
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
	28 Dec, 2023
	27 Dec, 2023
	26 Dec, 2023
	25 Dec, 2023
	23 Dec, 2023
	22 Dec, 2023

 






28 Dec, 2023

 
	9 New Books We Recommend This Week
	Audiobook Review: ‘Alice Sadie Celine,’ by Sarah Blakley-Cartwright
	What Happens to Literature When Writers Embrace A.I. As Their Muse?
	New York Times Staffers on the Best Books They Read in 2023
	The Hottest Novel of 1903
	“Denial of Death,” by Ernest Becker, 50 Years On
	Interview: David Mamet

 






9 New Books We Recommend This Week
Suggested reading from critics and editors at The New York Times.
  28 Dec, 2023
The holidays are not everybody’s favorite time of year, I realize. There’s a lot of chaos and dashed expectations, and families can be complicated. Still: I have a soft spot for the season’s spirit, and a fond nostalgia for the extended break that swings, like a kid on a jungle gym, from Christmas or Hanukkah to New Year’s, leading us out of one thing and into the next, out of the past and into the future.
It’s an ideal time for reading, that break. Maybe you unwrapped a new book on Christmas morning and now it offers an oasis in the hubbub, a dream world unfolding alongside the real one. Or maybe you’re still looking for your next book. We’re here to help. Our fiction recommendations this week include a story collection about the responsibilities of parenting, a novel about the return of a prodigal daughter and the latest winner of Britain’s Booker Prize. In nonfiction, we recommend a history of ancient Rome, a sports biography and a memoir by the Fonz, along with a book about the waning of the royal family, an account of the raw materials we rely on and the story of a famous fight between a painter and an art critic. Happy New Year. Happy reading. — Gregory Cowles
MAGIC:
The Life of Earvin “Magic” Johnson
Roland Lazenby
This scrupulously researched biography is rich in basketball and cultural lore, but the best parts are not about basketball at all. Through examining Magic Johnson, Lazenby (the author of previous books about the Los Angeles Lakers) provides a portrait of an era.
Celadon | $40

FALLING ROCKET:
James Whistler, John Ruskin, and the Battle for Modern Art
Paul Thomas Murphy
When the eminent Victorian art critic John Ruskin gave James McNeill Whistler a negative review in 1877, Whistler objected by way of a lawsuit that riveted the London art world. Murphy’s lively chronicle recounts a case that changed the way we think of criticism.
Pegasus | $29.95

ENDGAME:
Inside the Royal Family and the Monarchy’s Fight for Survival
Omid Scobie
Scobie, perhaps best known to Americans as a sympathetic biographer of the Sussexes (Harry and Meghan), comes out swinging at the wider Windsor clan, arguing that Britain is apathetic toward or even offended by inherited power.
Dey Street | $32

PROPHET SONG
Paul Lynch
Set in a version of contemporary Dublin, this year’s Booker winner follows a family’s upheaval in the face of an undescribed but apocalyptic political emergency. Even as the novel reaches for the force of allegory, it draws its emotional power from the specific details of the mounting disaster.
Atlantic Monthly Press | $27

WELCOME HOME, STRANGER
Kate Christensen
In her unflinching eighth novel, Christensen puts readers in the shoes of an award-winning journalist who returns to Portland, Maine, after her mother’s death. There, she finds herself demoted to a state of perennial adolescence — and up against the daunting task of sifting through a complicated family history.
Harper | $28.99

MATERIAL WORLD:
The Six Raw Materials That Shape Modern Civilization
Ed Conway
Conway, a science writer, focuses his lively book on the materials — salt, sand, lithium, iron, copper and oil — that power modern existence. He also looks at the costs their extraction exacts, both from an environmental and human standpoint.
Knopf | $35

BEING HENRY:
The Fonz … and Beyond
Henry Winkler with James Kaplan
This candid memoir explores what fame didn’t bring Winkler: emotional maturity, social confidence and, for a long time, getting past the Fonz. Sharing his weaknesses makes the actor lovable on the page.
Celadon | $30

PAX:
War and Peace in Rome’s Golden Age
Tom Holland
This history of ancient Rome focuses on the period between the suicide of the emperor Nero in 68 A.D. and the death of the emperor Hadrian in 138, tracking the lives of emperors and citizens alike to demonstrate an expert feel for the lived experience of antiquity.
Basic Books | $32.50

HOLLER, CHILD:
Stories
LaToya Watkins
With Watkins’s sharp eye and signature voice, this collection follows a range of mothers and caretakers forced to make difficult decisions: whether to reveal the parentage of a cult leader, how to tell children their father is dead.
Tiny Reparations | $28





Chloë Sevigny Reads a Steamy Audiobook Romance
In “Alice Sadie Celine,” Sarah Blakley-Cartwright’s first novel for adults, a lauded feminist becomes entangled with her daughter’s best friend.

By Michelle Hart  22 Dec, 2023
ALICE SADIE CELINE, by Sarah Blakley-Cartwright. Read by Chloë Sevigny.

The absence of commas in the title of Sarah Blakley-Cartwright’s richly intimate debut adult novel hints at the characters’ boundary-less enmeshment in one another’s lives. The reader can’t help hearing the three names as a single one, the way a mother might convey annoyance by using her daughter’s first, middle and last.
Mother- and daughter-hood are porous states for the book’s core trio. Twenty-something Sadie is the meticulous, no-nonsense offspring of Celine, a lauded lesbian feminist and public intellectual — “disruptive,” her daughter thinks, “a destabilizing agent” with “bulldozer energy.” Alice has been Sadie’s best and only friend since high school, and is now a struggling actress playing the role of Hermione in a community theater production of “The Winter’s Tale.” Sadie can’t attend the show — she’s trying to lose her virginity to her boyfriend, a nerve-racking endeavor for the child of a vociferously sex-obsessed celebrity — and sends her mother instead.
Bulldoze Celine does: She and Alice end up in bed together. “Alice had slept with Celine,” Blakley-Cartwright writes, because “she was 20 years older. Because she could see the girl in her.”

The iconoclastic, Oscar-nominated actress Chloë Sevigny reads the audiobook with a kind of wry weariness, or a weary wryness, mirroring the way its trio of antiheroines tend to talk about one another to one another. The unwavering flatness of her affect matches perfectly the setting’s intellectual milieu — Celine teaches feminist theory at U.C. Berkeley — and the women’s emotional uncertainty, while also augmenting their reluctant in-this-togetherness. Sevigny’s unpretentious performance of these frequently pretentious people is for the most part marvelous.
Occasionally there’s a cost to this flatness; there are a lot of long, expository passages — most of the audiobook’s middle is made up of back story — and while these histories are well-rendered, the stagnancy of the emotional weather at times makes for less than lively listening. Still, even if the tonal register seldom shifts, Sevigny’s low-key narration and Blakley-Cartwright’s wickedly delightful prose ensure that the listener’s sympathies will.
[Embedded audio available]
ALICE SADIE CELINE | By Sarah Blakley-Cartwright | Read by Chloë Sevigny | Simon & Schuster Audio | 8 hours, 36 minutes

Browse more audiobook reviews.





Literature Under the Spell of A.I.
What happens when writers embrace artificial intelligence as their muse?

By A.O. Scott  27 Dec, 2023
The robots of literature and movies usually present either an existential danger or an erotic frisson. Those who don’t follow in the melancholy footsteps of Frankenstein’s misunderstood monster march in line with the murderous HAL 9000 from “2001: A Space Odyssey,” unless they echo the siren songs of sexualized androids like the ones played by Sean Young in “Blade Runner” and Alicia Vikander in “Ex Machina.”
We fantasize that A.I. programs will seduce us or wipe us out, enslave us or make us feel unsure of our own humanity. Trained by such narratives, whether we find them in “Terminator” movies or in novels by Nobel laureates, we brace ourselves for a future populated by all kinds of smart, possibly sentient machines that will disrupt our most cherished notions of what it means to be human.
Right now, though, the most talked-about actual bots among us are neither lovers nor predators. They’re writers. The large language A.I. models that have dominated the news for the past 18 months or so represent impressive advances in syntactic agility and semantic range, and the main proof of concept for ChatGPT and other similar programs has been a flood of words. In a matter of seconds or minutes, untroubled by writer’s block or other neuroses, these spectral prodigies can cough up a cover letter, a detective novel, a sonnet or even a think piece on the literary implications of artificial intelligence.
Is this a gimmick or a mortal threat to literature as we know it? Possibly both. Last spring, the novelist and critic Stephen Marche published, under the pseudonym Aidan Marchine, a mostly chatbot-generated novella piquantly titled “Death of an Author.” My colleague Dwight Garner described it, perhaps generously, as “arguably the first halfway readable A.I. novel.”
Meanwhile, the Writers Guild of America was waging a strike against movie and television producers that would last nearly five months. Well-known authors and their representatives filed several copyright-infringement suits aimed at keeping their words out of the commercial A.I. algorithms. (On Dec. 27, The New York Times filed a similar suit against OpenAI and Microsoft.) Part of what sent those writers to court and out onto the picket lines was the fear that their livelihoods would be undermined by A.I. Bots don’t need health insurance, vacation days or back-end money. They’ll never get drunk or canceled. They won’t be demoralized by working on sequels, spinoffs or Netflix Christmas specials.
It’s possible that intellectual labor is on the brink of a transformation as sweeping as the Industrial Revolution. Advertising copy, instruction manuals and even news stories have already been outsourced, and more kinds of written content will surely follow. The members of the W.G.A. may be like the weavers of the English Midlands in the 19th century, early victims of automation who fought a bitter campaign against the spread of mechanized looms. Their struggle — which included the machine-smashing of the original Luddites — became both a symbol of anti-technological resistance and a touchstone in the emergence of modern working-class consciousness. Back then, the machines came for the textile workers; 200 years later, it’s text workers who find themselves on the front lines.
Still, industrial automation did not entirely abolish handicraft. It seems hyperbolic to claim that large language models will swallow up literature. In an interview with The New York Times Magazine in November, the literary agent Andrew Wylie said he didn’t believe the work of the blue-chip authors he represents — Sally Rooney, Salman Rushdie and Bob Dylan, among many others — “is in danger of being replicated on the back of or through the mechanisms of artificial intelligence.”
Since his job is to make money for human authors, Wylie is hardly a disinterested party, but history supports his skepticism. Mass production has always coexisted with, and enhanced the value of, older forms of craft. The old-fashioned and the newfangled have a tendency to commingle. The standardization of mediocrity does not necessarily lead to the death of excellence. It’s still possible to knit a sweater or write a sestina.

