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I must preface this paper by saying that I wrote it before I saw the author lecture about his life and the book at University School on October 12, 2015.  This is fine: I would rather write a paper based on my reaction to the book, not my reaction to the author.  I have to say, though, that the author is totally engaging, showing a lively mind and a love of finding the amazing in the everyday.  I will say a little more about this at the end of the paper.
The first time I read this book I found it to be beautiful, elegantly written, engrossing, vivid and imaginative – with a few niggling apparent errors and possible anachronisms.  In my reaction to these errors there was a bit of the “prophet without honor” feeling:  I know this fellow is a young graduate of University School. He is not a veteran of WWII, nor is he European.  So how the heck does he know what he is talking about?  I hoped he had done his research.  But it took very little effort to submerge this thought and get on with enjoying the book.
Doerr considers the effect of WWII on a distinctive selection of people: a blind French girl and her family, a German orphan trained to be a soldier, and a jeweler with lymphoma whose job it is to evaluate property plundered from all over Europe.  Doerr does not judge his characters.   Rather, the book shows a gentle understanding of how two German boys, Werner and Volkheimer, ended up in the army.  Doerr offers a beautiful and finely crafted evocation of a blind French girl and the way the love of family made her great uncle Etienne emerge from decades of shellshock to help her and the Resistance.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]The second time I read the book the technique became more obvious.  The use of fractured time, going back and forth in chronology, was carefully done.  Each section offers events in the lives of the characters that are roughly comparable.  For example, Jutta at 12 uses the radio to hear stories from outside Germany.  Just after that, we learn that Etienne listens to many radios in many places.  Elsewhere, Paris is bombed, and in the next chapter we are back at St. Malo being bombed.  At another point, Werner’s friend Frederick is shown in collapse; in the next section we learn that in St. Malo Madame Manec is dying.  These events might not have occurred at the same chronological time, but they are adjacent in the book.   Then, near the end, Werner, Marie Laure and the treasure-hunting Von Rumpel are all shown hallucinating as they are just short of death.  
As the book goes back and forth in time, the reader encounters various details and asks:  how did this happen? How does Von Rumpel know they have the stone? This adds to the mystery and keeps the reader’s mind active.  Coincidentally I read John Le Carre’s book, A Perfect Spy, at the same time and it uses the same trick of jumping back and forth in time, with hints in one section that are explained in later sections.  (In his lecture, Doerr explained that his purpose was exactly what it seems: to lure the reader forward and to make the book feel like a puzzle that has to be solved.  Readers have to know that his young characters eventually will meet, so he has to put them both in St. Malo during the bombardment early in the book; but he doesn’t want us to know what happens until later.)
During my second tour I also noticed that the entire book is told in the present tense. This adds to the feeling of immediacy of every event in the book, and also makes it a bit dreamlike – though perhaps these two comments are inconsistent with each other.
The sections on Marie Laure are not told in her voice, but they are from her perspective.  All descriptions are sounds, scents, and sensations; no sights.  In this way Doerr evoked her blindness.
But enough about mechanics.  Let’s think about the people, and what we might learn by reading this book.  Everybody in the book (except maybe Van Rumpel) evolves.  Marie Laure grows up.  Etienne graduates from hermit, to frightened man who refuses to get involved, to operating a radio station from his home, to – the final step – leaving the house on an errand for the Resistance, an errand that leads to his detention.  
Werner begins as a boy innocently fascinated by radio.  He goes to school and helps to design a triangulation system that to him is a triumph of technology, but he later learns to use it to find partisans for Volkheimer to kill.  We see his gradual realization of the brutality of his occupation, with a key revelation in the death of the young girl in Vienna.   When he hears the radio in St. Malo, he recognizes it by the song Claire de Lune, and decides not to reveal that he has located the broadcaster.  This is his first significant free will choice in the book.  
Volkheimer is an interesting character.  He is not just a stereotypical gentle giant, because he does kill a lot of people. But he is portrayed as fundamentally kind and good.  He is inspired by music, at the end, to toss the grenade that saves Werner and Volkheimer from the basement of the Hotel of Bees.  It seems sad that he ends life alone.  
Overall the book captures the bewilderment of young people growing up in a conflict they cannot understand.  Marie Laure wonders: what will happen to us? Do we need to leave Paris?  Can we ever return?  Werner just wants to go to school, to escape the mines.  He sees that the school turns boys into bullies; he understands that the school is evil, but nonetheless it takes him a while to see the evil in the radio hunt for partisans.
