inherent gifts: that she was an actress and that 
she was attractive. Practiced in the art of flirtation and manipulation, she worked 
her way to the top of her Madame’s house, until she grew too old for the trade and 
moved on to perform in the cabarets. 
     Sedgwick introduces alternating timelines which show the present investigation 
on the one hand, and both Marcel and Ondine’s pasts on the other. This back-
and-forth highlights the couple’s incompatibility. It is clear from the first page that 



their relationship will erupt in disaster: Marcel brims with jealousy as Ondine falls 
deeper into the cabaret’s new alluring direction. The cabaret used to be all about 
ambience and creating an illusion, but as time went on, the director had to adopt 
more seductive choreography to compete with other cabarets like the Moulin 
Rouge. To survive, the Cabaret of Insults must prosper from their customers’ 
demand for lust and scandal by featuring nude dancers. Ondine has always led her 
life knowing her beauty and her desirable body are her assets, so she is more than 
ready to bask in and profit from her performances, but Marcel is left frustrated, 
unable to control his wife, and wanting to be done with her.
     On the current side of the chronology, Inspector Petit is drawn deeper into 
the case. As the connections with his own life and lost love overwhelm him, he 
becomes fixated on finding the truth, determined that the simple verdict is not the 
entire story. The reader’s opinion of Marcel and Ondine’s roles in the reader’s eyes 
completely shift as Petit’s investigation unfolds. While Marcel is introduced as a 
jealous husband and Ondine as a victim, Marcel morphs into the true victim and 
Ondine becomes the femme fatale. Yes, Marcel had a motive and was witnessed 
at the scene of the crime, but why would he murder his wife if he would have to 
remember every detail of the brutal affair for the rest of his life? With help from 
Dr. Morel, Petit manages to convince the reader that everything is not as it seems. 
Morel and Petit use Marcel’s extraordinary memory to dissect every detail of the 
crime scene, and the detective is left to sift through and pinpoint which pieces are 
important.
     Mister Memory is an atmospheric novel in the vein of modern classic thrillers 
like Gillian Flynn’s Gone Girl, with a historical twist. Sedgwick draws contrasts 
between the basest institutions of the time and the exterior personas of those 
trying to live in a gilded world filled with a depravity and disrepute. While there 
would seem to be a fine line between the so-called high and low classes, it is clear 
from the intermingling evidence in Petit’s investigation that their interests blend 
and weave together. Corruption in all levels of the social hierarchy of Paris is 
exposed, from the base of the cabarets to the higher-esteemed law enforcement. 
Sedgwick suggests that one would not exist without the other; there would be no 
vibrant memory of the 19th century “City of Lights,” if not for the deep-seated 
corruption and scandal serving as the backbone and foundation for the glamour. 
He also introduces a discussion about how the patriarchal values upon which 
the system was based could twist the implications of a verdict either favorably or 
unfavorably. Through this specific scenario starring the polarizing characters of 
Marcel and Ondine, Sedgwick has depicted a select moment in time from all sides 
and, with that, created a memorable story.
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Modern Lovers by Emma Straub
 Reviewed by Natalie Tsay 

    What happens when cool kids grow up and have kids of their own? Are 
most modern marriages just floating somewhere between the pure bliss of the 
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honeymoon period and the bitter misery that precedes divorce? Can the past ever 
truly be ancient history, or does it affect us every day of our lives? Is sex really that 
big of a deal?
     These are just a few of the questions that Emma 
Straub tackles in her new novel, Modern Lovers. Set 
in Brooklyn, the book follows two families—the 
Kahn-Bennetts and the Marxes. Back at Oberlin 
in their undergrad days, Elizabeth Marx, Andrew 
Marx, Lydia Greenbaum, and Zoe Kahn-Bennett 
were in a band called Kitty’s Mustache. One of their 
songs, written by Elizabeth and made famous by 
Lydia after the breakup of the band, becomes a 
huge hit, but the band dies for good when Lydia 
dies of overdose, the typical rock star exit).
     Years later, Elizabeth, Andrew, and 
Zoe have all grown up. Elizabeth and 
Andrew have a son, Harry, while Zoe 
and a woman named Jane have a daughter, 
Ruby. As the summary on the book’s jacket implies, the parents’ 
worlds are shaken the summer their kids start sleeping together, f o r c i n g 
reflection on their own youth and how they’ve ended up where they are. Each of 
these characters gets their own voice throughout the novel, yet some are clearly 
more fully developed than others.
     On top of dealing with Harry and Ruby, the adults have other things on their 
plates. When they’re asked to sign over the rights to Kitty’s Mustache’s one hit 
wonder, “Mistress of Myself,” as well as their life rights for a biopic about Lydia, 
Elizabeth and Andrew clash over whether or not they should give the filmmakers 
free reign on casting and creating them as characters in the movie. Stuck in a mid-
life crisis, Andrew looks for a way to fill his unemployed days and finds his answer 
in EVOLVEment, a hippie, yogi, raving, kombucha-selling, cult-like operation 
running out of a shabby home in his neighborhood, Ditmas Park. Zoe struggles to 
determine whether or not her disappointment in her marriage is enough to call it 
quits, while Jane desperately wishes to find a way to make it work. At the bottom 
of all of their problems, each one of the “adult” protagonists yearns to be young 
again.
     Meanwhile, the ones who are still in the midst of their youth have their own 
problems (don’t we all?). Ruby, taking an SAT prep course after graduating high 
school, has no plans beyond the summer because all of her college applications 
came back as rejections. This might, Ruby reflects toward the beginning of the 
novel, have to do with the fact that she wrote her admissions essay on why college 
is unnecessary. Harry, a rising senior and a bland little square, undergoes a 
transformation once he starts hanging out with Ruby, whom he’s always had a bit 
of a crush on. Frustrated by his parents’ assumption that he is incapable of doing 
any wrong, Harry acts out in small but significant ways to prove that he isn’t a total 
goodie-goodie.



     Needless to say, there is a whole lot going on in Modern Lovers. One current that 
runs subtly under the mayhem, though, is Straub’s solid portrayal of Brooklyn—
Ditmas Park and the surrounding area, to be specific. The narrative was not lacking 
for details that really ground the reader in the neighborhood. The most beautiful 
image that I took away from reading Modern Lovers pops up very early in the 
book, and it’s the city as a palimpsest, or text within a text:

She’d heard once that what made you a real New Yorker was when 
you could remember back three layers—the place on the corner that 
had been a bakery and then a barbershop before it was a cell-phone 
store … The city was a palimpsest … Newcomers saw only what was 
in front of them, but people who had been there long enough were 
always looking at two or three other places simultaneously. 