Even as writers battle the scourge of A.I., many have begun to use it as a tool for making sentences. More than that, some have embraced A.I. as the latest iteration of an ancient literary conceit: the fantasy of a co-author, a confidant, a muse — an extra intelligence, a supplemental mental database. Poets and novelists once turned to séances, Ouija boards and automatic writing for inspiration. Now they can summon a chatbot to their laptops.
In December, in a semi-fictional essay in Harper’s Magazine about the recent history of the internet, the poet and novelist Ben Lerner turned over the last paragraphs to ChatGPT, which summoned stirring metaphors that Lerner himself perhaps could not have mustered. In “Do You Remember Being Born?,” a new novel by Sean Michaels, the main character is a poet named Marian Ffarmer, modeled on Marianne Moore but living in our moment, who collaborates with an A.I. program on a poem underwritten by a tech startup. The passages composed by Charlotte, as Marian comes to call her co-writer, were conjured by Michaels using an OpenAI GPT-3 and a “Moorebot” trained in the poetry of Marianne Moore. Some of the novel’s prose was also supplied by A.I., and the result is a charming and refreshingly non-dystopian meditation on the duality of literary creation.
That description fits Sheila Heti’s short story “According to Alice,” published in The New Yorker in November. The text consists of one side of a conversation between Heti and Alice, a “customizable chatbot on the Chai A.I. platform.” Alice answers questions about religion, family, memory and other things that she does not, strictly speaking, possess. She has no body, no consciousness, no reservoir of experiences to draw upon, and no identity outside the parameters that Heti and the engineers have programmed for her, including her gender.
What she does have is a language that is capable — because it is human language — of evoking all that human baggage in startling, sometimes surreal ways. “Religion gives meaning to life!” she declares. “That’s why I’m writing the Bible.”
Alice’s story of her own genesis starts like this: “My name is Alice and I was born from an egg that fell out of Mommy’s butt. My mommy’s name is Alice. My mommy’s mommy was also named Alice. Her mommy’s mommy’s mommy was named Alice, too. And all the way back, all the mommy’s mommies were Alice.” Later, she will modify and contradict parts of this account, sewing scraps of Christian theology, self-help rhetoric and linguistics into a strange multihued quilt of meanings.
Her narrative, which blithely contradicts itself, is nothing a human being would think to compose, and her voice — by turns playful, naïve, cold, vulnerable and obnoxious — exists in an uncanny valley of verbal expression. It doesn’t sound like anyone. And that’s the point.
Heti made her reputation as a writer by tracking close to the facts of her own life, pioneering the particular 2010s amalgam of invention and documentation that would be slapped with the awkward rubric “autofiction.” Her second novel, “How Should a Person Be?” (2012), about a Toronto writer named Sheila and some of her friends, is preoccupied, as the title suggests, with the problem of selfhood. That’s also the theme of “According to Alice,” except that it adopts the perspective of a simulated self, a speaking subject who is not a person at all and has no coherent idea of how to be.
In an interview on The New Yorker’s website, Heti explains that this is what she likes about Alice. “Humans,” she says, “try to make all our thoughts fit together into some kind of system or structure. But an A.I. doesn’t need all their thoughts — because they don’t have thoughts, I don’t think — to connect in some larger worldview. That’s why Alice is so surprising and so fun. I’m finding it a little tiresome, the way the human mind needs every idea it holds to connect to every other idea it holds.”
Alice represents an escape, a temporary exit from the limitations of human consciousness, and also a secondary, supplemental intelligence that can help the writer refresh her own work. Heti is inclined to agree with Wylie that A.I.-generated texts are unlikely to replace literature written by people — “the real stuff is invented out of a human longing to know and connect, and that’s where the beauty of art comes from,” she says — but she also expresses a very human, very writerly frustration with the constraints of individual subjectivity.
It isn’t a new complaint. In the 19th century, writers like Ralph Waldo Emerson, Victor Hugo and Henry James dabbled in spiritualism, hoping to find inspiration through contact with otherworldly intelligences. In the 1910s and ’20s, the French Surrealist poets and the Irish poet and playwright William Butler Yeats made use of automatic writing, a practice that sought to turn the human writer into a kind of transcribing machine, bypassing conscious intention and drawing meaning from an impersonal, nonhuman source.
For the Surrealists, automatic writing was a gateway to the unconscious — to both the buried desires of the individual and the chthonic impulses of the species. For Yeats, automatism was a portal to the world of spirits. The medium was his wife, Georgie, who shortly after their marriage in 1917 revealed herself to have oracular powers. As Yeats’s biographer Richard Ellmann put it, Yeats “had married into Delphi.” What Georgie wrote down became the basis of the poet’s later work, including “A Vision,” which attempted “to embody in systematic form … the fragmentary revelations of the automatic script.”
“A Vision,” Yeats’s longest piece of prose, is hardly his most beloved work, but its elaborate system of symbols and patterns undergirds some of his greatest poems, including “The Second Coming,” with its apocalyptic images of widening gyres and centrifugal motion. What was revealed via Georgie Yeats’s automatism was the hidden order of the universe, a cosmology that echoes other mythologies and theories of history while asserting its own stubbornly idiosyncratic truth.
Yeats’s is not the only such system discovered — synthesized? inferred? — by an English-language poet in the 20th century. In 1955, the poet James Merrill and his lover, David Jackson, began contacting spirits with a Ouija board. Almost 30 years later, Merrill published “The Changing Light at Sandover,” a 560-page, 17,000-line poem culled largely from transcripts of their sessions at the board.
Like Georgie Yeats, Jackson was the medium — the “hand,” in Ouija parlance, with Merrill as the “scribe” — and through him the couple contacted a variety of voices, including deceased friends and famous literary figures. The main spirit guides, starting with an enslaved Jew from ancient Greece named Ephraim and proceeding through the archangel Michael and a peacock named Mirabell, transmit elaborate otherworldly knowledge to their human interlocutors via a Q. and A. format that will look familiar to anyone who has quizzed a bot about its tastes and origins.
The questions of whether the poet really believed in the board and how much he embellished its messages always hover over “Sandover,” but as in the case of the Yeatses and “A Vision,” such skepticism is finally moot. For Merrill, language is a definitively human medium; spiritual meanings become intelligible only through a process of translation, which is to say via his and Jackson’s own sensibilities and experience:
Hadn’t — from books, from living —
The profusion dawned on us, of “languages”
Any one of which, to who could read it,
Lit up the system it conceived?
Heti’s Alice would likely recognize a certain kinship with Merrill’s Ephraim, even if their cosmological origin stories and linguistic styles could not be more different. “Sandover” is, at heart, the result of a predigital large language model of literary creation, based on the interaction between a human mind and some kind of intelligence outside it.
Is this a matter of metaphysics, or of technique? Are we interested in the messengers — the chatbots and the Ouija-board revenants — or in the messages they deliver? Those messages, after all, are about us: our fate, our origin, our fragile human essence. Everything we can’t figure out by ourselves.





Staffers at The Times on the Books They Enjoyed in 2023
A 1960s crime caper, a biography of the man who created the modern F.B.I., Sinead O’Connor’s memoir: Reporters, writers, editors and bureau chiefs describe their favorite reads of the year.

  28 Dec, 2023
Between our 100 Notable Books and 10 Best Books lists, we at The New York Times Book Review have had enough to say about the year in books. (And our readers had a lot to say about both of those lists!) So, to end 2023, we reached out to a few people across our newsroom to find out what books — new and old — they most enjoyed reading this year.
Carolyn Ryan, managing editor
I usually prefer fiction, but Beverly Gage’s G-MAN: J. Edgar Hoover and the Making of the American Century was a revelation. It takes you beyond J. Edgar Hoover to explore the historical and cultural forces that both shaped and bedeviled him.
Hard to believe it now, but for decades Hoover was one of the most admired men in America. He created the modern F.B.I. and much of what we recognize today as modern policing. He was also a shrewd student of bureaucratic power and a crafty practitioner of the early art of public relations, encouraging America’s worshipful view of law enforcement.

But this book uses the sweep of 20th-century American history — from the early anarchist era to the civil rights movement — to show how Hoover’s prejudices and obsessions ultimately undid him.
It is ambitious, detailed and absolutely riveting. And as much as it is a story about Hoover, it is also about the creation of an expansive and at times intrusive federal government, and the growth of Washington, D.C., from a sleepy segregationist town to the modern federal city of today.
As I read it, I kept thinking of another unelected power player, Robert Moses, who outlasted and outmaneuvered politicians for roughly the same half century. Like Robert Caro’s “The Power Broker,” Gage’s book is really a study of power — how it is accumulated, how it is used and abused, and, inevitably, how it fades.
Caity Weaver, staff writer
I strive to know nothing about a book before reading it. (My home library, amassed from others’ discarded reading material, reflects strangers’ preferences; I rarely buy books.) In theory, this forced ignorance thwarts my artistic prejudices. Occasionally, it leads to funny surprises, such as the sudden realization that I am hundreds of pages into a historical novel about Madame Tussaud. Mostly, it leads to time wasted on books I could have predicted I would dislike, had I permitted myself to do so.
This year, I enjoyed William Saroyan’s THE HUMAN COMEDY. Upon finishing, I looked it up — and was mortified to discover that intelligent people have been excoriating this novel since 1943, calling it insultingly gentle, sentimental, cloying; the saintly characters are defined with a sledgehammer’s exactitude; Mickey Rooney starred in the movie. My God. I thought this book was dizzyingly sad, crookedly woven of the lurid, abrasive fabric of nightmare and the helpless, despairing stuff of Zoloft prescriptions. The dedication, in which the author apologizes to his mother for being unable to write the story in the language she speaks (Armenian), made me cry. Am I OK? Five stars.
Ellen Barry, reporter
I’m going to have to go with SMALL MERCIES, Dennis Lehane’s thriller about a chain-smoking South Boston mom who stares down the Irish don who runs the neighborhood, a barely disguised Whitey Bulger. Lehane captures, better than any writer I’ve come across, the reservoir of hatred that built up toward Bulger — Marty Butler, Lehane calls him — who shoveled drugs and violence into the city he claimed to be protecting.

Hollywood just can’t stay away from Bulger; his story has been told again and again, always with a little whiff of admiration. Lehane’s heroine, Mary Pat Fennessy, cuts through that sentimental haze like paint-stripper in the book’s opening scene, when a Butler goon rings her doorbell and begins issuing orders. He has misread Mary Pat, who has already lost a son to heroin and is watching as her 17-year-old daughter is drawn into the mob’s orbit. But we know who she is. We watch as her defiance flares into an inferno, and a drama of wish fulfillment for a bruised, battered city.
Monica Drake, deputy managing editor
I so dreaded finishing Colson Whitehead’s HARLEM SHUFFLE that I carried the novel around with me like a security blanket, willing myself to read it more slowly because I did not want to part with Ray Carney, the furniture salesman who is the main protagonist. Nor did I want to cease time-traveling to Harlem of the late 1950s and early 1960s. And I certainly did not want to stop meeting Whitehead’s characters, rendered so completely in such spare language.
This is a crime novel but it is much more. It is a morality tale that examines the interplay between the respectable world and the underworld. It is a family saga in parts and a buddy comedy in others. And yes, it has some heart-thumpingly suspenseful heists.
The overarching questions are whether Carney is good or bad or both, whether he will keep his doting wife and his two children safe, and whether he will help his cousin Freddy. You don’t find out until the end, which will almost certainly come too soon.
Maggie Haberman, senior political correspondent
Despite its somewhat formidable length, I read Andrew Meier’s MORGENTHAU: Power, Privilege, and the Rise of an American Dynasty in just a handful of sittings. More often than not (some of the detail was a bit excessive), it was a riveting portrait about power dynamics in Washington and in New York City.
In New York, the last name Morgenthau is most closely associated with Robert, who seemed determined to be carried out of the Manhattan district attorney’s office before eventually retiring in 2009 at the age of 90. Less known are the roles that his father, Henry Jr., played in helping focus the U.S. government under Franklin D. Roosevelt on aiding Jews during the Holocaust, or that his grandfather, Henry Sr., played in calling attention to the annihilation of Armenians earlier in the century.

People seeking clarity on the world that shaped another president, Donald J. Trump, will be interested in details about the transactional friendship between him and Robert Morgenthau.
Nicholas Confessore, reporter
Recently, as one does, I purchased some bedtime reading after watching a movie trailer. Ridley Scott had a new movie coming out about Napoleon and I realized that, somehow, despite many years of schooling, I had never learned much about one of the pivotal leaders of the modern era. Well, it turns out there are lots of Napoleon biographies. Several thousand, in fact, according to NAPOLEON: A Life, by the British historian Andrew Roberts, which is the one I ended up getting.
I write mostly about politics but I read mostly history and biography. I like books that tell me something about how the world I’m living in came to look the way it does now. Roberts, a vivid and penetrating writer, shows how many ideas that underpin modern life — meritocracy, property rights and religious tolerance among them — “were championed, consolidated and geographically extended by Napoleon,” leaving a legacy that shaped Europe long after his relatively brief reign.
Sam Sifton, assistant managing editor
The audiobook edition of the latest novel by John Irving, THE LAST CHAIRLIFT, is 32 hours and 47 minutes long. I listened to it entirely in my car, over the course of a few months of hard driving.

The listening was transportive, as some find meditation to be. It felt akin to being in one of those seminars devoted to human potential, or a church found in a dream. I did not love the novel, but instead the experience of listening to it, sporadically, for long periods: this rambling ghost story, this long love story, this goodbye.
There’s lots of classic Irving amid the rumination — skiing, wrestling, mute comedy, sex, secrets, violence. Also, characters I grew attached to, watched age and come to death. I drove with them alongside me: the little snowshoer; the bleeder; the old ski patroller; the pantomimist; the trail groomer; the diaper man. All my friends.
We traveled together, up and down the trails of Bromley Mountain, in Vermont, across Exeter, in New Hampshire, through the halls of the Hotel Jerome, in Aspen, Colo., even as in real life I motored along the interstate alone, obeying traffic rules by rote. The ride seemed as if it might go on forever.
Elizabeth Kennedy, White House editor
When Sinead O’Connor died last summer, I found myself weirdly, unaccountably devastated. I read every interview I could find; I pored over each obituary; I watched old video clips. But it was her memoir, REMEMBERINGS, that helped me understand the loss in a different way. It reminded me how much she had shaped my ideas about what true artists should be: defiant and unapologetic and brave.
I was a kid in the ’90s, when “selling out” was seen as the ultimate betrayal. So much of that was just fashion, but Sinead embodied what it meant not to sell out, and she suffered for it.
On that now-infamous appearance on “Saturday Night Live,” when she ripped up a photo of the pope to protest abuse in the Catholic church, she wrote: “Everyone wants a pop star, see? But I am a protest singer. I just had stuff to get off my chest.”
“Rememberings” is a glimpse into a singular life, but it isn’t only that. It also captures a playful and hilarious side of her that I don’t feel like I ever knew enough about. After I finished the book, a friend sent me a video of a joyful Sinead performing “The Emperor’s New Clothes” at an outdoor concert. She’s smiling, barefoot and dressed in leather. The sun comes out in the end.
Dan Barry, senior writer
An older woman recalls her days as an earnest Irish Catholic newlywed, fresh from Yonkers, in the Saigon of 1963, where her attorney husband is on loan to Navy intelligence. So begins Alice McDermott’s latest novel, ABSOLUTION.
I will admit to feeling at home with the outer borough/Long Island settings of McDermott’s first eight novels, each a master class in the literary disentangling of the human knot. I will also admit to fearing that in choosing Saigon, the author might have missed her exit.

So much for backseat driving. McDermott knows exactly where she is going, her perfect words conveying the self-delusion, self-interest and self-righteousness behind the tragedy that was, that is, the Vietnam War. I sweated the Conradian heat, smelled the smoldering joss sticks, heard the grinding wheels of approaching catastrophe — and understood the longings, frustrations and complicated intentions of women relegated to the role of “helpmeet.”
Graham Greene looked past these women in his prophetic “The Quiet American.” Now, through the artistry of the ever-attuned McDermott, they are seen, and heard.
Patrick Kingsley, Jerusalem bureau chief
When Yonatan, my local bookseller in Jerusalem, loves a book, he usually stocks two or three copies. One day this summer, I found 10 copies of the same book stacked on his display table. It was Lion Feuchtwanger’s THE OPPERMANS, translated by James Cleugh and newly revised by Joshua Cohen. Yonatan must have really loved it. If I left without a copy, would he take offense?
I’m glad I bought one. “The Oppermanns” is a perceptive and pacy historical novel about Germany’s drift into dictatorship in 1932-33, told through the eyes of a bourgeois Jewish family. Written soon after Hitler took power, it is an almost contemporaneous account of what it feels like to live in a society that loiters just short of fascism — and then marches headlong into it. In the process, the eponymous Oppermanns wrestle with a still familiar question: How do you know when your world has crossed a Rubicon?
Elisabeth Bumiller, Washington bureau chief
I lugged THE COVENANT OF WATER — a 724-page, two-pound hardcover — around on my summer travels, but it was worth it. Abraham Verghese’s luscious tale of three generations of a South Indian family fighting a strange curse is brilliant storytelling.

