MINUTES

 of the Meeting of

the Novel Club of Cleveland

January 6, 2009

The members of our club were generously hosted by Mrs, and Mr. Robert Targett and Lynne Gruel on the evening of January 6, 2009, at the Targett’s home.  Our thanks for the bountiful table and gracious setting that they provided for our discussion.

Jay and Toby Seigel, Jennie Kaffen, and Mrs. Tom Slavin were guests at the meeting.
The members of the Novel Club began this meeting by noting their deep sadness at the December passing of both their esteemed emeritus member, Warren Morgan, and their President and great light of literary conversation and artistic expression, Gail Newman.  Catherine La Croix, our Vice President, will assume the role of President, according to the protocols established for officers and committees.  The chair of the Council of Administration and Membership, Clyde Henry, announced that in addition to continuing as chair, he will serve as Interim Vice President, also in accordance with established protocols, sharing the role of Interim Recording Secretary as long as is needed for this season with Joyce Kessler, Junior member of the Council of Administration and Membership.  Elected officers will begin the normal 2-year term of service in these roles following the April business meeting of the club.
Ms. La Croix read the minutes of the December 2, 2008 meeting, prepared by Arthur Newman.  The members of the club then turned to Jonathan Franzen’s novel, The Corrections.  
Andy Fabens delivered his biographical paper, noting at the outset (but without prejudice) the difference in critical methodology between that of the Novel Club and that of his own training in literary studies; i.e., New Criticism. Given that New Criticism does not admit of the relevance of biographical information in a given work of literature, his proviso was understood by club members to be most generous.  He recounted the awkwardness between Franzen and Oprah Winfrey about Franzen’s recoil when The Corrections was chosen for Oprah’s list, pointing out the book’s very popular reception, despite any unfortunate savor of a public dust-up.   Fabens also noted that Franzen is termed an “hysterical realist” on the Wikipedia.  He sketched the author’s relatively normal childhood and family life, attributing to the young Franzen only a vague sense of growing up on the outside of a mass culture definition of “normal.”  Fabens characterized Franzen’s adult relationships, however, as somewhat fraught, having been seen by both his wife and a later romantic partner as someone overly ambitious, private, serious, and self-involved.
Leigh Fabens’ critical approaches, indeed, drew on more holistic methods than those of her husband.  She viewed the novel’s domestic disruption and dysfunction as having value as a broader social parody.  Admiring Franzen’s craft generally, however, Mrs. Fabens also found herself wincing at its occasional excesses of style and constituent event.  Finally, her evaluation of his fictional strategies finds them effectively, if hysterically, real in the representation of the family dynamics of postmodern North America.  
Reception by the Novel Club members was frigidly polar.  Mr. Targett expressed himself to have no patience with Franzen’s genre.  Mr. Conomy found it “disturbing and delightful,” and fully embraced the overlay of hyperbole and reality on its manic tragedy.  Mr. Siegel found truth in its depiction of family dysfunction, while Mr. Ogun found Franzen’s narrative, well, oppressive.  Central to the broader discussion among the members that evening was the question of taste: were the dysfunctional aspects of the narrative sordid or fascinating (or, one assumes, both, but excruciatingly so)?  Mr. Owens, quite astutely, saw the novel as an interminable revisitation of the typical holiday family gathering.  Both defenders and detractors seemed to agree, finally, that reality/truth had been served in Franzen’s work, no matter their respective postures of embrace or recoil in relation to it.  
The Interim Recording Secretary found herself wondering about the resonance of a vignette offered by Andy Fabens concerning Franzen’s adolescent prank of having once piled all of the desks in his classroom up into a tower in the middle of the room.  Is the manic hysteria of this book like the pile of desks, the prank or joke of a boy who liked to imagine excess injected into “normal” life?  Are its excesses due to its having been imagined at all, or do Franzen’s imaginings add up to an ultimately effective fictional narrative? 
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