     Perhaps all the details sprinkled throughout the novel were self-indulgent—
the author clearly knows New York City, as she went to Columbia University 
and currently resides in Brooklyn. I could see how some of the setting-building 
could get a bit tedious for readers who aren’t familiar with Brooklyn street names, 
train lines, or neighborhoods. Yet even if you don’t know the city, Straub’s insider 
knowledge invites the reader to jump right into the world, which you will probably 
want to know better after you’re done reading. 
     Though every single character has his or her own more-or-less whole story, 
there are major overlaps. And while the relationships between all of the characters 
are inherently pretty interesting, I wound up disappointed with most of them. For 
instance, the band, Kitty’s Mustache, was said to be constantly divided into two 
teams: Andrew and Lydia vs. Elizabeth and Zoe, which is a little odd considering 
that Elizabeth and Andrew wind up married. The tension is explained later on in 
the book as the truth about Lydia comes out during the work on the film, but one 
thing that’s not explained is Andrew’s fierce animosity toward Zoe. He lashes out 
at her when Ruby persuades Harry to auction off old Kitty’s Mustache pictures on 
eBay, blaming rotten Zoe for her rotten daughter. Yet he seems to have no evidence 
to back up his claim that Zoe is the absolute worst.
     Another strange relationship is Elizabeth and Andrew’s: they both have 
their frustrations, yet none seem to directly threaten their marriage. But when 
Elizabeth signs Andrew’s name on the contracts for the Lydia biopic, Andrew 
goes ballistic, claiming that his resistance was on her behalf. He asserts that the 
movie will be garbage, and when Elizabeth asks in disbelief if he’s worried about 
Lydia’s reputation, he says, “I’m worried about you, Lizzy, not Lydia … She might 
have been kind of an asshole, but at least she didn’t pretend to be something else. 
Everyone else thinks you’re so sweet, so nice,” before walking out of the house. 
There are a few more times when it seems to be implied that Elizabeth has some 
kind of dirty secret, something terrible known only to her and Andrew. Yet the 
way in which this tension is handled is lackluster; the resolution doesn’t even make 
much sense in the context that sets it up.
     The biggest issue I had with the characters’ relationships, though, was that 
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they took much too long to develop. It wasn’t until about 150 pages into the book, 
almost half of it, that I started to get a feel for what the dynamics between them 
were, and I was also still being handed new information that changed everything 
and seemed to come out of nowhere, like a romance-that-could’ve-been between 
Elizabeth and Zoe, and Jane’s resentment (sometimes justified, sometimes 
irrational) of Elizabeth’s status as Zoe’s best friend and go-to. Until almost the 
end of the book, most of the relationships just felt flat and appeared somewhat 
superficial to me.
     Alongside the problems with the group dynamics, the individual characters had 
inconsistencies. In Ruby’s case, the dialogue was often stilted and uncharacteristic. 
She is supposed to be a cool, edgy girl who wears a provocative white-fringed 
dress to graduation and colors her hair purple, and most of the time her dialogue 
matches up, but then sometimes she’ll say something just a little weird, and it 
breaks the consistency of her character. For example, when Harry, determined to 
inject some spontaneity into his life, begins to lead Ruby away from both of their 
houses, she says, “You do know that our houses are both the other direction, right? 
Did you have some kind of brain injury while I wasn’t paying attention?” While it 
sounds like a plausible enough piece of dialogue, it doesn’t quite match up to the 
snarky wit of the rest of her lines.
     Jane spends most of the story as a peripheral character, having not been around 
during the Kitty’s Mustache days, and lacks a background or any strong personality 
traits. Zoe also never became a completely realized character, perhaps because her 
perspective is given the least amount of space in the novel—she’s just wishy-washy 
about her marriage to Jane for reasons that we as readers never fully grasp because 
we are only told, repeatedly, that the marriage is falling apart. As for the Marxes, 
Andrew is too stereotypically angsty and disillusioned with middle age, pouring 
his energy and money into a ramshackle, doomed from the start “yoga studio.” 
Poor Harry is slightly too naïve to be true, and Elizabeth just doesn’t have anything 
special enough to make her truly memorable. It’s not that any of them were drawn 
particularly badly, it was just that they weren’t drawn particularly well either.
Another problem I had with Modern Lovers was the lack of interaction between 
the adults and their children. By reading the cover, you would think that the 
beginning of Harry and Ruby’s sexual relationship is a big part of the story. As 
Ruby says herself, “Sex wasn’t a big deal. Sex was the biggest deal.” And the parents 
do get involved in their kids’ goings-on when Harry and Ruby get taken to the 
police station after being found having sex in a playground one night. Aside from 
this incident, the parents really aren’t thinking about their kids much at all, unless 
it’s to envy them for their youth. They have concerns of their own, rather big 
ones, and hardly pay much attention to their kids. They’re barely ever in the same 
scene at all, really, which is surprising for a book that seems to focus on the inter-
generational relationships.
     Although it may sound like I have a lot of negative things to say about 
Modern Lovers, there are also some brilliant aspects of the novel that very much 
resonated with me. There’s a wonderfully depicted backdrop that enriches rather 
than dominates the story. There are truly beautiful and poignant passages — a 



particularly impactful one is about the importance of timing in the way our lives 
turn out. There are portraits of marriages and other important relationships that 
do seem thoroughly “modern.” But besides these bright few flashes, there wasn’t 
much. Overall, Modern Lovers, while light and entertaining enough, is unlikely to 
leave a lasting impression.
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Moonglow: A Novel by Michael Chabon
 Reviewed by Emily Yang

     In his final days, the grandfather of the narrator begins spilling the details of his 
life that he had kept silent for decades. As he lies on his deathbed under powerful 
painkillers, the man only called the “grandfather” unravels a family history of 
war, obsession, love, and mental illness. These are the stories on which Michael 
Chabon, mixing fact and fiction, bases his newest work, Moonglow: A Novel. 
     The narrator, Mike Chabon, is a fictionalized version of the author himself. The 
novel is partially the grandfather’s tales and partially the narrator’s commentary. 
The narrator supplements his grandfather’s stories with memories from his own 
youth as well as modern-day events in his and his mother’s lives. This provides a 
backstory and explains how the book came to be, but the narrative is not entirely 
to be believed.
     The novel begins with a warning in the author’s note:

“In preparing this memoir, I have stuck to the facts except when facts 
refuse to conform with memory, narrative purpose, or the truth as 
I prefer to understand it. Wherever liberties have been taken with 
names, dates, places, events, and conversations, or with the identities, 
motivations, and interrelationships of family members and historical 
personages, the reader is assured that they have been taken with due 
abandon.”