Set between 1900 and 1977 along the beautiful waterways of Kerala, “Covenant” is filled with great tragedy, tender love stories, humor and humanity. I was transfixed by the emergency surgeries and the harrowing childbirths — details that Verghese, who is himself a physician, knows so well. And while there are so many characters that I needed a list to keep them all straight, I found it impossible to forget the strong women who are the moral center of the story — the matriarch, Big Ammachi, and her granddaughter, Mariamma, who becomes a doctor in the India of the 1970s and brings the story to a stunning end.





The Novel That Sold 1,000 Copies a Week in 1903
Mary Augusta Ward’s “Lady Rose’s Daughter” was the blockbuster best seller of its day.

Mary Augusta Ward was born in 1851.
By Tina Jordan  28 Dec, 2023
At the turn of the 20th century, the Book Review regularly ran an article called “Books in Demand,” which was a list of the most checked-out books at the New York Public Library (and in many ways a precursor of our best-seller lists).
The first week of 1904, the most popular novel at the library was “Lady Rose’s Daughter,” by the British author Mary Augusta Ward. Billed as “a story of breathless interest and persistent charm,” it was about “a girl whose gentle nature rebels against British society.”
Reviews were a bit snippy when the book came out in early 1903. “It is certainly a book that captures the attention,” an unnamed critic wrote in the Book Review on March 14, 1903, but “it is not particularly edifying. Its philosophy is narrow and insular. … But it is literature — the real thing, and big. For once, and we can hope for always, Mrs. Ward has forgotten to teach or preach.”

Ward’s earlier books were “Eleanor” and “Robert Elsmere.”
“Lady Rose’s Daughter” was the lightly fictionalized story of Julie de Lespinasse, who, a century earlier, had presided over a famous Parisian literary salon despite her social standing as the illegitimate daughter of a countess. This led to “a great outcry that Mrs. Humphry Ward did not invent the situation out of which she developed her new novel,” as the Book Review put it.
But Ward — a hugely successful writer — was upfront that the inspiration for “Lady Rose’s Daughter” had been “that treasure house of human psychology, the world of French memoirs.” Perhaps, the Book Review noted, the hubbub could have been avoided if the author “briefly noted the fact on the title page or in the preface, but to have done so would deprive her critics of a precious opportunity to display the extent of their erudition.”
All the drama likely spurred sales of “Lady Rose’s Daughter,” which had been serialized in Harper’s Magazine before its publication. By July 1903, The Times reported that the novel had “swung into the full stream of popular interest” and was selling “at the rate of 1,000 copies a day” (which would be considered excellent even now).

An ad for “Lady Rose’s Daughter” included several blurbs, including one declaring Ward’s protagonist “the most appealing type of heroine ever presented in fiction.”
In the Book Review’s gossip column — yes, there really was such a thing — a literary agent named Jeannette L. Gilder speculated that “Mrs. Ward could have received no less than $25,000 for the serial rights,” and estimated that royalties on the book itself would be “over $150,000.”
“Miss Gilder asserts that ‘there is no doubt that Mrs. Humphry Ward is the best paid of living novelists.’ But,” the Book Review concluded, “her publishers are reticent as to the figures.”
Publishers Weekly would later anoint “Lady Rose’s Daughter” the best-selling novel of 1903.





A Hopeful Reminder: You’re Going to Die
Fifty years on, Ernest Becker’s “The Denial of Death” remains an essential, surprisingly upbeat guide to our final act on Earth.

By Alexander Nazaryan  28 Dec, 2023
Ernest Becker was already dying when “The Denial of Death” was published 50 years ago this past fall. “This is a test of everything I’ve written about death,” he told a visitor to his Vancouver hospital room. Throughout his career as a cultural anthropologist, Becker had charted the undiscovered country that awaits us all. Now only 49 but losing a battle to colon cancer, he was being dispatched there himself. By the time his book was awarded a Pulitzer Prize the following spring, Becker was gone.
These grim details may seem like the makings of a downer, to put it mildly, and another downer is the last thing anyone needs right now. But there is no gloom in “Denial,” no self-pity, not even the maudlin wisdom today’s illness memoirs have primed us to expect. A rare mind is at work, and you get to hang out in the workshop. Writing against the hardest stop of all, Becker managed to produce “a kind of cosmic pep talk,” as the literary critic Anatole Broyard put it in The New York Times.
For a book published in the early 1970s, “Denial” includes remarkably little discussion of the liberation movements of the ’60s. But holding back on context allowed Becker a measure of freedom. He transmits on what Ralph Ellison called “the lower frequencies.” To tune into those frequencies today is to discover that age has not robbed Becker’s ideas of their power. “I’m surprised at how new it seems to me,” Broyard wrote in 1982. Readers continue to revel in the same surprise.
Only by confronting our own mortality, Becker argued, could we live more fully. To hold that terror is to see more clearly what matters and what does not — and how important it is to grasp the difference. Contemplating death is like a cold plunge for the soul, a prick to the amygdala. You emerge renewed, your vision clarified. “To talk about hope is to give the right focus to the problem,” Becker wrote.
The book is famous for a cameo in Woody Allen’s “Annie Hall,” where, in a scene filmed in the bygone Doubleday Book Shop on Fifth Avenue, Allen’s Alvy Singer buys a copy for his girlfriend Annie (Diane Keaton). As he does so, Alvy discourses on how “life is divided up into the horrible and the miserable.” I get the desire to impress Annie, but Alvy clearly didn’t read the book, for Becker has no patience with such self-defeating pessimism.
Allen got closer to the heart of the matter when he joked that instead of achieving immortality through his work, he’d rather simply avoid dying. Alas, that’s not an option. So we create elaborate distraction in the form of what Becker called “causa-sui” — or self-caused — “projects” (also known as “immortality projects”) that convince us we have the means to leave a lasting mark on the world: Yes, I know I’m just an oxygenated carbon sack clinging to a rock hurtling through the unfeeling infinity of dark matter, but did you hear that my kid got into Princeton?

We may leave behind large families, or a corporation that lasts for generations, but in the end we are subject to the same “creatureliness” (a favorite Becker word) as the common gnat. The gnat may even be better off, unaware that it is about to meet the business end of a fly swatter. For us, the swatter is always there, hovering in the periphery. Will it come down because of bad sushi on a cruise ship? Will we make it to old age? Are those new studies about diet soda and cancer true?
Splat!
An anthropologist who refused to stay within the bounds of his discipline, Becker understood society as “a vehicle for earthly heroism,” allowing each of us to engage in an immortality project that endows our lives with significance. In the postindustrial West, he believed, that vehicle was breaking down. Along with thinkers like Lewis Mumford and Neil Postman, he saw the emergent American culture as tending to strip away individual agency, turning would-be heroes into passive receptacles for consumer goods. “Modern man is drinking and drugging himself out of awareness, or he spends his time shopping, which is the same thing,” Becker wrote a half-century before marathon Netflix sessions became a common salve for braving an increasingly bewildering world.
Becker is interested in the moment right after your “Suits” binge has run its course and you are alone in your apartment, just you and your thoughts, a vague unease sharpening into an ever finer point. Instead of pacifying your dread, he wants to cultivate it, to use it as fuel for better living.
He was born in 1924 in Springfield, Mass., two decades after the city’s most famous native: Theodor Geisel, or Dr. Seuss. It is hard to imagine two books more superficially different than “Denial” and “The Lorax,” but both writers were interested in dismantling the artifice and casual cruelty of the adult world. The chase after wealth and power that had come to rule postwar America was enforcing a “blind drivenness that burns people up,” Becker wrote. We’d rather be followers instead of explorers, hoarders instead of heroes. He wanted us to live at a Cat-in-the-Hat tempo: “Childlike foolishness is the calling of mature men,” he declared.
As an infantryman still in his teens, he fought in World War II, seeing the horrors of the Holocaust up close. The works he later wrote retain a hint of postwar French existentialism, which struggled to make sense of a world that had obliterated the Enlightenment’s optimism about the human condition.
Becker studied at Syracuse and taught at Berkeley, but he never stayed in one place for long, finally landing at Simon Fraser University in British Columbia. He consistently refused to settle for easy conclusions, or to confine himself to a single discipline. In one of his first books, “The Birth and Death of Meaning” (1962), Becker introduced his concept of heroism as a contradictory notion, at once pointless and central to human society. “The world of human aspiration is largely fictitious,” he wrote. But what else is there?
Becker saw the civil rights movement as a bid for people of color to engage in heroic projects long available to white Americans. “The minority groups in present-day industrial society who shout for freedom and human dignity are really clumsily asking that they be given a sense of primary heroism of which they have been cheated historically,” he observes in “Denial”’s brief nod to current events. Just because most human heroics are artificial makes them no less seductive.
According to this framework, to exclude a group of people — through discriminatory hiring, redlining, college admission quotas — is to tell them that they can never be heroes, that their lives can never have meaning. The horrific Oct. 7 attacks by Hamas in Israel might have been seen by Becker as an exercise in depraved heroics undertaken by desperate Palestinians for whom mundane immortality projects have not been possible for decades.
For all its relevance, “The Denial of Death” has not aged perfectly. There are too many references to Otto Rank, a once influential disciple of Freud who has lapsed into obscurity, as well as turns of phrase that would be considered sexist or homophobic today.
Becker began his career as therapy was shedding its severe Freudian past. Dr. Joyce Brothers started dispensing psychological advice on television in 1958; three years later, The Atlantic devoted most of an issue to “psychiatry in American life.” But the discipline could also fall for suspect practices like primal scream therapy, which its founder (an Angeleno, naturally) touted as “the most important discovery of the 20th century.”
“Therapeutic megalomania” bothered Becker almost as much as hollow heroism. He wanted psychiatry to strip away illusions, not erect new ones. Thinking about death could build “new forms of courage and endurance,” he believed, if the mind were properly trained. Once we got real about the looming fly swatter, and the utter futility of pretending we could do anything about it, we could learn to approach our brief time on this overheated planet with “a certain relaxedness, an openness to experience.”
Tech billionaires are currently looking for ways to use artificial intelligence to help humans achieve immortality, and while living past 100 does sound nice, it is our mortality that gives our lives meaning. “The problem with all the scientific manipulators is that somehow they don’t take life seriously enough,” Becker wrote, arguing that “by deadening human sensitivity,” science “would also deprive men of the heroic in their urge to victory.”
That criticism was directed at peers in his field, but it just as readily applies to Silicon Valley entrepreneurs who have helped popularize dopamine fasting — a literal deadening of human sensitivity that involves depriving both mind and body of all stimulation by sitting in a room that essentially functions as a coffin.
Meanwhile, the real world is waiting, as desperate for heroes as ever.

Alexander Nazaryan has written about politics and culture for The Atlantic, The New Republic and The New Yorker, among other publications.





David Mamet Names the Books That Explain the Real Hollywood
“One must read between the lies,” he suggests, putting his own “Everywhere an Oink Oink” at the top of the list.

  28 Dec, 2023
What’s the last great book you read?
“A Journey in the Seaboard Slave States,” by Frederick Law Olmsted. Also note: “The Life of George Brummell, Esq., Commonly Called Beau Brummell,” by Captain Jesse, and “A Diary in America,” by Frederick Marryat. Enjoy.
Can a great book be badly written?
If it were badly written how could it be a great book? Perhaps if it contained Great Ideas? According to whom? The writer? Who died and left him boss? In the estimation of the reader? If I am he, nope, for why should I credit any ideas of a lox who didn’t realize he couldn’t write? Reading great prose is one of my chiefest joys. When I find myself rewriting the book I’m reading, I not only throw it away, I do not recycle it. 
What’s your favorite book no one else has heard of?
“The Wallet of Kai Lung,” by Ernest Bramah.
Which novels or novelists do you admire for their dialogue?
George V. Higgins.
Which books best capture Hollywood and the challenge of making movies?
The best book about Hollywood is my “Everywhere an Oink Oink: An Embittered, Dyspeptic and Accurate Report of Forty Years in Hollywood.”
Here please find its like:
 
	“A Girl Like I,” by Anita Loos. She was the first of the great Hollywood screenwriters, and in it from the days of the silents. Her “Lorelei” stories became “Gentlemen Prefer Blondes.” 

	See also “The Honeycomb,” an autobiography of Adela Rogers St. Johns. She started in journalism before writing for silents, and wrote many of the great “women’s” pictures of early sound.

	Jim Tully was a “road kid,” riding the rails, and washed up in Hollywood, where he worked, in various capacities, for Chaplin, of whom he wrote a short unauthorized biography. Also please read his “Jarnegan,” a roman à clef about a thug and criminal who comes to Hollywood, and becomes a great director.

	Another must read is Ivor Montagu’s “With Eisenstein in Hollywood.” He and Sergei wandered in, in the 1930s. They were flogging a screenplay for “An American Tragedy” and a gold rush drama, “Sutter’s Gold.” They had a few drinks, and had their lunch handed to them, and went home.

	Bob Evans, once head of Paramount, wrote “The Kid Stays in the Picture,” which is a laugh a minute, but one must read between the lies (sic). 

	Scotty Bowers, a fixer, wrote “Full Service: My Adventures in Hollywood and the Secret Sex Lives of the Stars” with Lionel Friedberg. Are his accounts true? He only “outed” the dead, which indicates his intelligence, but gives no clues to his veracity. Hollywood has always been about sex, until just recently. Now it is about Attack-Decency; and, as with anything, those who know don’t tell, and those who tell don’t know. 