A few other thoughts:  The theme of invisibility, or light and darkness, pervades the book.  In the science lecture, the beautiful voice on the radio says “mathematically all of light is invisible.”  Light can be terrifying and dangerous:  Etienne and his brother Henri in WWI were endangered by light: bursts of light to allow snipers to make a shot.  Again, a lecture by Henri:  “How, children, does the brain, which lives without a spark of light, build for us a world full of light?”  Marie Laure and Werner both work with things they cannot see.
What is the significance of snails?  Are they there for a reason?  They have spiral shells, they live in shells, people live in shells.  Snails spiral; the book spirals in time.  Snails are blind; Marie Laure is blind.  Snails hide in the grotto; Marie Laure hides in the attic and reads about snails.  Maybe it’s more simple: a blind girl can feel a snail, and the study of snails reminds her of her childhood in the natural history museum.
But back to the little bits that bothered me.
1. It refers to Thailand, but at that time Thailand was still Siam.  (Changed July 20, 1948.)  
1. Marie Laure opens a clever wooden box on her birthday and finds a “cube of Camembert.”  What self-respecting French person would put such a messy item in a box?  Or, alternatively, eat Camembert when it is so unripe as to remain in a cube?
2.  Frederick’s mother is always in athletic attire.  Did respectable matrons at that time really go about in sports clothes? My mother rode horses at the lakefront in Chicago when young and she changed clothes at home, but she was a teenager.
3.  Is the game about catching boys at school plausible?  Would a school allow the sons of prominent men to be bullied?  This part sounds a bit like Lord of the Flies.  
4. The Hotel of Bees has carvings of bumblebees, with a suggestion of a link to honey.  Bumblebees don’t make honey.  Maybe there were many different types of bees pictured.
5. Near the end of the book comes the sentence:  “Volkheimer begins whaling away at the edge of the hole with a piece of rebar.”  This turn of phrase sounds incongruously juvenile.  And: would a building as old as the Hotel have rebar?
6.  Also:  Do canners at home actually use cans?  I have only seen glass jars with metal tops.   
All of these little details made me bemoan, not for the first time, the apparent demise of the professional expert copy editor.  The book is like a beautiful vase with some annoying bubbles in the glaze.  
The bits in 1974 and later were quite thought provoking for me, as I was born substantially after the war was over.  In 1974 Jutta is afraid to speak German in France.  The past was not past.  Indeed, the past is not past even today in Germany.  Perhaps Doerr brought the tale to the present day to make that point (all of this was not really so long ago) and precisely because he is so young: he needed to link these events to our world today.    For all of us, history begins when we first remember it; anything before our first memory feels as though it might as well be prehistory.
A final thought:  Werner dies, in the end, perhaps to underscore what a gigantic waste war is.  Werner dies, St. Malo is destroyed – war is destruction.
Now, back – briefly - to the lecture on October 12.  Doerr is small, with a high voice and an excited manner, and he is clearly fully engaged in every moment of life.  He said that his lifelong joy is to see usual things in unusual ways.  His inspiration for the book came when he was on a commuter train as it entered a tunnel.  A fellow passenger on the train was loudly irate that his cell phone call was interrupted by a lack of service.  And Doerr thought to himself: does he understand what a miracle the cell phone is?  This made him think about the electromagnetic spectrum and how little of it includes light that we can see.  He had a vision of a young blind girl reading a story to a boy caught in darkness, and spent years trying to figure out what story might lead to that situation.  He chose St. Malo after visiting it in 2005 and learning that it was 85 percent destroyed in WW II.  That made his book a WW II story, so he tried to choose some characters whose lives would show us that there is no standard experience of a war; every person has their own experience.  And yes, he did lots and lots of research.
Two thoughts near the end of his talk stayed with me.  First, he thinks that a novel should inspire passion, empathy, and attentiveness in the reader.  Second, and closely related, he said that, for him, novels deepen and expand our sense of the world; we feel less alone when we know what other people feel and experience.is iHiHi


Questions
1. Willa Cather reportedly said that there are only three stories in the world, and that they are told endlessly over and over.  What three stories might these be?  And – is this book a version of one or more of them?   [I think, coming of age, love, and war. This is two of three, or three if the brief encounter between Werner and Marie Laure counts as a love story.]

1. Doerr thinks that reading should “nudge the world toward goodness.”  Do you agree?  Does his book do that?  Is that a feature of the other books we have read this year?  (Does this book feel comparatively childlike, in contrast to – for example – A Farewell to Arms?)

2. What is the role of the legend of the diamond?  Does it fit with the rest of the book?  [I think:  The Sea of Flames shows how old the world is; it offers a dramatic link and some suspense; it adds to a sense of mystery and explains why Marie Laure’s house escapes the bombing.]

3. Why are there so many books about WW II?  Does this book add something to the WW II literary world? [I think:  it includes perspectives from types of characters we don’t ordinarily see in WWII tales.  Also perhaps it is unusual for what is not there:  the Holocaust is not in the forefront and surfaces only in brief allusions.]