     Chabon makes it clear through the author’s note and the title that the book is a 
work of fiction. Nonetheless, the story weaves specific, true elements of the time 
period, including the liberation of the Nordhausen concentration camp and the 
launch of Sputnik, into the fictional grandfather’s life. The reader is left wondering 
which parts might be attributed to Chabon’s real grandfather, who did live through 
much of latter half of the twentieth century. 
     The text is sprinkled with German, French, and Hebrew, reflecting Chabon’s 
heritage. His previous works, such as The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & 
Claywork and The Yiddish Policemen’s Union, do frequently focus on Jewish 
identity, and this aspect of his and his family’s identity is also heavily explored in 
Moonglow: A Novel. Though fictionalized, at times the narration does seem to 
reflect Chabon’s own, genuine thoughts. He writes, “In Egypt, in Shushan, in the 
time of Judah Maccabee, God had intervened to deliver us with a mighty hand and 
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outstretched arm; big deal. When we were sent to the ovens, God had sat with His 
outstretched thumb upon His mighty ass and let us burn. In 1947 there was, to my 
grandfather, one reason to continue calling oneself a Jew, to go on being Jewish 
before the world: as a way of telling Hitler Fuck you.”
     Further contributing to the ambiguity are the footnotes. They contain brief 
commentary about the ongoing scene as well as snippets of information the 
narrator presumably obtains at a later date. The narrator claims that, many 
years after his grandfather’s death, he followed up with the stories, researching 
newspaper archives and contacting old acquaintances, before writing the novel. 
This heightens Moonglow’s pretense as an authentic memoir.
     The novel begins in the middle of one of the grandfather’s anecdotes, in which 
he is fired and nearly strangles his boss. The story then moves to the grandfather’s 
childhood, and we only learn the aftermath of the first event much later. The 
grandfather grows up an unruly boy on Strunk Street in Philadelphia, and we 
eventually amalgamate a past in which he joins the United States army and serves 
in Germany during WWII, falls in love with a French woman, becomes a business 
owner and engineer, and retires to a Florida community. Along the way, the 
narrator reveals the grandfather’s colorful past, from making bombs—not while in 
Germany— to spending a year in jail, hunting a python, and building meticulous 
models of spacecraft. 
     The narrator maintains a casual tone in the novel, and the descriptions as told 
by the grandfather are somewhat detached. However, dramatic developments are 
often delivered in the midst of this, almost carelessly. The author does not bother 
with foreshadowing or suspense, which actually contributes to the impact of his 
statements. In describing the desperation of the Germans, Chabon writes “Bicycle 
parts pressed into ad hoc service, a side car that seemed to have been formed from 
a galvanized steel washtub, tires piebald with patches. Bicycles, arrow. Soon they 
would be throwing bricks and rocks. They were already throwing the bodies of 
their children.”
     The narrator notes that the grandfather tells him the stories out of order, and 
Chabon chooses to present them to the reader this way, jumping from one period 
to the next and circling back later on. The author uses names and places to mark 
the setting, but the lack of chronological order is still often confusing. Several lines 
of reading are required before one can orient the time and place. However, this 
also allows the reader to discover the narrator’s history the way he did, slowly and 
in pieces, adding to what he already knew. One collects a gradual understanding 
of the narrative, and past events are elucidated as new information is contributed. 
One such element that becomes clearer as the novel progresses is the grandmother. 
She is first introduced when she shows a young Chabon a set of “FORTUNE-
TELLING CARDS FOR WITCHES” and proceeds to concoct a disturbing story 
from their faces. Later, we learn that she came to America from a Displaced 
Persons camp, bringing her five-year-old daughter—Chabon’s mother—with her. 
The grandfather fell in love with and married her, adopting her daughter. Their 
life together is plagued by her struggle with schizophrenia and attempt to keep the 
“skinless horse” in her delusions at bay. Chabon characterizes her as “a vessel built 



to hold the pain of her history, but it had cracked her, and radiant darkness leaked 
out through the crack.” Eventually, the narrator discovers something from her past 
that completely changes his conception of her. 
     The cover of Moonglow: A Novel reveals the two things that connect all of 
the stories. The matchsticks are reminiscent of fire, and throughout the novel the 
grandfather shares a smoke with nearly all of the characters, from Germans to 
his own daughter. Moonglow—the skies—seems to be the only constant in the 
grandfather’s life. Chabon writes “You looked up and saw The Starry Night, he told 
me; you realized that Van Gogh was a realist painter.” Obsessed with rocketry and 
even making a career of it, the grandfather frequently imagines taking his family 
to the moon and building a home for them. His passion gives him a place in the 
world allows him to connect with others. He says “For a moment, Germans, to the 
left, to the right, it didn’t matter. Everyone lifted his gaze, just for a little moment, 
to the heavens.” The glow of the night sky unifies across all divides, including time, 
space, and ideology. 
     Moonglow: A Novel yields a compelling tale of discovering one’s past. While 
Chabon’s account is fictionalized, this does not prevent the reader, or Chabon 
himself, from gaining insights into history, love, life, and identity.  
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News of the World by Paulette Jiles
 Reviewed by Beth Kelley