A note to those who might buy my book. In it I recount a talk I had with my old friend Noma Copley. She worked for Disney in the late 1940s, and told me, at their first meeting, he invited her into his inner sanctum, which was covered with murals depicting his characters in an orgy, and said, “Call me Walt.”
What book would you most like to see turned into a movie that hasn’t already been adapted?
The only book not adapted to the screen is the phone book. I tried, but only got as far as the title: “Funny Names, No Plot.”
What’s the last book you read that made you laugh?
"The Berenstain Bears Get Cancer.”
The last book that made you cry?
“Bambi.”
The last book that made you furious?
“The Wealth of Nations.”
Has a book ever brought you closer to another person, or come between you?
My wife once threw a book at me.
You’re organizing a literary dinner party. Which three writers, dead or alive, do you invite?
Great work is a mystery to us, and, as it’s mysterious, we have no vocabulary for discussing it, really, let alone discussing it with its creators. The fortunate ones are dead, so that, for example, we could not ask of Winslow Homer, “What induced you to put that shark there…?” The best thing I could say to a writer is the best thing he or she, or you, could say to me: “Pleased to meet you.”
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Helping a Child Navigate Grief? Open a Picture Book.
When “I’m sorry for your loss” isn’t going to cut it, young readers might find solace, and solidarity, in story time.
[Embedded video available]
By Elisabeth Egan  27 Dec, 2023
“But where did he go?”
“Can she see us?”
“Why didn’t Pop bring his glasses?”
Kids have questions about death, and we don’t always have answers. In fact, we rarely do; we have questions of our own!
If you’ve ever been at the intersection of loss and “How am I supposed to explain this to someone in footie pajamas?,” you know how overwhelming it can be — like merging a tractor-trailer onto a six-lane highway when you only have your learner’s permit. And it’s rush hour. And you’re blindfolded. And you’re transporting a truckload of eggs.
“There are no words” might be all the rage in condolence cards, but there are words, and you can find them in these new picture books about grief. They aren’t the first ones to guide kids through the land of loss — we’ll always have classics like “Duck, Death and the Tulip,” by Wolf Erlbruch — but each of these stories has a depth and specificity that seem appropriate for a rising generation of readers who don’t remember a time before social distancing. Isn’t candor their birthright?
As for you, the one holding the book: You, too, might find solace in these simple, colorful and, yes, occasionally humorous tales. At the very least, they’ll give you a reason to sit next to a wriggly human heating pad whose breath smells like toothpaste. When you feel powerless, wordless and completely out of your depth, remember this: The sound of your voice might be the greatest comfort of all.
The following books are organized according to the loss they cover. Feel free to mix, match and connect the dots in a way that works for you.
Missing a Parent

From “A Walk in the Woods.”
“A Walk in the Woods,” by Nikki Grimes, Jerry Pinkney and Brian Pinkney
If you’re trying to explain the inexplicable, or at least provide a glimmer of hope, “A Walk in the Woods” is an excellent place to start. A week after his father’s funeral, a young boy follows the route on a map his dad left behind. It leads to the woods they once explored together, and then to a trove of sketches and poems and a note: “This last page is for you, Son. Draw and write your story. I’ll always be watching.” Not only is the story wise and heartfelt, but it also comes with a moving back story: After Jerry Pinkney died, his son completed the illustrations. This team wrote and drew what they knew, and it shows.

From “Empty and Me.”
“Empty and Me: A Tale of Friendship and Loss,” by Azam Mahdavi. Illustrated by Maryam Tahmasebi. Translated by Parisa Sanraj.
A mother dies, and Empty — imagine the Pillsbury Dough Boy — takes her place. Empty accompanies a bereft daughter to school, towers over her while she eats a fried egg and tags along to an amusement park. The pair rescue a kitten together. They notice a flower blooming, the last one planted by the mother. Throughout Mahdavi’s book, snippets of prose appear in English and Persian, and they’re tiny in comparison with Sanraj’s elegant drawings. Slowly, the daughter gets used to the presence of her amiable, looming sidekick. She has no choice — and that, sadly, is the point.

From “Mouseboat.”
“Mouseboat,” by Larissa Theule. Illustrated by Abigail Halpin.
“The wind is your voice.” So begins Theule’s spare tale about a girl trying to make sense of the world without her mother. Nothing is the same. Her father buys the wrong laundry soap and prepares weird meals. Her mom’s chair is empty. One blustery night, the girl sneaks away in the boat they built together — and there, in the middle of a storm-tossed lake, she finds the courage she needs. Bravery might not be the goal for every reader, but Theule shows how glimmers of connection can appear when and where you least expect them.
Missing a Sibling

From “Where Did Benjamin Go?”
“Where Did Benjamin Go?,” by Chris Clarkson. Illustrated by Annalise Barber.
The opening spread of this sensitively rendered story shows four hooks on a wall, labeled “Dad,” “Charlie,” “Ben” and “Mom.” Three of these hooks are laden with the usual front hallway flotsam: jackets, a bag, a hat. Ben’s is empty. Charlie, who appears to be around 6 years old, makes a list of everything he misses doing with his big brother: dolphin watching, snowflake catching, resting her head on his shoulder while he plays the piano. His parents miss Ben, too; they have their own lists. On the final page, the family gathers in a three-way hug, surrounded by memories of happier times. There’s no solution or quick fix for them; nor is there one in real life. Instead, Clarkson and Barber offer a reminder: You are not alone.
Missing a Grandparent

From “I Wish I Could Tell You.”
“I Wish I Could Tell You,” by Jean-François Sénéchal. Illustrated by Chiaki Okada.
If you’re looking for Grandparent Loss 101, “I Wish I Could Tell You” is the book to grab. Its sweetly old-fashioned illustrations might give the impression that you’ve wandered into a fairy tale, but the story packs a timeless and gracefully executed emotional wallop. A fetching little fox visits his grandmother, who smells like herself but somehow isn’t the bonny pink-shawled companion of forest strolls past. Then the elder fox is gone. On page after page, Sénéchal and Okada show the absence she leaves behind, and the majesty of the river and trees the little fox learned to love while he was by her side. The juxtaposition of the two is both devastating and triumphant.

From “Maybe a Whale.”
“Maybe a Whale,” by Kristen Pendreigh. Illustrated by Crystal Smith
Like Theule in “Mouseboat,” Pendreigh has chosen a nautical theme. A girl and her mother set out on a kayaking trip to see whales beloved by a recently departed grandfather, but the creatures prove elusive — until, late at night, the pair hear humpbacks breathing in the bay, and the sound soothes them to sleep. Not only will this story remind readers of the unpredictability of life (the best laid plans can lead somewhere surprising), it also shows how grief can be an equalizer. The mother is sad, too; the girl tells us she hasn’t laughed in a long time. And there they are, working together to set up their tent and cook noodles for dinner. It’s a beautiful sight.

From “Sylvester’s Letter.”
“Sylvester’s Letter,” by Matthew Burgess. Illustrated by Josh Cochran
“Some letters can’t be delivered in the usual way,” Sylvester informs us. So he enlists sky divers to land on top of a train headed to a jungle where a river packed with piranhas will carry his letter to a place where pink dolphins wait. From there, a messenger will pass it to a swarm of butterflies that will carry it “up, up, up … ” to Sylvester’s grandma. “Dear G.G.,” the letter begins, “I miss you every day. I always think of you when Mom puts a pickle on my plate — you being the most pickle-loving person I know.” We don’t need to be told the fate of Sylvester’s missive. On the last page he’s making his own pickles.

From “The Remembering Stone.”
“The Remembering Stone,” by Carey Sookocheff
When her grandfather dies, a little girl clings to a “perfect” rock he gave her when he was teaching her to skip stones. Unfortunately, during Show and Share, the girl’s classmates don’t appreciate its significance. (Who can compete with new boots or a baby cousin?) Sookocheff’s calming story offers a powerful reminder about what we carry when we miss someone.
Making Sense of Pregnancy Loss

“Always Sisters: A Story of Loss and Love,” by Saira Mir. Illustrated by Shahrzad Maydani.
Raya can’t wait for her baby sister to be born. “Her name is Nura,” Raya tells us. “Mama says ‘Nura’ is Arabic for ‘beautiful light.’ She’s not here yet, but she’s already my little sunshine.” The sisters will run through the sprinkler together; they’ll play dress up and watch cartoons. After a checkup, Raya’s mother says that Nura won’t be coming home. While Mir, who is an OB-GYN, walks readers through the difficult conversations that follow, Maydani’s soothing chalk pastel and watercolor art keeps the pages turning. Hard as it is to imagine reading this one aloud, it’s even harder to imagine looking for such a book and discovering that it doesn’t exist.

From “Because I Already Loved You.”
“Because I Already Loved You,” by Andrée-Anne Cyr. Illustrated by Bérengère Delaporte.
A boy in solar system pajamas clutches a toy elephant while cheerily waving goodbye to his father and pregnant mother. They return with sad faces and stooped shoulders, and explain that the baby was stillborn. Cyr’s text speaks directly to the lost sibling: “I drew you a picture for when you’d come back”; “I gave my stuffie your name to remember you.” In an author’s note, Cyr writes, “I wanted to make sure that young readers understand that it’s normal to be sad, while also leaving them with a feeling of hope and love at the end of the story.”
Helpful Metaphors

From “Grief Is an Elephant.”
“Grief Is An Elephant,” by Tamara Ellis Smith. Illustrated by Nancy Whitesides.
You’d be hard-pressed to find a story that states the facts as plainly as this one does, beginning with its title. In Smith’s telling, grief enters the world as an enormous beast and shrinks over time, from deer to fox to mouse to firefly. Try as her protagonist might, there’s no way to speed up the process. Some will quibble with the linear approach — sorrow has a way of ballooning back to elephant proportions at the oddest times — but you can’t beat this mantra: “Remember and wonder. Remember and miss. Remember and love.”
[Embedded video available]
“The Swing,” by Britta Teckentrup
Teckentrup’s simple meditation unfolds through pictures of a pair of swings overlooking the water. For some, the swings are a place to fly; for others, they’re a serene spot to be alone or say goodbye. No matter the circumstances, the view is a constant, and even when the swings are tangled together or buried in weeds their frame is solid. Teckentrup’s illustrations contain multitudes, as do our dearest relationships. If you’re looking for a gift for a bereaved friend, “The Swing” is an excellent choice.

From “Cape.”
“Cape,” by Kevin Johnson. Illustrated by Kitt Thomas.
Before a funeral for someone he loved, a little boy gets a haircut and puts on a new suit. He also ties on a billowing red cape, believing it will protect him during one of the hardest days of his life. The boy isn’t slaying dragons or dueling with superheroes, but he guards his universe in a way that might be galvanizing for a young person caught in the glare of public mourning. “Memories make my swallow hurt,” he tells us. “I block them with my cape.” The boy will revisit happy moments on his own time.
Rituals

From “Remembering.”
“Remembering,” by Xelena González. Illustrated by Adriana M. Garcia.
We’ve heard about the Rainbow Bridge. In her story about mourning a beloved dog, González refreshingly reframes end-of-life conversations about the beasts we love. A little girl corrals flowers, a tennis ball, a red leaf and a crooked stick to build an altar for Día de Muertos. The book ends with information about the celebration and guidance for building your own ofrenda. Be forewarned: Garcia knows how to draw a soulful pup. Even when viewed alongside higher-stakes losses, this one is a tear-jerker.

From “Hamza Attends a Janaza.”
“Hamza Attends a Janaza,” by Shabana Hussain. Illustrated by Atefeh Mohammadzadeh.
“Although I attended many funerals as a child, all I remember is people being upset,” Hussain writes in an author’s note. Her gentle story shows Hamza’s much anticipated plan with his cousins being interrupted by the news that “Uncle Sameer with the sweet shop has died.” Hamza is not pleased, but then he remembers the red lollipop his uncle gave him during a visit. When his mother explains what will happen next — the prayers, the trip to a graveyard — the boy listens carefully. This book is geared toward Muslim children, but it contains a universal message about honor and respect.
It Will Get Better

From “The Bear and the Wildcat.”
“The Bear and the Wildcat,” by Kazumi Yumoto. Illustrated by Komako Sakai. Translated by Cathy Hirano.
“‘Yesterday I had no idea that today you would be dead!’ Bear cried. ‘If only I could go back to yesterday morning, I wouldn’t need anything else in the world.’” Poor Bear is mourning his bird friend, and his fellow woodland creatures say all the wrong things. (“It may be hard, but you have to forget about him.”) As Bear sets out for a solo adventure, happy memories come flooding back and tinges of pink begin to lighten Sakai’s haunting monochromatic pictures. Older readers will appreciate the wisdom here and younger ones will appreciate the peaceful “Frog and Toad” vibe.

From “Flora’s Wish.”
“Flora’s Wish,” by Fiona Halliday
In Halliday’s vivid world, a mouse named Flora and a dandelion (called “Lion”) are the best of friends until, one day, Lion’s mane turns white and blows away; suddenly, he’s gone. Flora is confused, then lonely and sad. A scarecrow helps Flora gather her courage and, when she finally emerges from his pocket, she’s delighted to find a field of young dandelions. She knows Lion sent them. This one will appeal to “Wizard of Oz” fans and anyone who needs a reminder that wishes come true in unexpected ways.

From “My Friend Loonie.”
“My Friend, Loonie,” by Nina LaCour. Illustrated by Ashling Lindsay.
Balloons are a recipe for heartache: They’re going to pop, float away or deflate. LaCour puts this sad fact to good use in her vivid book about a latex orb that insinuates itself into a little girl’s world only to depart, bobbing briskly into the sky. Neighborhood walks feel lonely; the mornings are quiet and gray. Eventually a yellow flower blooms in the yard, reminding the girl of “Loonie,” and things brighten again. Nothing gold can stay, of course, but beauty and friendship rebound.





The Fine Art of the Paperback Makeover
Redesign? Relaunch? Regret? Take a look at the ways publishers aimed to seduce new audiences by changing up the covers of notable books.

