MINUTES

 of the Meeting of

the Novel Club of Cleveland

November 11, 2008

November 11, 2008, Veterans Day was the time and the home of Catherine LaCroix was the place where Catherine and Jane Hammond hosted a meeting of the Novel Club.

As we circled the groaning table, both Leon and I were fooled into thinking that a mottled plum-colored cheese was really Halvah. For the uninitiated Halvah is a sweet confection of ground sesame seeds and honey. The trade name we recalled from our childhoods was Joyvah. Tearing ourselves away, finally from the comestibles at Gail’s command the meeting began at 8:15.

Our guests numbered five and included Steve and Carol Fox, Michael Salkind and wife Carol Gill, and Charla Coatoam. Ms. Coatoam brought with her material relating to the Dickens Club, a 45 year old organization due this year to discuss Bleak House.

Mary Douthit revealed that our bank balance was in the neighborhood of $700, a number in excess of that which would qualify us for a government bailout. What a pity, we could have had a pretty wild party similar to that enjoyed by the executives at AIG.

Anne Ogan announced that the program committee had already had two meetings to discuss possible choices for next year’s books. It was suggested that any member could submit other choices by sending them via e-mail to lynne.k.gruel@keybank.com The theme of next year’s novels will be “December” or “end of life” books.

Ham Emmons provided his monthly report on the state of our web site by announcing, “It is what it is.” Catherine reminded us that Evite is the preferred method for announcing and responding to invitations to the meetings.

Gail delivered the Biographical report on Charles Dickens, the author of Martin Chuzzlewit, this month’s Novel. Born in Portsmouth, England in 1812, his early life was none too easy, his father having been sent to debtor’s prison. As a result young Chas. was sent to work in a blacking factory pasting labels. His poverty and first hand experience of the sweat-shop-like conditions at this early stage of the industrial revolution certainly provided  material for his subsequent literary protests against the social inequalities of his times. One can only wonder whether modern literary critics who complain about Dickens sentimentality and sympathy for the underclasses have any conception of what life at the bottom of the Victorian ladder was like. He also worked as a law clerk, as a court reporter, and as a newspaper publisher. His novels were serialized and since he was being paid by the word were probably padded. (Gail’s mother read them in serialized form and couldn’t wait for each succeeding chapter to appear). Among his most popular works were A Christmas Carol, Oliver Twist, David Copperfield, and A Tale of two Cities. He made two trips to America, and apparently, after the second, according to G.K. Chesterton, apologized for his harsh views of America as exhibited in Martin Chuzzlewit. He died in 1870 and was buried in Poet’s Corner at Westminster Abbey.

In my critical evaluation of Martin Chuzzlewit, I attempted and was only middling successful in summarizing the plots of this multi-storied book which took place on two continents, and involved a cast of upper and lower classes both in England and America. One of the major plots revolved about the Martin Chuzzlewits, grandfather and grandson, their estrangement and late rapprochemont while the remainder of the family fought, every man for himself and Devil take the hindmost for the hoped-for inheritance soon to be theirs. Taking a major role in this plot is a family member named Pecksniff who as a tutor of Architecture proves to be a vile and self-aggrandizing toady who steals his student’s drawings and passes them off as his own. The grandson who is Pecksniff’s apprentice is thrown out of the house and attempts unsuccessfully to jump start his career both in Britain and America. After a serious illness young Martin’s personality takes a turn for the better and after many adventures he turns out a winner both in his profession and in his love life. There are many sub-plots involving among other things, murder, suicide, friendship, greed, and frequent coincidences which move the plot along. In the end all the good guys are rewarded while the evildoers are forced to eat crow and Pecksniff remains exposed for the phony his readers have already discovered him to be.

The discussion seemed less spirited than at our previous meetings. Perhaps everyone was exhausted by the book’s length, or the wrong questions had been submitted. Bob Targett, June, Carol Fox and George agreed that the American sojourn proved the least well received part of the book, but Lynne felt that it was important to allow the friendship between Mark and Martin to grow, and to provide an opportunity for Martin’s character to develop human feelings and consideration. Catherine questioned whether Dicken’s hostility  to America was shared by most Britons? There seemed to be general agreement that the characters were cardboard and one sided, but well animated by their creator to fulfill their pre-destined role.

And so, at about 10 PM off into the night with The Red and the Black our next challenge.