     Given Paulette Jiles’ own life in San Antonio, the sincerity with which she 
describes yearning for a life of freedom on the Texas plains makes sense. Jiles’ 
most recent novel, News of the World, takes place in reconstruction-era Texas, a 
land still under military occupation where tensions run high and the most heavily 
armed set the rules. Out of this lawlessness, Jiles crafts an artful twist on the old 
western that is as moving as it is suspenseful. 
     The story opens with Jefferson Kyle Kidd, a retired captain who began his career 
in the Battle of Horseshoe Bend at just 17 and has since seen three great wars 
in his lifetime. Having always had an affinity for print, Captain Kidd spends his 
time traveling around Texas and performing newspaper readings for audiences 
at 10 cents a head. It’s a time of abundant news for Texas which is preparing 
for readmittance to the Union and grappling with the recently instated 15th 
amendment which, in the captain’s words, “Allows the vote to all men qualified 
to vote without regard to race or color or previous condition of servitude…That 
means colored gentlemen.”  The captain takes a no-nonsense approach to his 
readings. He does not tolerate outbursts or mutterings from the audience of locals, 
many of whom disagree with the content or delivery of his news. After one of the 
readings, however, the men waiting for him have a different goal than the usual 
stragglers. This time, they present him with a challenge.
     The challenge’s name is Johanna, a recently retrieved captive of the Kiowa tribe. 
The men ask that Captain Kidd deliver the girl to her aunt and uncle in Castroville, 
a town outside of San Antonio and at least a three-week journey away. She appears 
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meek at first, not unexpected given the trauma she experienced in her ten years 
of life. But as the captain gains Johanna’s trust, her love of freedom and adventure 
begin to emerge. As the duo travels across the war-ridden Texas plains to complete 
the captain’s mission, the roles of protector and protected turn out to be less clear-
cut than originally conceived. From reloading shot-gun cartridges with dimes for 
maximum impact, to dislodging a sheet of rock from the cliff above an attacker, 
the skills and utter stoniness in the face of danger that Johanna picked up from the 
Kiowa earn her the nickname “little warrior” from Captain Kidd. The developing 
bond between the two protagonists ranges from a father-daughter relationship to 
a mutual feeling of respect. 
     This unlikely journey is at once heart-warming and suspenseful. Though the 
end-point is known from the start, the pair faces new dangers in each town. Still, 
however, Jiles leaves room for humor in the irony of a young girl who is more 
familiar with war tactics than the customs of “civilized society.” In one memorable 
scene, the captain finds it necessary to scold his partner, impressing upon her 
that scalping is “considered very impolite.” Another lesson of civility for Johanna 
comes when she kills a townsman’s pet chickens for breakfast, not understanding 
the concept of an animal functioning as something other than food. 
     At times, Jiles grows almost philosophical in nature. The captain reminisces 
about his days as a military courier, and the more metaphorical meaning of the 
joy he felt carrying those messages. In one train of exhausted thought, he thinks:
“Maybe life is just carrying news. Surviving to carry the news. Maybe we have 
just one message, delivered to us when we are born and we are never sure what it 
says; it may have nothing to do with us personally but it must be carried by hand 
through a life, all the way, and at the end handed over, sealed.”
     In the theme of delivering messages throughout the novel, Jiles emphasizes that 
the meaning is not in the message itself, but rather the journey that the courier 
takes to deliver it. Just as the novel focuses in on Captain Kidd and Johanna’s 
adventures rather than their destination, the process becomes more meaningful 
than the result.  
     Jiles seems to understand the importance of the process over the result in the 
broader sense of her writing, as well. . Everything from the Kiowa scalping and 
victory chants to the lives of retrieved captives exhibits thorough research and 
accuracy. The lives of captives, many of whom were children, were forever changed 
once they returned to their families No matter how long they were away from 
their homes, Jiles writes that all of the returned captives grew up “restless and 
hungry for some spiritual solace, abandoned by two cultures, dark shooting stars 
lost in the outer heavens.” These were children torn from two sets of families in a 
matter of years, often given up on when they diverged from society’s set path. Jiles 
describes the complex feelings of abandonment and confusion that Johanna feels 
in a way that not only suggests thorough research but real empathy.     
     At its heart, News of the World is about freedom. As the duo’s final destination 
approaches, the captain begins to mourn Johanna’s impending loss of freedom 
and cries “for the trouble that lay ahead of her. For all the years of rooms and 
walls and the peculiar rules against stealing chickens.” The captain tasted a life 



of independence and freedom during his days as a courier.  His adventures with 
Johanna allow him to reminisce on this time during their journey across Texas. 
Seeing Johanna going from the wildness and strength she found with the Kiowa, 
to being literally carted back to civilization hits home for the captain. Yearning 
for freedom is a universal feeling both in terms of age, as between the captain 
and Johanna, and time period. The setting of the novel, the end of the Civil War, 
makes the theme especially poignant. The Captain, Johanna, and the formerly 
enslaved South each found their freedom in radically different ways, but they are 
all determined to hold it safe.

Paulette Jiles’ News of the World has something for everyone. Whether a roadside 
fight that conveys the adventure of separationist Texas, a cross-generational bond 
that proves that freedom doesn’t have to mean isolation, or the kind of humor that 
only springs from unabashed children, every element of Jiles’ work is sure to draw 
a reader into this heartwarming twist on the old western. Jiles draws attention to 
the often-overlooked history of Native American captives in an emotional way. 
Her account of Johanna’s experience gives history a fresh lens as well as an exciting 
tale. If life is simply our journey to deliver messages, Jiles has delivered this one 
beautifully.
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Nutshell by Ian McEwan
 Reviewed by Kimberly Koh