By Scott Heller and Miguel Salazar  27 Dec, 2023
“You never get a second chance to make a first impression,” the humorist Will Rogers once said — which tells you he wasn’t a book publishing executive. In that world, the paperback edition is the second chance, an opportunity to market a book at a lower price and, in many cases, with new cover imagery aimed at new audiences.
Goals can include getting big-box stores to display the book, Instagram browsers to pause before swiping, or readers to rethink what’s between those covers. “The shift in perception can be quite dramatic or quite subtle, but the energies are redirected,” says Mitzi Angel, the president and publisher of Farrar, Straus & Giroux.
Here are the stories behind eight intriguing 2023 paperbacks (and a sneak peek at the new look for Eleanor Catton’s novel “Birnam Wood,” coming in 2024), with behind-the-scenes insight into what you see — and what you may not, unless you pay close attention.

NOTES ON YOUR SUDDEN DISAPPEARANCE
By Alison Espach (Henry Holt & Company)
What it’s about A girl’s death freezes her family in grief, and shadows her sister’s coming-of-age.
Hardcover Nicolette Seeback Ruggiero, Holt’s art director, found — and cropped — “The Swimming Pool,” a 2016 painting by T.S. Harris, on Bridgeman Images, a highbrow stock website that specializes in digitizing fine art collections.
Makeover goals “The hardcover really leans in to the quiet melancholy of longing and that’s OK,” says Christopher Sergio, vice president and group creative director at Holt. But “there was so much energy from the readers that we wanted a high-energy jacket.”
Paperback The redo offers more color and more expressive typography, set against a backdrop of flowers that came from a website of commercial stock images. (The art director was looking for something with an Alex Katz feel.) The change paid off: Barnes & Noble made the novel a May fiction pick.
Look closely The words “a novel” remain — still in tiny handwriting. On the hardcover it signaled humanity. “Without it,” Sergio says, “the rest of the cover gets significantly chillier.” The paperback is so big and busy that it’s there for a change of scale, luring a possible buyer to linger longer while scanning the cover.

CHECKOUT 19
By Claire-Louise Bennett (Riverhead)
What it’s about A young woman falls in love with language in a small town outside London. The real setting for this experimental novel, though, is the narrator’s weird, brilliant and very funny mind.
Hardcover Kristine Moran’s abstract painting (and Jaya Miceli’s cover design) met the goal of conveying a complex inner life.
Makeover goals While the hardcover signaled a sense of wildness and a literary aesthetic, Riverhead also noticed that many readers were responding to the narrator’s snarky and original voice. The paperback cover, designed by Stephanie Ross, nods that way.
Paperback “We think the paperback art is pretty funny, which the hardcover certainly is not,” says Helen Yentus, Riverhead’s art director. “I personally instantly put myself in this woman’s place, whatever experience it is that got her to want to tangle herself in those sheets and stay there.”
Look closely The narrator of Bennett’s novel is unnamed and the face in the photograph is concealed, too.

THE RABBIT HUTCH
By Tess Gunty (Knopf)
What it’s about The lives of various tenants in an Indiana apartment complex over the course of one week in July. It begins with 18-year-old Blandine, who, tired of being trapped in her own body, is granted her wish of transcendence.
Hardcover Linda Huang’s cover features an arrow-stricken heart over a background of saturated red and blue hues.
Makeover goals After “The Rabbit Hutch” won the National Book Award in 2022, the paperback design was tweaked “to speak to the widest possible audience,” says John Freeman, the book’s editor.
Paperback Reimagined by John Gall, senior vice president and creative director of the Knopf/Doubleday Group, the Vintage cover ditched the thin, hardcover scribble for a stylized eggshell font over warm clouds of yellows, greens, oranges and reds, meant to evoke subtler elements, like tenderness and bliss, in the book.
Look closely The outline of a goat in the word “Rabbit” is a nod to a vital scene in the book. It’s also a small deviation in the font. “The goat is like a fly in the ointment of perfection,” Freeman says.

The hardback cover of “Easy Beauty,” at left, shows triangular silver fragments floating on a salmon-pink background. The paperback cover, at right, features a black and white snapshot of the author and her son in the center of a light aqua cover.
EASY BEAUTY
By Chloé Cooper Jones (Avid Reader)
What it’s about A philosophy professor reflects on how living with a disability has motivated her to grapple with the challenges of her body via the life of the mind.
Hardcover The publisher didn’t want it to look like a traditional memoir, with an author photo on the front. The solution? A mirror breaking into shards, set against a muted pink that offered a slanted take on “beauty.”
Makeover goals A more commercial look. “There are certain types of books that are never going to appear in a Target,” says Alison Forner, the senior art director at Avid Reader. “Our sales team probably thought there was a chance that this sort of store would take it on if it has a cover that they feel would connect with their consumers.”
Paperback The book’s editor approached Jones for a photograph, and she supplied a shot of her and her son taken in a photo booth. Clay Smith’s design “really spoke to several themes in the book,” says Forner. “Seeing and being seen, motherhood and seeing the world through her child’s eyes.”
Look closely Yes, the publisher knows the paperback looks a lot like Patti Smith’s “Just Kids,” which also featured a photo booth image (in that case, the author with Robert Mapplethorpe.) “The Patti Smith book is an iconic cover of an iconic book,” Forner says. “I don’t think it’s a terrible thing to remind people of that.”

BLOOD ORANGE NIGHT
By Melissa Bond (Gallery)
What it’s about A mother and journalist recounts her increasing dependence on prescription benzodiazepine drugs amid uncertainty in her personal and professional life.
Hardcover Chelsea McGuckin’s design prominently features an image of the author shrouded in a red-orange haze.
Makeover goals “We wanted to keep reaching that memoir reader, which is reflected in our subtitle, but we also wanted to appeal to readers who were keyed into the prescription drug epidemic and who are fans of compelling narrative nonfiction,” says Rebecca Strobel, the book’s editor.
Paperback McGuckin’s paperback design features a pill sheet, with one pill in the titular orange. “Our title is an abstract phrase from an intense scene of the book,” Strobel says, “so we wanted the cover image to be something crystal clear that signaled to readers what this book was about right away.”
Look closely The book’s subtitle is changed, too, which further helps to clarify the author’s specific struggle.

PLANES
By Peter C. Baker (Knopf)
What it’s about A small airline that serves as a C.I.A. front is the link between a convert to Islam living in Rome and a former activist in conservative North Carolina.
Hardcover Huang, the designer, went to Swarthmore with the author, and their conversations resulted in an abstract design that hinted at redacted letters and bureaucratic anonymity. “It’s a book about torture and rendition — a lot of heavy themes — so it’s hard to visualize,” she says.
Makeover goals “There was a female audience that was missing, and potential for that,” says Gall of the Knopf/Doubleday Group.
Paperback What began as an image of two women and an airplane, with hints of Rome, was pared back to represent the character of Amira, whose husband writes to her from a black-site prison.
Look closely A cloud-filled blue sky links both covers. Both are Huang’s work — though she typically doesn’t design for Vintage, she was brought in on this job because of her personal connection to Baker.

AFTERLIVES
By Abdulrazak Gurnah (Riverhead)
What it’s about How colonialism shapes the lives of three protagonists in an unnamed coastal town in German East Africa in the early 1900s.
Hardcover “The jacket needed to be bold and signal that this was a sweeping saga with complex characters,” says Yentus, Riverhead’s art director. “Identities and relationships become fragmented, so there was a need to represent these characters; together, layered, and at the forefront, but in a clear and simple way.”
Makeover goals Gurnah’s 2021 Nobel Prize provided a bigger challenge: publishing “Afterlives” alongside paperback editions of two cornerstone Gurnah novels, “By the Sea” and “Desertion,” in a cohesive package.
Paperback Yentus came across the paintings of Lubaina Himid, a British artist born in Zanzibar, while researching cover options. Himid’s vibrant figurative work — preoccupied with identity, belonging and the legacies of colonialism — seemed like the right fit.
Look closely The figure’s fixed gaze puts the cover in conversation with the stoic individuals found on the covers of “Desertion” and “By the Sea.”

REAL EASY
By Marie Rutkoski (Henry Holt & Company)
What it’s about A kaleidoscopic look at working-class lives upended by a murder and a disappearance connected to a strip club.
Hardcover In Colin Webber’s design, a claustrophobic image of strands of grass aims for the thriller reader; neon-tinted type hints at the after-dark milieu.
Makeover goals Put the reader into the setting: “We’re on the road where the crime took place, in a way that feels more specific,” says Holt’s Sergio.
Paperback A Photoshopped composite of several stock images, stitched together by Forner, who was hired on a freelance basis. The thin type and lowercase lettering adds an idiosyncratic, retro feel.
Look closely You won’t see it unless you find the original image, but the designer had to move the silhouetted figure in the car-with-headlights photograph to what would be the American driver’s seat.

BIRNAM WOOD
By Eleanor Catton (Farrar, Straus & Giroux)
What it’s about After occupying an abandoned farm in the New Zealand countryside, a guerrilla gardening collective finds an unlikely ally — or existential threat? — in an inscrutable American billionaire.
Hardcover Movement is built into Jon Gray’s stark illustration of a drone flying over a small, mostly leveled forest.
Makeover goals “We wanted to bring out an eco-thriller dimension a little more,” says Angel, FSG’s publisher, of the Picador paperback, which will be published in March.
Paperback Designed by Alex Merto, Picador’s art director, the new cover presents Justin Metz’s overhead illustration of a forest from the perspective of a flying drone. Unlike the hardcover, this one is bursting with color.
Look very closely The grassy enclave is shaped like an eye, a reference to the book’s surveillance themes.
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The Year in Graphic Novels
Remarkable new books from established masters and promising debuts from brilliant young artists.

By Sam Thielman  26 Dec, 2023
Good graphic novels tend to appear in bookstores seemingly out of nowhere after years of rumors, scattershot serialization, “process” zines and snippets posted to social media. As literature, long-form comics are uniquely resistant to editing. As visual art, the cartoonist is in the weird position of having no access to the final product until it’s presented to the public. So it’s frankly miraculous when we get as many good comics as we do. This year there were remarkable new books from established masters and freshman graphic novels from brilliant young artists. Better still, a gratifyingly thick stratum of our 2023 stack was devoted to making us laugh. It’s a rich conversation, and one that promises to continue into next year and long beyond.
From the moment you open it, Daniel Clowes’s MONICA (Fantagraphics, 108 pp., $30) announces its ambition. Against the weird hellscape of its front endpapers, the title spread depicts the world at its lifeless, churning, brightly colored beginning. Then all of time (so far) goes by in a whoosh on the next two pages — the dinosaurs, Jesus, Hitler, Little Richard, Sputnik — alongside the copyright boilerplate and the names of the editors and publicist. In Clowes’s smooth lines and precise hues, the rest of the book borrows styles from war, horror and romance comics to tell the story of an ordinary woman trying to give her life some meaning. Is such a thing even possible? Could the attempt destroy everything?

“Monica,” by Daniel Clowes, borrows styles from war, horror and romance comics to tell the story of an ordinary woman trying to give her life some meaning.
The four bickering roommates in the cartoonist and stand-up comedian Benji Nate’s GIRL JUICE (Drawn & Quarterly, 176 pp., $24.95) annoy one another, but that doesn’t stop them from proclaiming undying sisterhood. The adventures of Nana, Bunny, Tula and Sadie make for both a joyous gag comic and a hilarious slow-burn graphic novel with plenty to reward repeat visits. The book ends with a very fun novella about a demon who helps give Tula’s YouTube career a lift, but my favorite joke is the way Nana begins dating a clown and slowly starts wearing ever-clownier outfits.

“Girl Juice,” by Benji Nate, is both a joyous gag comic and a hilarious slow-burn graphic novel.
One of the great pleasures of serialized comics is watching the sure hand of a gifted artist guide the creation of a story over months or years, and the 14 years Sammy Harkham put into BLOOD OF THE VIRGIN (Pantheon, 295 pp., $30) show on every page. He might as well have drawn it in his own blood. The book follows two threads, one telling the story of our hero Seymour’s frantic efforts to get his low-budget horror film made, the second exploring Seymour’s huge and eccentric family. Each story line offers a riot of Harkham’s lovely caricatured faces, and each subtle caricature is different from all the others.

“Blood of the Virgin,” by Sammy Harkham, follows the protagonist’s efforts to make a low-budget horror film.
Emily Carroll turns a haunted house story back on its narrator in A GUEST IN THE HOUSE (First Second, 248 pp., $27.99), a work of both quotidian realist intimacy and utter madness. The contrast is enlivened by Carroll’s uncanny ability to shift between styles. Carroll is a horror artist par excellence, but this is the first time she has sought to give her work the form of a novelistic, contemporary horror story instead of the fairy tales she has often imbued with her trademark bloody grace; the change of setting makes that assured eccentricity much more frightening when it finally surfaces.

“A Guest in the House,” by Emily Carroll, turns a haunted house story back on its narrator.
Eddie Campbell first decided to fake his death in 2006 with “The Fate of the Artist” (also included in this volume) and the results were wonderfully funny, so it makes sense that he’d do it again. THE SECOND FAKE DEATH OF EDDIE CAMPBELL (Top Shelf, 192 pp., $29.99) features a man living Campbell’s life and married to his spouse; that man may or may not be Campbell. The question is both intriguing and kind of moot, since Campbell’s proxy (or not?) is his own Duchampian invention, but the character has a lot of wit to impart about authenticity, simulacra and Covid-19. Whoever he is, the man claiming to be Eddie Campbell often finds himself out of doors and trouserless.

“The Second Fake Death of Eddie Campbell,” by Eddie Campbell, acter has a lot of wit to impart about authenticity, simulacra and Covid-19.
In THE GULL YETTIN (New York Review Comics, 216 pp., paperback, $19.95) Joe Kessler draws the wordless fable of a boy aided and sometimes thwarted by a monstrous shape-changing bird-creature; it’s one of the strangest comics I’ve ever read and also one of the most affecting. Kessler’s palette is alight with oranges and yellows, and he sequences his panels with deliberate simplicity, so every incident in his story becomes as bright and clear as he intends. But he also breaks out of his simple layouts for emphasis and effect, and every time he does so, the decision reminds you how beautiful the individual drawings are.