     Based loosely on Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Ian McEwan’s Nutshell follows a 
young, beautiful mother-to-be, Trudy, who lives alone in her marital home and is 
separated from her husband John. John is a poor but talented poet who publishes 
the work of promising young artists, though he receives little in return but artistic 
satisfaction. John’s lack of ambition and dedication to his craft have pushed Trudy 
to ask for some of her own “space” – a space to which John is unlikely to return. 
In his place, she communes with a lover so vapid he speaks almost exclusively in 
clichés. But this isn’t his only sin; he also happens to be John’s younger brother, 
Claude.
     While Trudy sunbathes idly on the balcony and awaits Claude’s lustful trysts 
in the evening, another presence is languishing nearby. Inverted and weeks away 
from entering the harsh reality of his family members’ complex lives, a child – the 
ill-timed product of John and Trudy’s crumbling marriage – waits patiently in his 
mother’s womb, unsuspectedly bearing witness to the unfolding disaster. 
     Hamlet, the likely name for the baby-to-be, is scholarly, self-reflective, and very 
observant. Perceiving the world only through sound, his mother’s bodily functions, 
and shadows cast across her distended belly, Hamlet requires an audience’s great 
willingness to suspend disbelief. This fetus is sentient and, under the feeble 
justification that his mother “likes the radio and prefers talk to music”, has the 
eloquence of an intellectual. He speaks most often in abstractions, but lapses, 
occasionally, into tangential and whirling monologues about life, happiness, and a 
world he is not supposed to have seen.
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     The prose which fills Nutshell from cover to cover is elegant and philosophical. 
For instance, in an overwrought exclamation of dismay, Hamlet helplessly watches 
his father drink a poisoned smoothie: “A toast to love and therefore death, the Eros 
and Thanatos. It appears to be a given of intellectual life, that when two notions 
are sufficiently far apart or opposed, they are said to be profoundly linked. Since 
death is opposed to everything in life, various couplings are proposed. Art and 
death. Nature and death. Worryingly, birth and death” but as Wordsworth said 
of children “What should it know of death?”. For the novel to exist at all, a reader 
must accept the awareness and unrealistic verboseness of the unborn child, but 
the grandiosity of the narrator’s utterances make the words, for even a forgiving 
audience, a bit hard to swallow. While the narrator at hand should be restricted in 
vocabulary and furthermore in broad understanding of the precepts and functions 
of the already-born world, McEwan doesn’t seem to adhere to these limitations 
in any respect. Though the prose is doubtlessly beautiful, logic or realism doesn’t 
seem to be the point.
     Even in the first pages of the book, the fetus, an odd choice for a narrator, 
ruminates heavily upon his own consciousness wondering about what it is “To 
be. Or if not that, its grammatical variant, is. Just that. In the spirit of Es muss 
sein”. He appears in his speech so pompous, so reflective as to achieve a pseudo-
intellectualism impossible for unborn mind. This is the first of many lacunae 
in the frail reality which forms McEwan’s prenatal world. Yet as unlikely – and 
inconvenient, given McEwan’s tendency to disregard its unique limitations – a 
narrator as he might be, Hamlet is the only possible witness to the plot unfolding: 
a crime in constitution, the murder of his father at the hands of his mother and 
her lover. 
     Nutshell, despite its rousing plot full of mariticide, adultery, and avarice (oh 
my!), falls frequently back into self-absorbed and stiffly literary soliloquy, but 
not without reason. An homage to Shakespeare’s Hamlet would be dreadfully 
incomplete without reviving its contemplative themes and the fetus’s physical 
restraints within the womb hardly give it space for any other sort of activity, 
pressed as it is “against the bloody walls,” though he occasionally gives his mother 
a sturdy kick to remind her of his presence. 
     Unnerving contemplations of Trudy’s sexuality (“she’d rather not doubt a man 
who hurls her over the gates of paradise in under three minutes”) are mixed with 
equivocations on her maternal nature. Even while Hamlet learns of her plans 
to be rid of him after his birth, he insists that their love will be “strong-armed” 
and Trudy will be his, not Claude’s. These passages vaguely echo the complicated 
relationship between the Shakespearean mother-son duo. And although Hamlet 
loves Trudy dearly — she is his residence after all — he contemplates his own 
agency and complicity in his father’s murder.
     In a mixed love-letter and farewell-address, Hamlet writes a mental note 
addressed to his father warning him silently of the danger he is in, asking him 
to “call out a carefree goodbye, get in your car...decline the fruit drink” which 
he knows to be poisoned, and avoid a painful death. “Until then,” he declares “I 
remain your obedient son.” So even as he declares loyalty to his mother, he betrays 



her in his heart and to himself in allying himself with his father. 
     Despite the thematic and nominal connections to Hamlet, one can’t help but 
draw parallels with Shakespeare’s other work. The scheming couple, provoking 

one another into action, and the resulting guilt too closely 
resembles Macbeth, and the wavering motive for 

the crime (revenge, then money, then jealousy) is 
reminiscent of Othello’s Iago. Perhaps the universality 
of Shakespearean characters or the unconventional 
condition of the narrator is to blame, but either way, 
McEwan appears to both combat and disregard the 
outlines he himself has drawn. 
     Though at times a bit gimmicky, Nutshell is 
accessible and oddly humorous compared to its 

tragic counterpart. Where Hamlet functions on a 
widely political scale, and actions reverberate and 

reflect upon the state of a whole nation, Nutshell neatly 
focuses in on a private domestic affair. It is not a kingdom but 

a kitchen which lies in shambles (“yolk-glazed plates of a month 
ago, ... toast and sugar crumbs”). A den, not Denmark, has been left behind 

by its master. An inheritance not of royal title, but of a family home and a few 
million euros is on the line. Despite the sprawling nature of its words, Nutshell 
is familiar to all of us. Pregnancy, lost love, new love, jealousy, and money are all 
concepts a modern audience can understand and eventually trace to a planned, 
yet impulsive murder.    
     Perhaps Nutshell is most neatly explained by its own epigraph: a quote from  
Hamlet which reads “Oh God, I could be bounded in a nutshell and count myself 
a king of infinite space — were it not that I have bad dreams.” McEwan’s story is 
torn by the grandeur of its prose and the limitations of the womb, and indeed its 
musings stretch beyond narrative meditations into infinite space. Perhaps these 
musings are not bounded by the confines of Nutshell’s premise, but facilitated by 
its unusual cephalic position.
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 Sweetbitter by Stephanie Danler
 Reviewed by Devin Sullivan

      Sweetbitter is a novel of clichés. An often passive female protagonist coming 
of age in New York City leaving suburbia behind her, only to be swept up into 
a world of sometimes glamour (but mostly just drugs) is not an original story. 
But as the novel follows twenty-two-year-old Tess in 2006 Williamsburg making 
understandable yet questionable decisions, with a touch of self-awareness, it 
demonstrates the possibility that may still lie in overwrought clichés. 
     Tess arrives in the city with the promise of a sketchy roommate in Brooklyn 
known by “A friend of a friend of a friend”. Without employment, however she 
finds herself working as a ‘backwaiter’ position at a prominent Union Square 
restaurant where she stumbles (sometimes literally) and struggles her way through 
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her overexposure to the culinary world and the people within it. She is under-
qualified for the position, hired due to the gaze of the general manager, and 
dedicates herself to learning about the restaurant, searching for an identity that 
is attached to something beyond her. She is so consumed she uses it to determine 
what she does even out of the restaurant, “Then around five p.m., when the 
light was failing, I would take out a bottle of dry sherry and pour myself a glass, 
take out a jar of green olives, put on Miles Davis, and read the wine atlas.” Tess 
demonstrates her craving to become a part of the restaurant’s fabric with fixation 
on everyday restaurant details like ‘bar mops’ and ‘shift drinks’. Danler illustrates 
Tess’ desire through her obsession with mundane elements, which allow Tess to 
demonstrate both her knowledge and belonging. Components of the culinary 
world, derived from Danler’s own experience, became an integral part of this novel 
as Tess uses them as evidence of her new found identity within the restaurant. 
“I wanted to say, my life is full. I chose this life because it’s a constant assault of 
color and taste and light and it’s raw and ugly and fast and it’s mine.” Tess not only 
uses knowledge gained from her new experiences to affirm an identity she is ever 
seeking, she also narrowly and obsessively focuses on the individuals that inhabit 
the space along with her. But while figures like Chef are hastily scrutinized by Tess 
to the degree they seem somehow simultaneously both real and like an obscure 
collection of traits, characters like Simone and Jake are not as quickly judged but 
rather extensively examined.  
     While the novel surrounds Tess and one year of her life, it places a significant 
focus on two other restaurant employees, Simone and Jake, whose relationship 
to one another is just as convoluted and unclear as is their connection to the 
restaurant. Simone plays the role of the overqualified employee whose continued 
presence is simultaneously saddening and impressive. While Jake is the elusive 
bartender who serves as Tess’ ‘love interest’ although even that may be a stretch 
as his distance and indefinability serve as his two most defining characteristics. 
Her response only exaggerates his inattention as she puts extensive effort and 
energy forth to try and react to him appropriately, “I practiced composure. He 
was teaching me a previously unknown patience. It was about him, but it was also 
not him.” Tess finds herself attracted to both individuals, in very distinctive ways, 
and her obsession with the two enigmas takes up a large portion of the novel. 
In the way that it is quickly clear to the reader that their purpose is to teach her 
lessons that extend outside of the restaurant world, it seems to Tess that they are 
individuals exclusively of the restaurant and each other. When she first sees Jake 
at a bar that the restaurant staff frequents after work she demonstrates how strict 
her idea is of him.

He was there, next to me, he was the person Ariel jumped on, the 
person holding her hair off her neck while they spoke. This intimacy 
was surprising, but not as surprising as just him. Jake in the real world. 
He was supposed to be tethered to the restaurant where I imagined 
him when I wasn’t at work. 

     Jake and Tess’ ‘relationship’ is consistently evolving, from Tess’ perspective, 
throughout the novel as she pines for his attention and he serves as the catalyst for 
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full-time job out of the idiom making a mountain out of a mole hill, as every action 
of his becomes scrutinized and analyzed. Danler uses the consistently indefinable 
and over-analyzed interactions of Jake and Tess to highlight the naiveté of Tess and 
the effect of the restaurant’s industry on one’s openness as Jake serves as a foil to 
Tess, in more ways than one. 
     The way the characters in this novel are portrayed is a direct product of Tess 
and her mentality. As Tess changes so does Jake to readers, as her impression of 
individuals serves as the source of their defining characteristics. Jake is elusive 
because he fails to pay attention to her; Simone is impressive and all-knowing 
because Tess determines she is the expert of the restaurant after she proves most 
erudite on Tess’ first day; Chef is domineering and serious due to his expectation 
of perfection. His early-on dramatic reaction to Tess determines how he is later 
presented, “When the plate shattered and the duck thudded clumsily onto the 
mats, I cried out, pulling my hand to my chest, caving. Chef looked at me. He 
had never really seen me before. “Are you kidding me?” he asked.” But this is not 
a flaw of the novel as this is a novel about Tess trying to attach herself to a world 
where she sees the possibility of an identity. Her determination of others is just 
an attempt to establish herself within them; she is trying to better form a place by 
deciding those of others. 
     Those who say this novel is a behind-the-scenes look at the restaurant world of 
food are, while technically correct, underselling the novel’s content and purpose. 
But the novel does explore the concept of terrior (“That food had character, 
composed of the soil, the climate, the time of year. “) the differences between west 
and east coast oysters and countless other foodie anecdotes that are perfect to 
unnecessarily repeat at your next dinner party. Danler is clearly drawing from a 
wide selection of foodie trivia, the purpose and reasoning behind her choices are 
more often recognizable than they are ambiguous. “Salting the most nuanced of 
enterprises, the food always requesting more, but the tipping point fatal” serves 
to not only discuss the delicacy of seasoning, but in giving into one’s temptations, 
a balance Tess consistently struggles with. Readers, or those lacking culinary 
expertise, learn about salt, bitter, and sweet along with Tess. As the novel starts, 
“You will develop a palate”, it follows through. While taste is obviously left out of the 
equation when reading a novel about food, developing a deeper understanding of 
food is still possible. Tess begins to feel like a personal representation as her culinary 
discoveries become one’s own, only possible because of Danler’s past discoveries. 
Simple descriptions are rarely involved in Tess’ exposure and edification, instead 
this novel is as quick to discuss flavor as it is to speak on experience, season and 
land of origin.  The importance of food and drink in both the novel and Tess’ world 
are difficult to ignore; a glass of wine even stands on the cover as if in fear of one 
reader not noticing its significance. 
     Seasons serve as the most significant time partitions as they not only dictate the 
food being prepared by the restaurant, but the state and life of Tess. In Summer the 
introduction of ‘Seaming’ tomatoes marks the recently plucked ‘New girl’ attitude 
of Tess as she navigates an entirely new territory that even she questions her place 
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in. And in Autumn when dirt-streaked chanterelles arrive on the menu, Tess’ label 
as innocent and clean becomes less accurate as she absorbs and opens herself up 
to influence. Seasons not only determine what is being served by Chef but what 
Tess is currently experiencing and the transformations she is undergoing. As the 
restaurant must adapt to changing seasons, so must Tess; as the restaurant relies on 
the seasons for purpose, so does Tess. As if the restaurant’s patterns are contagious 
and unavoidable, it dictates her life to the point she appears incapable of spurring 
on her own metamorphosis. 
     As Tess is repeatedly depicted to be wholly within the restaurant, this novel 
becomes a gritty portrayal yet accurate demonstration of what it means to be 
completely within an environment. The majority of this novel takes place between 
the restaurant and a bar where the staff gathers after shift. It is in this bar where 
Tess stays out way too late, experiments with drugs and makes the usual mistakes 
one makes in a bar. “I had chosen the overgrown, murky path where I couldn’t 
see five feet in front of me-the drugs, the drinking into black, the embarrassment, 
the confusion.” This is also where Danler explores the off work personalities of 
each character, showcasing her ability to build believable and relatable individuals 
that can never be fully understood by Tess. As Simone states early on, “Don’t 
isolate your senses-you’re interacting with an environment”, Tess discovers what 
it means to give oneself over to an environment. With little else going on in her 
life, she dedicates herself to the restaurant and to the bar, and it is within these 
surroundings where readers watch her become a product of her environment. She 
allows the culture of these two surroundings to begin dictating her values and self. 
She even uses terms learned through her environment to begin explaining herself, 
“That is why we – the Industry People – got so greedy when the Nine-to-Fivers 
went to bed.” The fast-paced and high pressure ways of the restaurant become 
ingrained in her, in the same way the recklessness and insouciance of the bar bleed 
into her personal life. The restaurant and bar, which are characters in their own 
merit, shape the Tess of the last chapter into a character who, while recognizable, 
is utterly distinct from the one with whom the novel starts.
     The premise of Sweetbitter is one we have seen before. However, the integration 
of the culinary world, which greatly affects the characters and the environment, 
distances the novels from past bildungsroman stories. Danler effectively stands 
with one foot in cliché and the other in originality as she adapts her own personal 
experience and unique perspectives into an expected and unoriginal plot structure. 
Without the successful purposing of the restaurant and the individuals that remain 
inside of and attached to it, this novel would be an unoriginal account of a simple 
Tess. Yet Danler avoids the trap of cliches by not relying on readers’ knowledge of 
them to clarify her story, but to complicate. All the while presenting readers with 
a complex, graphic and alluring image of food, New York City and the culinary 
world. 
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 History of Wolves by Emily Fridlund
 Reviewed by Aditya Shukla