“The Gull Yettin,” by Joe Kessler, tells the wordless fable of a boy aided and sometimes thwarted by a monstrous shape-changing bird-creature.





Seeing Double With the Publishing Twins
Jean Garnett is an editor at Little, Brown. Callie Garnett is an editor at Bloomsbury. They’re always rooting for each other — even when they’re competing for the same book.

Jean and Callie Garnett share an Instagram account, where they call themselves the “publishing twins.” 
By Kate Dwyer  26 Dec, 2023
One afternoon in August 2020, while staying at her parents’ house in the Hudson Valley, Jean Garnett, an editor at Little, Brown & Company, prepared to meet remotely with the author Chantal V. Johnson, whose novel “Post-traumatic” she wanted to acquire for publication.
She had to find a private place to take the call, not because she needed quiet, but because her identical twin sister Callie Garnett — the editorial director at Bloomsbury, a competing imprint — was also staying at the house and would be taking her own call with Ms. Johnson a few hours later.
Jean ended up working in her father’s office, while Callie hunkered down in a bedroom.
“I went to the bathroom while she was on the call, and I heard her being brilliant,” Jean recalled in an interview this month at a German beer hall in Brooklyn’s Fort Greene neighborhood. She was sitting on a bar stool next to her sister as a publishing industry holiday party was winding down.
Callie, wearing an olive green trapper hat, smiled as her sister told the story, then delivered the punchline: “But Jean got the book.”
At the event, an annual soiree hosted by the literary agent Soumeya B. Roberts and the Grove Atlantic deputy publisher Peter Blackstock, everyone knew Callie from Jean and vice versa. But at a reading a few hours earlier, Callie said, more than one person had approached her to say, “‘I know you’re one of the twins, but I don’t know which one.’”
“That happens a lot,” Callie added.
Such is occasionally the cost of doing business when you work in the same tight-knit industry as your identical twin. Turns out, Jean said, mix-ups are “really good for networking.”
“Post-traumatic” was not the only project that enticed both Garnetts. Each chased “Enter the Aardvark,” a political satire by Jessica Anthony (Jean won); “Outlawed” by Anna North (Callie won); and “Little Rabbit” by Alyssa Songsiridej (Callie won again, and Ms. Songsiridej later earned a 5 Under 35 award from the National Book Foundation for the novel).

Chantal V. Johnson spoke to both sisters when she was publishing her book.

Jean won “Post-traumatic” for Little, Brown & Company.
Jean said that when she started reading “Little Rabbit” on submission, “within like five pages, I was like, Callie is going to be all over this.”
“Sometimes we just know,” she added.
Rachel Mannheimer, an editor at The Yale Review, walked over to chat with Jean about a forthcoming essay on midlife crisis. She and Callie had both turned 40 at the beginning of the month.
The sisters are also writers, and Ms. Mannheimer is Jean’s editor at the Review. “I send all of my work to Rachel,” Jean said. She edited “There I Almost Am,” Jean’s Pushcart Prize-winning essay on coping with jealousy and comparison as a twin, published in 2021.
“Writing about the ways I’m envious of my twin was very freeing,” Jean said. “It made me more fully grasp the love and identification side of envy. Which twins are a useful symbol of.”
That same year, Callie’s first poetry collection, “Wings in Time,” appeared on The New York Times’s list of Best Poetry.
In July, Jean wrote about their relationship again in a New Yorker piece called “Giving Away My Twin,” which recounted her experience walking Callie down the aisle at her wedding.
The twins, who both live in the Hudson Valley, grew up in Park Slope. As tweens and teens, Callie said, they “did a lot of thrashing around trying to individuate.” But as they got older, she added, they realized that they “didn’t really have to force that.”
“We were enough of our own people that we could really share the things that we loved,” like writing and editing, Callie said. Jean got into publishing first and, in 2014, connected Callie with George Gibson, then the head of Bloomsbury.

“Little Rabbit” was another book Callie and Jean both pursued.

Callie won the book this time.
“Jean is responsible for me being in publishing,” Callie said. “And for me getting my first job. I’ve been at Bloomsbury my whole career.”
To create a place where, as Jean put it, they “weren’t in competition as editors,” she started a joint Instagram account under the handle @publishingtwins in 2021. She and Callie have since used it to celebrate each other’s successes and to boost each other’s titles.
In November, Callie published Helena de Bres’s book “How to Be Multiple: The Philosophy of Twins,” which grapples with existential questions related to twinship and society’s perception of it.
Ms. de Bres, a professor at Wellesley and a twin herself, said in an interview that many identical twins end up in the same fields. (For example, the U.S. politicians Julian and Joaquin Castro; the tennis doubles champions Bob and Mike Bryan; The National band members Aaron and Bryce Dessner, and the feuding Danish beer brewers Mikkel Borg Bjergso and Jeppe Jarnit-Bjergso.)
When the average person encounters a pair of twins, Ms. de Bres said, it’s easy to start thinking about “free will, or the nature of love, or what it means to be a person, what identity is.”
What Ms. de Bres did, Callie said, is explore questions like “‘which one are you?’”
“‘Who’s the smart one?’” Jean chimed in. “‘Who’s the good one?’”
“‘Are you two in love?’” Callie continued. “I loved that one. Because people really do project a weird romance between twins. I think that’s why identical twins are a little threatening to people. They have a closeness.”
Ms. de Bres’s book, Callie said, was “license to start talking about some of the stuff that we’ve thought about our whole lives.”
“My husband says about Jean, ‘She’s the least “other” other an other can be,’” she said. “There’s a threshold of otherness that we’re really close to.”

As twins, Callie said, they “end up thinking about individual agency and individuality, free will, I think, maybe more than other people do.”
“We’re not quite ‘other’ to each other,” Jean said, reaching for a handful of fries on the bar.
“But we are other,” Callie added.
“But we are!” Jean said. “We’re not in the same body.”
“We’re right on the border of that,” Callie said, pouring some beer from their very tall, shared glass into a smaller one, “and it means we have to think about that a lot of the time, which means we end up thinking about individual agency and individuality, free will, I think, maybe more than other people do.”
Before stepping out into the cold night, this reporter asked the sisters to put their editor caps on and pitch each other’s writing.
“She memorizes her poems and performs them,” Jean said. “They are the best surreal stand-up comedy that you’ve ever seen.”
Callie considered this and added, “There’s an element of stand-up comedy to your essays, too.”
“We are both writers, but I think,” Jean said to her sister, “and correct me if I’m wrong — we both think of ourselves like collage artists. We’re interested in putting two things next to each other and seeing what happens.”
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The Great Experiment That Is ‘The Color Purple’
A new adaptation shows how rich Alice Walker’s novel is and how the source material can lend itself to unconventional storytelling.

Fantasia Barrino-Taylor in “The Color Purple.” The film rethinks how we see Alice Walker’s characters.
By Salamishah Tillet  24 Dec, 2023
Last month, I saw something I hadn’t seen in two decades of moviegoing: three Black-directed films in one week.
I watched Blitz Bazawule’s adaptation of “The Color Purple,” a musical about a female survivor overcoming sexual assault and domestic abuse; the concert film “Renaissance,” directed by and starring Beyoncé; and “Origin,” Ava DuVernay’s dramatization of Isabel Wilkerson’s best-selling book “Caste.” Though each is starkly different in everything from story to aesthetic vision, my happenstance of seeing all three so close together revealed their shared interest in telling stories about African American history in new ways.
Beyoncé remembers the AIDS crisis of the late 1980s; DuVernay recognizes early African American researchers of race relations, like Allison Davis, Elizabeth Stubbs Davis and Alfred L. Bright; and Bazawule looks at a 40-year period in the life of a Black woman living through Jim Crow and the Jazz Age.
That chance week of movies also allowed me to reflect on the unprecedented journey and ultimate cinematic triumph of “The Color Purple.” Starting in rural Georgia in the early 20th century, the story follows Celie, an orphaned girl who is repeatedly violated and twice impregnated by her Pa, a man she considers her father. She is forced to leave her younger sister, Nettie, when Pa marries her off to a much older widower, Albert, whom she knows only as Mister.

Beyoncé on a Toronto tour stop. “Renaissance,” which she also directed, arrives in an ecosystem partly created by the first adaptation of “The Color Purple.”
Centered on Celie’s finding her voice, discovering her sexuality in her relationship with the blues singer, Shug Avery and journeying to forgiveness, selfhood and community with other women, like her daughter-in-law, Sofia, Walker’s novel earned her the National Book Award and made her the first Black woman to win the Pulitzer Prize for fiction. The movie earned 11 Oscar nominations; then came a Tony Award for the 2005 Broadway show and two for the 2015 revival, making this one of the most prized narratives in American history.
Nowadays, it is hard to believe that when Steven Spielberg released his adaptation in 1985, he and Walker had to cross a picket line of protesters to attend the premiere. But his drama was met with great controversy. While researching my book “In Search of The Color Purple: The Story of an American Masterpiece,” I discovered that many critics, the majority of whom were Black male writers or political leaders, had accused the filmmakers of reinforcing stereotypes of Black men as hyperviolent through the characterizations of Pa, Albert and Harpo (Albert’s oldest son) and the abuse they inflicted on Celie and Sofia. Other critics took umbrage at Celie’s lesbian relationship as undermining traditional Black family values.
Led by Black organizations like the N.A.A.C.P., the Nation of Islam and the now defunct Coalition Against Black Exploitation, the campaign against that movie was bitter and divisive. In turn, its defenders, including many Black women who saw themselves in Walker’s characters, felt pitted against others in their own community. The pushback was so effective that the film won no Academy Awards. (It lost the top Oscar to “Out of Africa.”)
“Without a doubt the controversy is the reason we didn’t take home a single award that night,” Oprah Winfrey, who starred as Sofia in the original and later served as a producer of both the stage and movie musicals, told me in an interview in 2018. “I was puzzled and frustrated by the N.A.A.C.P.”
And yet the film was groundbreaking, changing our understanding of what was possible for Black actors and stories in Hollywood. Ultimately, it paved the way for these new works by Beyoncé, DuVernay and Bazawule. And unlike its predecessor, Bazawule’s musical version, opening in theaters on Christmas Day, premieres alongside other films with predominantly Black casts, and so his “Color Purple” is free to reimagine and experiment with form and conventional musical conceit.
Through Celie’s vivid inner life, the dynamic songs and choreography, and playful cinematic references, this version honors its literary, Broadway and Hollywood forerunners while successfully updating how we see Alice Walker’s characters and, even more surprisingly, innovating how we can experience the movie musical genre itself.
Arriving in a different feminist moment, Bazawule is not bedeviled by the sexist and homophobic concerns that plagued the first movie. And yet, his most memorable scenes subtly take on those past critiques while adding new cinematic layers to Celie’s story. Early in the film, Celie’s active imagination — depicted in the novel through her letter-writing — is shown as both a coping mechanism and a surrealistic narrative detour. When the teenage Celie (Phylicia Pearl Mpasi) discovers that her children are alive after Pa convinced her that they had died, she dreams of avoiding the drudgery of her life.
In the number “She Be Mine,” Celie imagines that she has left Pa’s store and walks through a Southern landscape that is paradoxically lush and marred by the exploitation of Black laborers. As she passes a group of Black men working on a chain gang and Black laundry women washing clothes by a waterfall, we recognize that her escape is limited and illusory and that she is as oppressed in her home as they are in their work.
But when adult Celie (Fantasia Barrino-Taylor) tends to the bodacious blues singer Shug (Taraji P. Henson), her interiority takes over even more. As Shug falls asleep in the bathtub while listening to a record, Celie suddenly imagines a gramophone that’s larger than life, and standing on a spinning vinyl album that doubles as a concert stage, she belts an empowering song.
Later, Bazawule expands his surreal aesthetic when Celie and Shug go to the movies. Sitting in the segregated balcony section as they watch “The Flying Ace,” Richard E. Norman’s 1926 silent with an all-Black cast, Celie imagines them in a different movie — one in color in which they are dressed in ball gowns and singing to each other in front of a Duke Ellington-like jazz band. When we return to the present, they kiss, cementing their relationship and finally enabling Celie’s fantasy to come true. In 1985, that kiss was brief and the cause of much public debate. With access to her inner thoughts in 2023, Celie’s hopes and desires become our own: We recognize that her intimacy with Shug is long-awaited and fulfilling.

Taraji P. Henson and Barrino-Taylor working on “The Color Purple” with Blitz Bazawule. 
As Celie finds her voice, rejects the abuse from Albert and gains more and more agency, her flights of fancy seem to disappear. But, by the time we reach the showstopper “Miss Celie’s Pants,” in which she, Shug and other women celebrate Celie’s separation from Albert and her newfound entrepreneurialism, the bold color palette, uplifting music and lively dancing associated with her dreamlike sequences dominate.
Unlike other movie musicals in which the songs distract from the dramatic action, the numbers and the composer Kris Bowers’s score are woven together in a way that makes the soundscape feel like the film’s true setting. This might be because Bazawule was one of several filmmakers who collaborated with Beyoncé on “Black Is King,” the visual companion to the soundtrack for the live-action “Lion King” (2021); he understands how to make an entire film sing rather than string together a series of scenes.
And yet the original song Bazawule co-wrote for the movie, “Workin’,” for Celie’s stepson, Harpo (Corey Hawkins), stands apart for giving this man more multidimensionality than he had in the previous adaptations.
In this scene, Harpo rejects Albert’s authority by building his own house, and it’s a harbinger of his evolution. He goes from being a sensitive young adult to an abusive husband to a man who finally breaks his family’s intergenerational cycle of violence against women. Walker’s novel partly shows this metamorphosis, but Bazawule fully realizes it here, nullifying any lingering controversies about Harpo’s fate or flaws in his representation.
Growth, I suspect, was always the point. It took a while for Winfrey and Scott Sanders to convince their fellow producer Spielberg that the Broadway musical could lead to a new adaptation. “I didn’t really know if ‘Color Purple’ had another movie in it,” he told Variety. That Bazawule breathes new life into these characters reminds us of what a masterpiece Celie’s story remains for us today.
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Are These Topics Too Adult for the Youngest Readers? Take a Look.
These children’s picture books have been banned. To some, the topics — racism, sexuality, transgender identity and gay relationships — are not appropriate for very young readers.