   History of Wolves by Emily Fridlund sets itself apart as an unconventional coming-
of-age novel. It breaks from the traditional mold by avoiding the typical journey 
of discovery, the notable moment of realization, and the doomed romance most 
readers have come to expect from this genre. History of Wolves is centered around 
fourteen-year-old, Madeleine, who is not called by her real name, but instead is 
called, “Linda, or Commie, or Freak,” at school. Because of her unusual childhood, 
Linda is an outcast at school; she grew up in a northern Minnesota commune 
which failed and was abandoned over the years by its residents with the exception 
of her parents. Linda’s parents are unable to understand Linda and believe that she 
grew up too soon. Her mother would rather she pretend to be a happy, regular 
girl of fourteen which, because of her past experiences, she is unable to do. Linda 
frequently challenges authority and provokes others, a result of her parents’ 
nonconformity. She claims to spread discomfort wherever she goes: “I was flat-
chested, plain as a bannister. I made people feel judged.” Beyond this background, 
her relationship with her parents does not receive much exposure. Linda displays 
more affection for nature than her family and prefers to explore rather than spend 
time with them. What makes Linda more human is the conflicting desire she has 
for what she reads in gossip magazines and learns from tourists that she meets at 
the diner where she works.
     Among Linda’s most significant acquaintances is Mr. Grierson, who replaces her 
old history teacher at school and is portrayed as an adult who wants to be popular 
and hip among his students. He shows an interest in Linda, electing her to partake 
in a “History Odyssey” competition. She repays this interest by providing him 
with feedback about his caliber as a teacher. Linda gives a presentation about the 
History of Wolves at the completion, explaining that there is no such thing as an 
“alpha wolf ” and that a wolf may only be an alpha for a specific reason at certain 
times. This is a recurring theme throughout the book, resurfacing at several points, 
thus earning the novel its title. Linda is gradually attracted to Mr. Grierson and 
unsuccessfully attempts to seduce him. Later, Mr. Grierson is arrested for allegedly 
owning child pornography and sleeping with one of his students, Lily Holburn, 
with whom Linda also develops a fascination. Linda’s actions with regards to 
observing Lily can border on obsession as she follows her around and knows 
intimate details about her life that only someone close to her would usually know.
     Linda’s life changes when a new family moves across the lake from the abandoned 
community where she lives as she has an opportunity to disengage from her 
unhappy home and school life. Linda becomes close to the young woman, Patra, 
who edits her astronomer husband Leo’s manuscripts. She also develops a close 
relationship with their four-year-old son, Paul whom she starts babysitting during 
the summer days. Linda is unsure of herself around Paul and considers children 
to be freaks as they “believed impossible things to suit themselves, though their 
fantasies were the center of the world.” Linda and Paul’s relationship is interesting 
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to witness as both parties expect the other to be something else. Linda is dubious 
of Leo as he is quiet and mysterious and her doubts are later confirmed to her 
in a horrifying fashion. Linda is sketched well and her attachment to Patra has 
darker undertones of possessive protectiveness bordering on romantic jealousy. 
Patra and Leo are both devout Christian scientists, something Linda is unable and 
unwilling to understand, which perhaps reflects why she is disenchanted by Leo. 
Linda reflects on the difference between what one believes and what one does, 
which is also a recurring idea throughout the novel. The tragedy of the novel is 
complicated due to this concept, as the novel delves into whether a family should 
be able to live and die according to its own faith. Fridlun manages to put a unique 
spin on parental negligence by mixing it with moral dilemmas. Since Patra and 
Leo’s faith is foreign to Linda, the reader never fully grasps it either, which prevents 
the knowledge of how Leo has such a hold on his wife and son from ever reaching 
the reader.
     History of Wolves is unique in that it does not have a typical genre. While it 
has aspects of a coming-of-age novel, there is no significant breakthrough that 
Linda makes personally or romantically. If anything, the events of the novel leave 
her more confused and disenchanted than she was at the start. Fridlund does a 
commendable job in building suspense throughout the novel. Fridlun’s voice is 
unique and she successfully creates a moody, grey setting in Minnesota. Linda 
is a fully realized character, seen as both a teenager and a semi-scarred adult in 
brief flash-forwards. While Linda is not fully traumatized by her experiences 
during the summer, they still haunt her as an adult, which shows that they have 
left a lasting impact. The events covered over the course of the novel are those 
that Linda considered important in her teenage years with regards to what she 
chooses to retain and what she believes happened. This results in a detachment 
of the characters from the present, that could serve as a parallel to the isolated 
setting in which they find themselves. Fridlun also makes an interesting contrast 
by emphasizing the dark mystery surrounding Patra and Leo while diminishing 
the importance of the charges against Mr. Grierson.
     One area where History of Wolves falls short is that it does away with any 
curiosity the reader may have by revealing what happens to important characters 
like Paul and Mr. Grierson early on in the novel. Specific plotlines meander along 
the way with no satisfying follow ups. Certain characters are never fully realized 
and seem almost peripheral, such as Leo and Linda’s parents. The detachment of 
the characters from the present could serve as a parallel to the isolated setting 
in which they find themselves. They receive a certain trait (such as Leo tucking 
his shirt in), which is milked throughout the novel. The mood remains slow and 
sad throughout without any attempt to make most of the supporting characters 
three-dimensional. It is difficult to root against Leo (as Linda does) without 
getting to know him properly. Similarly, it is impossible to identify with Linda’s 
home life as it is barely described in the proceedings. Linda, in general, can be a 
difficult character to relate with as she is portrayed as amoral and disconnected 
to most around her. Mr. Grierson and Lily, who are built up as prominent figures 
from the outset, stand out as intriguing yet they almost immediately fade into 
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the background only to be brought up periodically for the rest of the novel. The 
flash forwards to Linda’s boyfriend and roommate seem promising but never 
amount to much. Revealing future plot points a few pages into the novels can 
also make readers quickly lose interest as they know where the story is headed. 
However, Fridlun does a fascinating job of manipulating her readers’ emotions, 
and certainly deserves to be applauded. As the events of the novel unfold, she 
continuously builds up a sense of foreboding, working through an unconventional 
style that proves to be more compelling than not.