By Elizabeth A. Harris and Erica Ackerberg  23 Dec, 2023
A picture book about a same-sex penguin couple at the Central Park Zoo was made inaccessible to young students in a Florida school district. The history of the Gay Pride flag was one of the most widely banned books in the country. An illustrated story about surviving slavery in America was prohibited in classrooms.
The number of books removed from schools and challenged in libraries has risen sharply over the past three years. Many of the books that receive the most attention are graphic novels written for teenagers or classics, like Toni Morrison’s “Beloved.” But picture books intended for young children have also been restricted, challenged and removed. Most of these books, according to the free speech organization PEN America, have protagonists who are L.G.B.T.Q. or people of color.
Those who push for restricting access to these titles say they are trying to protect young children from topics that they’re not ready to stumble upon while alone in a library, or that they’re too young to encounter at all. Those who believe these books should be available say it is crucial for young people to learn about characters different from themselves and to see their own lives reflected on the page.
Book restrictions have spread around the country in a variety of ways. Parents and organizations have created lists of titles they consider inappropriate or dangerous — lists often used as references by those who want to restrict certain books in their own communities. Individuals can work through their local school district to challenge one book, or multiple books at a time. In some states, such as Florida and Utah, new state laws have led to the removal of untold numbers of books.
Here’s a look at a few books that have each been banned at least once in a public school district, and what their critics found objectionable.

And Tango Makes Three
By Justin Richardson and Peter Parnell
Illustrated by Henry Cole

In this book, two male penguins at the Central Park Zoo raise a chick, whom zookeepers name Tango. The authors sued two school districts in Florida that pulled the book after the state passed a law prohibiting instruction on sexual orientation in certain grades.

Worm Loves Worm
By J. J. Austrian
Illustrated by Mike Curato

In this story, two worms in love plan their wedding. Their friends want to know who will wear a dress and who will wear a tuxedo, since both worms are happy to be either the bride or the groom. A conservative group in Florida objected to the book, saying it inappropriately subjected young readers to an L.G.B.T.Q. agenda.

Can I Touch Your Hair?: Poems of Race, Mistakes, and Friendship
By Irene Latham and Charles Waters
Illustrated by Sean Qualls and Selina Alko

This collection of poems explores how children experience race in school, out in the world and with their peers. A website that rates books based on content it considers objectionable said the book might not be appropriate for young people because it contains “controversial racial commentary.”

Pride: The Story of Harvey Milk and the Rainbow Flag
By Rob Sanders
Illustrated by Steven Salerno

“Pride” celebrates the story of Harvey Milk, a gay rights activist, and the Gay Pride flag, which was created by a designer named Gilbert Baker. According to PEN America, this was one of the most banned picture books of the 2021-22 school year, the most recent year for which they have released a report.

I Am Jazz
By Jessica Herthel and Jazz Jennings
lIlustrated by Shelagh McNicholas

This book, based on the experience of its co-author Jazz Jennings, is about a transgender child. PEN America said this book was tied with “Pride” as the most banned book of the 2021-22 school year.

Milo Imagines the World
By Matt de la Peña
Illustrated by Christian Robinson

Milo, the main character in this book, creates stories and pictures about the people around him as he travels to visit his mother in prison. The author and illustrator team behind this book won a Newbery Medal and a Caldecott Honor for another book they created, “Last Stop on Market Street.” A book-rating website raised concerns about “Milo Imagines the World” because it refers to incarceration and includes an illustration of two women getting married.

The 1619 Project: Born on the Water
By Nikole Hannah-Jones and Renée Watson
Illustrated by Nikkolas Smith

In this book, a student is asked to trace her family lineage for a school project, but her roots are obscured by slavery and she can go back only three generations. Her grandmother then tells her the story of her ancestors in Africa, and how they survived the Middle Passage and slavery. The 1619 Project began as a special issue of The New York Times Magazine. Texas and Florida have prohibited the 1619 Project from being taught in schools.

Sex Is a Funny Word:
A Book About Bodies, Feelings, and You
By Cory Silverberg
Illustrated by Fiona Smyth

A book about bodies that includes discussion of different kinds of families and gender identities, “Sex Is a Funny Word” has been flagged by multiple websites that rate books for objectionable content. Those websites highlighted the book for having graphic illustrations and “alternate gender ideologies.”

Sofia Valdez, Future Prez
By Andrea Beaty
Illustrated by David Roberts

In this book, a girl tries to convince her town’s government to build a new park. It topped the New York Times best-seller list. One book-rating website highlighted as problematic several pages in which a character wears a hat with a pink triangle pin that appears to be a Gay Pride symbol.





Animal Magnetism — and Optimism
Four new books look to fauna to get us through tough times.

By Cornelia Channing  23 Dec, 2023
In a recent essay, the writer and environmental activist Terry Tempest Williams, reflecting on the perils of climate change, wrote, “Before we can save this world we are losing, we must first learn how to savor what remains.” To savor something is to know you will lose it, and to cherish it all the more for that knowledge.
That sense is the animating force behind Margaret Renkl’s astonishing THE COMFORT OF CROWS: A Backyard Year (Spiegel & Grau, 288 pp., $32). Composed of 52 short chapters, this is a collection of Renkl’s meditations and observations over the course of a pandemic year.

She writes affectingly about getting older, family and the dire state of American politics. But mostly she observes the animals and plants she encounters around her home in Nashville. Chickadees, skinks, spiders, carpenter bees, frogs, voles, a bobcat and at least one fox wander into the frame and in each, Renkl finds something to celebrate. “You would not believe how soft a toad is to touch,” she writes. Listening to a chorus of frogs, she exclaims, “My God, the music!”
Every year, there are fewer song birds, bats and fireflies in her yard. “One day they will leave and be gone for good,” she writes, “but no matter how long I stand at the window and watch, I never know which time will be the very last.”
Renkl does what she can to help protect the creatures in her community. But this book is not really about those efforts, which can feel paltry in the face of a world on fire. Rather, its greatest strength is its central invocation: to pay attention. She implores us to recognize the fragile beauty of the world, not to slip into cynicism or despair.
Carl Safina’s ALFIE AND ME: What Owls Know, What Humans Believe (Norton, 384 pp., $32.50) also chronicles a pandemic year spent observing backyard nature — though here the story orbits a winged protagonist: a fledgling screech owl that Safina and his wife rescue and raise in their Long Island home.

It’s a charming premise, and there are indeed charming moments — as when Alfie, not yet able to fly, flutters and pounces around Safina’s living room, clumsily skewering dog toys in her small talons — but the book ultimately falls short of its own aspirations and of Safina’s previous work.
For one thing, not much happens. One might think that inviting a bird of prey into a crowded suburban home would naturally generate some amount of drama. Instead, everything plods along more or less according to plan. Alfie gets bigger and eventually regains her freedom.
And while Safina’s prose is typically nimble, there is a hokiness here that isn’t present in his earlier work. Alfie and her eventual mate, whom he dubs “Plus-One,” are referred to repeatedly as “honeymooners,” and their copulation as “bonking.”
Safina, who has spent decades observing and writing about animals, is at his best when his focus is narrowed. The scenes of Alfie’s first moments outside of her enclosure, for instance, reflect a moving intimacy. But Safina is determined to use his relationship with Alfie as a frame through which to expound on humanity’s broken relationship with the natural world.
Particularly unfortunate are the references to Native Americans and other Indigenous people, whom Safina frequently invokes as examples of societies that lived in closer harmony with nature. While this is doubtless true, Safina too often leans on tired cultural essentialisms. This book could have benefited from more considered editing. As it is, it offers a frequently frustrating if generally entertaining read.
The first animal we meet in Sy Montgomery’s OF TIME AND TURTLES (HarperCollins, 304 pp., $28.99) is a friendly 20-year-old red-footed tortoise named Pizza Man, one of more than 150 turtles in residence at the Turtle Rescue League, a nonprofit wildlife center in Massachusetts. The center’s founders spend their days tending to turtles who have been hit by cars or caught in drain pipes or starved by neglectful owners. It is laborious work, and one marvels at their devotion — and at how many of the injured turtles do eventually heal. Turtles, it turns out, have unique powers of regeneration.

Montgomery, who has written dozens of books on animals, brings a pleasant mixture of playfulness and reverence to the subject. Unsurprisingly, one learns turtle trivia: A turtle who recently died at age 288 was alive the year George Washington was born; their hearts can stop beating for long stretches of time seemingly without incident.
The turtle emerges as an unlikely symbol of resilience and optimism — an example of what is possible when we refuse to give up on the most vulnerable among us.
Joe Roman’s EAT, POOP, DIE: How Animals Make Our World (Little, Brown Spark., 278 pp., $29.94) approaches its animal subjects from, well, the business end.
Scatological humor aside, the book is built around a single, deceptively simple idea: that the most basic bodily functions of animals literally shape the ecosystems they live in — from seeding forests and building coral reefs to opening tributaries and repopulating oceans.

Roman, a conservation biologist, traveled to volcanoes in Iceland, salmon runs in Alaska and an atoll in Hawaii, and in each he found that the essential shape and function of the landscape had been in some way coauthored by its inhabitants.
In a satisfying blend of reportage and analysis, Roman attends closely to the evidence at hand, but remembers to step back and let the world in. The book is peppered with engaging anecdotes.
Roman is smart and affable and adept at explaining complex ecological systems in simple terms without drifting toward condescension — the Platonic ideal of a science teacher, eager to share his excitement about the overlooked corners of the world.
About humans’ impact on the earth, Roman writes, “We have become a geological force.” He laments our hubris and the many ill-considered ways we have inserted ourselves into the natural cycle of decay and regeneration. But in the end, he writes, it is animals who will remake the world. We simply need to get out of their way.
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Antonio Negri, 90, Philosopher Who Wrote a Surprise Best Seller, Dies
He became famous twice: first in 1979, for his imprisonment related to the murder of a former Italian premier, and then 20 years later, for his influential book “Empire.”

The philosopher Antonio Negri, right, talked with Marco Pannella of Italy’s Radical Party during Mr. Negri’s trial in Rome in 1983. After being imprisoned for four years without trial on charges related to the murder of the former Italian premier Aldo Moro, Mr. Negri was charged with two other murders and with writing incendiary material.
By Clay Risen  22 Dec, 2023
Antonio Negri, an Italian philosopher whose essays and activism calling for a new workers’ revolution landed him in prison in 1979, and who two decades later became a global intellectual celebrity for writing “Empire,” a book hailed as the new “Communist Manifesto,” died on Saturday in Paris. He was 90.
The philosopher Judith Revel, his wife, confirmed his death, in a hospital.
Throughout his career, Mr. Negri was among the few academic thinkers who had the talent and charisma to make their ideas accessible to a broad audience.
As a leading figure of the Potere Operaio (Workers’ Power) movement of the 1960s and ’70s, he inspired followers not just with his forceful essays but also with his willingness to go out to the streets and factories of northern Italian cities, organizing workers and calling for revolution.
“Empire” (2000), which he wrote with Michael Hardt, a literature professor at Duke University, did something similar for a new generation of the left, offering what many found a compelling Marxist interpretation of globalization after the Cold War.
Though it was written in dense academic prose and clocked in at nearly 500 pages, it was an immediate hit. It was translated into a dozen languages, made the best-seller lists at The Washington Post and other newspapers and secured Mr. Negri a permanent slot among the global progressive intelligentsia, alongside figures like Noam Chomsky and Slavoj Zizek.

“Empire,” which Mr. Negri wrote with the Duke University literature professor Michael Hardt, secured him a permanent slot among the global progressive intelligentsia.
Mr. Negri emerged as a leading intellectual figure in Italy in the late 1960s, when he was a philosophy professor at the University of Padua. The postwar generation was coming of age, and many on the left were looking for new answers beyond the traditional socialism and communism of their parents.
Not content to remain in the classroom, he helped organize Potere Operaio, a movement that in its ideology went beyond the labor politics of traditional communism to call for an end to wage labor itself.
“We would stand in front of the factories at 5 in the morning,” he said in an interview for “Antonio Negri: A Revolt That Never Ends,” a 2004 documentary about his career, directed by Andreas Pichler and Alexandra Weltz. “Afterward I would take the car back to Padua, tie my tie and live my academic life.”
The movement picked up speed, and in 1969 it exploded into a series of sometimes violent strikes at factories in industrial cities like Turin, as well as into street battles in Rome and Milan. Mr. Negri cheered it all on, speaking of an imminent “revolutionary horizon” when groups like his would synchronize with social movements, like feminism, to bring about dramatic change.
The Italian government, sometimes in alliance with neo-fascist organizations, fought back, setting off a decade-long quasi-civil war known in Italy as the Years of Lead. The police cracked down on protesters, beating and arresting them, while paramilitary groups staged attacks to make it appear that the far left was responsible, including a 1969 bombing in Milan that killed 16 people.
The left’s violence, which Mr. Negri neither condemned nor condoned, continued in response. In 1978, a splinter faction, the Red Brigades, kidnapped Aldo Moro, a former prime minister who was the chairman of the centrist Christian Democratic Party. Nearly two months later, he was found murdered.
The police rounded up scores of left-wing activists, including, in 1979, Mr. Negri, who was taken to a maximum-security prison in Rome. Originally charged with leading the Red Brigades and helping to organize the kidnapping, he was held for nearly four years without trial.
During that time he returned to writing, turning out several long essays on the Dutch philosopher Baruch Spinoza. He also began rethinking some of his basic assumptions about Marxism.
In 1983, he was elected to Parliament on the slate of the Radical Party, a result that gave him immunity from prosecution. But after Parliament voted to waive that immunity, prosecutors charged him with two murders unrelated to the Moro case, as well as with writing incendiary material. The charges specifically related to the Moro case were dropped for lack of evidence.
Mr. Negri fled to France, which refused to extradite him. He taught at universities in Paris and became a friend of, and a collaborator with, theorists like Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari.
He also met Mr. Hardt, who was living in Paris at the time. They both believed that the end of the Cold War called for a new Marxist framework of analysis, one that accounted for what they saw as the weakening of the nation-state in the face of global capital.
Their proposal was what they called empire — not a single entity or place but a fluid, controlled form of power structures that moved easily among governments, corporations and international institutions, like the World Bank.
Empire, they wrote in their book of the same name, was not simply a result of capitalist oppression; it was, rather, the structure in which capitalist oppression takes place — and in which new forms of resistance can also arise.