 The Moravian Night by Peter Handke
 Reviewed by Eve Glasergreen

      The Moravian Night serves as both a title and a location. It is a houseboat on the 
Morava river where the story unfolds of “a former writer” inviting old friends for 
one last story. Indeed, the writer tells his entire story from the Moravian Night, his 
home, and almost the entire narrative articulates his past journey across Europe—a 
search for the mythologized Europe and an escape from a mysterious, dangerous 
woman hunting him. The writer feels nostalgia for a Europe that turns out to 
exist only in his fantasies and in glorified memories.  Written by Peter Handke, 
and translated from German by Krishna Winston, The Moravian Night spares no 
details for the sake of efficiency. The novel reads like an ode to the process of 
writing itself, a process that, for the writer, is steeped in central Europe and that 
relies on the powers of observation to fuel the fantastical. 
     Every sentence in this novel brims with detail. One paragraph could talk about 
the shadow on a wall, and then continue to reconsider its own description of said 
shadow. The amount of detail that Handke imbues through the writer’s narration 
both dazzles, overwhelms, and sometimes challenges the attention span. Early in 
the “former writer’s” recounting of his journey, he dives into a “close-up” (that he 
apologizes for) of his bus ride through the Balkans. One can’t help but feel during 
the chapter-long description of the bus ride that Handke is obsessed with aesthetic. 
The writer recounts even such minutia as the shape of passengers’ upturned palms. 

All of them had their palms facing up, forming bowls, empty ones, 
and it seemed to him—an effect probably created by the vibrations—
that something was being weighed in the bowls, a bird, to be specific, 
a more-or-less small one.

     This excerpt shows typical aspects of Handke’s writing, and of how it materializes 
through “the writer’s voice.” He loves using dashes, inventing compound words 
(which is much more prevalent in German writing), employing unexpected, even 
hyperbolic imagery, and prolific use of parentheticals. His ability to notice detail 
and to craft painstaking images serves well for spying the treacherous woman who 
follows him around Europe. Most encounters with her, or threats left by her, come 
and go in the blink of an eye. Without such acute powers of observation, and 
imagination, it would be nearly impossible to figure the woman’s presence in the 
writer’s journey. 
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    Perhaps the most intriguing syntactical 
liberty Handke takes is occasionally inserting a 
question mark at the end of a sentence between 
two parentheses, (?), in order to convey the 
uncertainty of the nature of asking a question, or 
of observation. It also conveys the uncertainty 
of having seen someone familiar, 
like the woman, in passing, or of 
remembering and trying to fill 
holes in memories. In the following 
passage, also occurring on the 
bus ride through the Balkans, 
Handke’s (?) takes center 
stage.  
     Up to this moment the 
emigrants had asked him as little 
as he had asked them. But now, as the first of them 
was getting back on the bus, he paused… and said…something that 
could just as well have been an observation as a question: “You’re 
an attorney(?).” And already the next one was saying, likewise: “You 
used to be a farmer(?)”… And at the very end: “You’re not one of us(?).”
    While unexpected imagery and detail, like the palms turning into bowls 
and unusual punctuation, feeds the senses, it sometimes leaves the logical part 
of the brain wanting other details, like the names of characters. Almost all the 
characters don’t have names and instead have epithets to define them like the 
“former writer himself,” Perhaps the lack of names deals also with the ambiguity of 
telling a story based on memory. People fade in memories, and often names grow 
less important than experiences themselves. Even the most desired and evaded 
figure in his life story, “the woman” is nothing but “the woman.” Without names, 
characters blend into anonymity and it is easy to project onto the characters 
preconceived notions of what the word “woman” or “writer” means. The “former 
writer,” who has only other similar epithets to call him by, suggests that story-
telling demands exploration of archetypal characters such as the “woman” or the 
“writer.” He also insinuates that the writer’s process comes with the sacrifice of 
relationships.
     Especially in relation to women, the tone of the novel feels misanthropic and 
sexist. The writer avoids social situations and attributes women single-handedly 
to any of his creative problems. Thus, a certain doubt arises to the “dangerous 
woman’s” evil motives. The writer even describes a scene to his group of friends 
of him beating “the woman” that he may or may not have fantasized. However, 
it doesn’t feel important to know if the event physically took place, because the 
violence is real. The misanthropy at times approaches satire, like when the writer 
visits a conference of noise-sickness experts during his journey. The experts, and 
the writer, lament the inescapable torture of human-generated noise, but also of 
the torture of the “noise of silence” when one is alone. Handke’s critique of people, 
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and of writers in particular for their constant anguish, verges on the comical in its 
severity.
     Yet, the best moments in the book bring philosophical joy. When the writer 
visits Spain and the prehistoric Numancian ruins, he meets a poet who, for once, he 
names “Juan Lagunas.” At the ancient ruins, they enter a discussion about poetry 
versus prose and about the sadness of having lost “a fatherland” or a concrete 
home within the ever-changing borders of central Europe.
     “At one time,” Juan Lagunas then said, “we had a fatherland: we could name 
things. You see, there were names for every moment in life, also for recurring 
moments… but this time is past, never to return; never again will we be able to 
name the days, the twilights, and the dawns…”
     This moment comes from the voice of the “lost poet” Juan, but it ultimately 
stems from Handke’s poetic ability. Perhaps the conversation between “the former 
writer” and “the lost poet” also speaks to Handke and the writer’s aversion to 
names, their aversion to ideas versus concrete observations, and their desire to 
feel belonging in a certain part of Europe. Handke in The Moravian Night seems 
to mourn an imaginary or hoped for Europe and the end of his “former writer’s” 
career. He can only hope to ease the mourning with living in and sharing memories. 
Perhaps the greatest key to peace for the “former writer” also lies in reconciliation. 
He must reconcile with “the woman,” and by extension all women who seem to 
give him endless despair. Above all, he must reconcile with the true nature of the 
ever-changing Europe that he lives in. The Europe of restless borders and identities 
demands constant questioning and re-evaluation in the same flexible manner that 
Handke writes.
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