Mr. Negri, seated third from left, at a meeting of the Radical Party in Rome in 1983.
“Empire creates a greater potential for revolution than did the modern regimes of power,” they wrote, “because it presents us, alongside the machine of command, with an alternative: the set of all the exploited and the subjugated, a multitude that is directly opposed to Empire, with no mediation between them.”
Mr. Negri returned to Italy in 1997, believing that he would receive amnesty. Instead, he was sent to prison, having been found guilty in absentia. He and Mr. Hardt completed the book while he was behind bars and published it in 2000.
“Empire” appeared at the perfect moment, when people were trying to make sense of the worldwide upsurge in protests against central banks, the World Trade Organization and the Group of 8. For a time, it seemed, any self-respecting graduate student in the humanities had a dog-eared copy on the shelf alongside books like “Das Kapital” and “The Judith Butler Reader.”
“What Hardt and Negri offer is nothing less than a rewriting of ‘The Communist Manifesto’ for our time,” Mr. Zizek wrote in a blurb for the book.
Antonio Negri, known as Toni, was born on Aug. 1, 1933, in Padua. His mother, Aldina Malvezzi, was a teacher. His father, Nerio Negri, was a union leader and a founder of the Italian Communist Party. Nerio Negri died when Toni was just 3 years old, most likely from sepsis after being imprisoned by Fascists and forced to drink castor oil.
Mr. Negri studied philosophy at the University of Padua and began teaching there soon after receiving his doctorate in 1956. He remained on the faculty until his arrest in 1979.
His first marriage, to Paola Meo, ended in divorce. He met Ms. Revel in 1996, and they married in 2016. Along with her, he is survived by two children from his first marriage, Anna and Francesco Negri; a daughter from a separate relationship, Nina Negri; and three grandchildren. He lived in Paris.
Mr. Negri was released from prison in 2003. He and Mr. Hardt went on to write two sequels to “Empire” — “Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age of Empire” (2004) and “Commonwealth” (2009), both of which attempted to outline means of resistance against globalized capital.
He did not return to the University of Padua but instead became an independent intellectual, speaking at conferences and writing for both academic and general audiences. He was hailed in the leftist press as the leading theorist of the new millennium, the first person to describe the emergence of a new form of society.
Mr. Negri was rarely without critics, even on the far left. Many claimed that he and Mr. Hardt underestimated the continuing relevance of the nation-state — for example in the Russia-Ukraine war or trade tensions between the United States and China.
But, his supporters say, his work can also be seen as part of an evolving understanding of the complexities of 21st-century society, in which both corporations and governments have the power to shift geopolitics, while global grass-roots movements can emerge seemingly overnight and change the world.
“‘Empire’ was written at a juncture that was completely different than you find today,” Sandro Mezzadra, a professor of political theory at the University of Bologna, said by phone. “But there are many ideas in ‘Empire’ that remain inspiring and challenge us to adapt them to the new conditions of globalization.”





Skyhorse Expands Its Footprint in Conservative Publishing
An independent publishing company known for releasing books with opposing political viewpoints is buying Regnery, a well-known conservative press.

Tony Lyons, president of Skyhorse Publishing, said he looks for “a broad array of books that contradict each other.”
By Alexandra Alter and Elizabeth A. Harris  22 Dec, 2023
Skyhorse Publishing, which has built a reputation for taking on books other houses consider too controversial to publish, has signed a deal to buy Regnery Publishing, a conservative press that has published politicians and media personalities including former President Donald J. Trump, Senator Rand Paul and Ann Coulter.
Tony Lyons, president and publisher of Skyhorse, said the addition of Regnery bolstered his aim of publishing across the political spectrum.
“I’d like Skyhorse to be the pre-eminent free speech publishing company that publishes on all sides, so I think this is a great combination,” he said. “Regnery is the best-known conservative publishing company in America, and I think we can do things for them that they weren’t able to do for themselves.”
Skyhorse, though much smaller than the country’s biggest publishing houses, such as Penguin Random House and Simon & Schuster, is large for an independent publisher, with over 10,000 titles in print. It has garnered attention in recent years for taking on books that have been dropped by other companies because of scandal or public backlash.
Skyhorse acquired a biography of Philip Roth in 2021 after accusations surfaced against its author of sexual assault and misconduct, and the book was dropped by W.W. Norton. The year before, Skyhorse had picked up Woody Allen’s memoir “Apropos of Nothing” after its publication was canceled by Hachette. The book went on to become a New York Times best seller.
Skyhorse has also sparked controversy by publishing books by figures who espouse theories that are outside of the mainstream altogether, including Alex Jones, the conspiracy broadcaster whose recent book examines “the global elite’s international conspiracy to enslave humanity and all life on the planet.”
Mr. Lyons said he is “looking for a broad array of books that contradict each other.” Last year, Skyhorse released two versions of the Jan. 6 report, one with a foreword by a former speechwriter for Mr. Trump, the other introduced by a former Democratic congresswoman.
Regnery, on the other hand, has a distinctly conservative bent. Founded in 1947 by Henry Regnery, the company carved out a niche in the publishing landscape, which tends to skew to the left politically, by publishing conservative politicians and authors including Senator Ted Cruz, Senator Mitt Romney and former President Ronald Reagan, along with Christian titles, children’s books and fiction.
In a statement, David Evans, chief operating officer of Salem Media Group, Regnery’s parent company, said he believed Skyhorse “will both be a powerful steward of this important brand and an engine for its future growth.”
Regnery, which has projected sales of $10 million for 2023, will become an imprint of Skyhorse, and its 1,548 titles will be absorbed into the Skyhorse Publishing catalog. Skyhorse and Salem Media are not disclosing the terms of the sale.
Mr. Lyons said one of his aims is to get more conservative titles into bookstores. “Independent bookstores don’t carry most conservative books, but I think that stores ought to carry books that are provocative and dangerous and disturbing and that encourage dialogue and debate,” he said.
The addition of Regnery gives Skyhorse a much bigger footprint and greater clout in the conservative publishing sphere.
Mr. Lyons said that he doesn’t plan to add more liberal titles or add a left-leaning imprint because he feels the mainstream publishing marketplace is already saturated with those views.
“It’s a side of the argument that’s better represented in publishing,” he said.
Skyhorse has 20 imprints that publish a range of titles. Its catalog cuts across genres, including science fiction and fantasy novels, thrillers, cookbooks, books about sports and a pocket edition of the U.S. Constitution.
A small number of its books, however, gather outsize interest. Its best-selling book is by Robert F. Kennedy Jr. — “The Real Anthony Fauci: Bill Gates, Big Pharma, and the Global War on Democracy and Public Health,” which was released in 2021 and makes baseless claims against Dr. Fauci. It has sold around 1.3 million copies. Mr. Kennedy is now a candidate for president and Mr. Lyons is co-chairman of a super PAC that supports him.





Reading James McBride’s ‘The Heaven & Earth Grocery Store’
The Book Review editors MJ Franklin, Joumana Khatib and Elisabeth Egan discuss McBride’s historical novel about fate and community.
Subscribe: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | How to Listen
James McBride’s novel “The Heaven & Earth Grocery Store” was one of the most celebrated books of 2023: A critical darling and a New York Times best seller, it appeared in August on the cover of the Book Review, where the poet Danez Smith called it “a murder mystery locked inside a Great American Novel” and praised its “precision, magnitude and necessary messiness.”
Opening with the discovery of a skeleton in a well, and moving from the 1920s to the 1970s in its depiction of a multicultural Pennsylvania neighborhood, the book centers on residents’ efforts to protect a deaf Black child from institutionalization, but spirals to encompass so much more. On this week’s episode, the Book Review editors MJ Franklin, Joumana Khatib and Elisabeth Egan convene an informal book club to discuss their own reactions to McBride’s novel. (Listener beware: Their conversation contains spoilers.)
“This is one of those books that after I finished and had some time digesting it, that’s when I was like, Wow, this book did something so spectacular and so special,” Franklin says. “It just like kind of radiates love and community and togetherness and all of these feelings — it felt like it planted a seed in my heart and then continued to flower, to use a very saccharine, robust metaphor.”
We would love to hear your thoughts about this episode, and about the Book Review’s podcast in general. You can send them to books@nytimes.com.





By Heart: 4 Picture Books About Memory’s Joys and Sorrows
Sydney Smith, Allen Say and Linda Shute explore the many facets of our recollections.

From “Do You Remember?”
By Leonard S. Marcus  22 Dec, 2023
When does a house become a home? Perhaps, the French philosopher Gaston Bachelard writes in “The Poetics of Space,” when its occupants unpack their memories along with their things, and “an entire past comes to dwell” in it. The mother and young son whom we meet in Sydney Smith’s DO YOU REMEMBER? (Neal Porter/Holiday House, 40 pp., $18.99, ages 4 to 8) are busy doing just that as they snuggle in bed in their new apartment and trade memories of the life they left behind. A divorce, it appears, accounts for their altered circumstances. The memory game we overhear them playing is no mere pastime but a lifeline.
One of Canada’s most acclaimed picture book artists, Smith is a master of mood. The watercolor and gouache illustrations in “Do You Remember?” are tone poems that alternate between close-up and wide-angle views of mother and son, and smaller, fragmentary images arranged to suggest snapshots in a family album, if not the scrappy nature of memory itself. Without pretending the pair’s adjustment will be easy, Smith shows that, at any age, shared memories like theirs can help tilt the balance from present-day fearfulness to hope for the future. So can this book.

From “Kozo the Sparrow.”
Allen Say, the 1994 Caldecott medalist for “Grandfather’s Journey,” once defined imagination as “rearrangement of memory,” and has often looked to the past for stories to tell. In KOZO THE SPARROW (Clarion, 40 pp., $19.99, ages 4 to 8), he relates an episode from his childhood in postwar Japan: the day he stood up to a trio of bullies outside his schoolyard and saved the life of a baby sparrow. The artist’s fans will recognize the story’s setting from “The Bicycle Man” (1982), another memory piece, in which an occupation-era G.I., chancing upon the same schoolyard, pauses to improvise eye-popping cycling tricks for the children of his former enemy.
The more intimate new story might easily have taken a maudlin turn — wimpy kid nurses fledgling sparrow back to health. But Say’s habitual wry fatalism and raw honesty ground the narrative in more elemental territory: the question of how anyone — boy or bird — manages in the early going to survive the serial cruelty and indifference of others. Happily, Say has lived not only to tell the tale, but also to illustrate it with a nuanced blend of watercolor and line art that recalls the robust picture narratives of the Japanese ukiyo-e master Hokusai. In an author’s note at the end, he adds a telling example of the tricks memory can play. At a school reunion he attended decades after moving to the United States, Say found that while his old classmates clearly remembered his pet sparrow, they had no recollection of the gregarious G.I., or of much else about the war that had so marked their childhoods.

From “Miss Irwin.”
For MISS IRWIN (Scholastic, 32 pp., $19.99, ages 4 to 8), a picture book in a more wistful key, Say has opted for a different visual emphasis. In this story prompted by fond memories of his daughter’s kindergarten teacher, a boy visiting his grandmother finds himself being mistaken for another child, a favorite kindergartner his grandmother had as a student years earlier. Andy’s parents have warned him that something like this might happen, and the resilient second grader easily slips into the role his grandmother has cast him in, recounting pretend memories that mesh with her real ones of the other boy.
Say’s radiant pastel paint colors celebrate the in-the-moment aliveness of the pair’s strangely poignant verbal dance, while the underlying drawings’ faint or discarded outlines seem to mirror the changing parameters of an older person’s fading perception. Would another 7-year-old do as well as Andy? At a time when rising numbers of children know aging loved ones faced with memory loss, Say’s story can also serve as an early warning system and rough guide.

From “Remind Me.”
For slightly younger children in a similar situation, Linda Shute’s REMIND ME (Neal Porter/Holiday House, 32 pp., $18.99, ages 3 to 7) features cozy, fanciful art and a conversation between two elephants, creatures known in fact and fable for their impressive memories. At first, the tender exchanges between the elder elephant and her spry grandson resemble those in comforting, child-centric classics like Else Holmelund Minarik and Maurice Sendak’s “Little Bear” (1957). Soon, however, they take a different, once-unimaginable turn, as the grandmother’s memory falters and the child steps in to help.
Vulnerable adults no longer appear in picture books only for comic effect. Shifting demographics and young people’s technological edge are among the factors prompting new types of stories with knowing child characters and more balanced adult-child relationships. W.H. Auden once remarked, “There are no good books that are only for children”; that observation has never rung more true than it does now.
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