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William ‘Hank’ Devereaux, Jr. – the son of an eminent English professor and critic – wrote a well received novel Off the Road early in his career, but he has produced nothing since. He is currently the chair of the English Department at West Central Pennsylvania University, an institution of which few of its inhabitants are proud. He has a wife who leaves town early in the novel, although her presence permeates his thoughts during all his adventures. He has a daughter who is going through marital difficulties and a house with a lovely view that is the envy of several of his colleagues, but these are the bare facts of a life, the given circumstances, if you will. What is most engaging to the reader is the ironic yet passionate relationship Hank Devereaux has to all the elements of his life. Adrift in midlife and mid-career angst, exacerbated or perhaps evidenced by the fact that he struggles with a full bladder yet is unable to urinate with any power, he is certain that his prostate has, as had his father’s before him, gone bad. He tries to simplify his life, to rid it of everyone else’s complications:  his daughter and her woes, the beautiful adult daughter of a colleague who is an adjunct faculty member and signals her availability by leaving him ripe peaches, the antagonistic colleague who tries to best him at every turn, and a student who writes all too convincingly about necrophilia. He struggles to live by the rule of Occam’s Razor, keeping everything as simple as possible, yet winds up giving in to some of his passions, not the adulterous ones, but those would be much less hilarious than his threatening to kill a goose on local TV.

In this easily read narrative Russo has a fine comic ear and an eye for the absurdity of everyday life. His ability to use dialogue to delineate character happily finds its mark. Devereaux himself is at once participant and observer in his own life, constantly aware of the ambiguities of his world just as any experienced academic should be. His voice and his struggle to find a kind of peace outside the furor of petty politics, deans, tenure, and promotion make a pleasurable mark on the reader’s mind well after the plot has faded. The author has assembled the usual cast of temperamental faculty and wily administrators that devotees of comic university novels will recognize. There’s an earnest young professor so devoted to gender-neutral language that Hank refers to him as “Orshee’; a modern theorist who rejects literature entirely and teaches only from videotapes of television sitcoms; a poet who communicates almost entirely by filing grievances. Here are the frustrated teachers and would-be scholars who never planned to stay more than a year or two but grew fatally comfortable when the university was expanding and now find themselves trapped by their un-marketability. Some critics see Devereaux as the pop intellectual for our time, suffused with contemporary culture, psychological awareness, submerged in a culture that is a threat to the life of the mind. 

What makes Straight Man a thoroughly satisfying is probably more personal for each reader than it is for an aesthetic or literary reason, and therefore it will be the intent of this writer to identify for the Club the impressions that he found compelling and worthy of his time.

First, this portrayal of life in a branch campus of a depressed town in western Pennsylvania is a priceless setting, complete with misfits, complainers, intellectual derelicts, half-aspiring students, and a bickering staff. As if that were not sufficient trouble, the state has approved a ruinous operating budget that is undercutting traditional programs and staff expansion, including the hiring of a department head. I imagine the closest setting to this campus would be a forced labor camp in a Soviet gulag, except that insubordination would be short-lived. That Devereaux’s antics are not short-lived, but give life to the campus and to the novel is the reader’s reward.

The choice of the protagonist and narrator was priceless. Here was a man trapped in the seemingly self-chosen malaise of his own downward-spiraling life and, we might add, that of others. The disintegration of the givens of his life and his disregard for the proprieties make this novel deliciously appealing. Who among us hasn’t or wouldn’t like to purposely ‘screw up’ (excuse the expression), make life chaotic for one’s inflated subordinates, wave the flag of unapologetic independence, and play the role of incompetent. (Only the actual incompetents have the potential to rise to the top.) There is for me an exuberance of freedom in Hank’s behavior that I find compelling, given the high seriousness and competitive drive that most of us face in our professional lives.
Then, there is the delicious but all-too-true demise of the literate community, which is being replaced by the technocrats. With the university pouring all its resources into the bio-, and techno-, it wasn’t easy for the humanities to win money for a program dealing with anything as mundane and as unable to be patented and sold as the written word. How many times in my own academic community do I hear humanities people wonder about the future of their discipline in a world dominated by the sciences. In Russo’s West Central campus it is a worse case scenario: it’s the collision of the tenured and the unionized staff in battle with staff cuts and programs shifts that will take it from liberal arts to technical school as the reality of the day. One creates the school that the public will buy.
I was enthralled with the penetrating satire of college politics, personal jealousies, academic turf battles, new age scholarship, and dull classrooms. You’ll recall that Jacob Rose, the dean of the college, was known as being no fireball in the classroom, and he was hearing the same complaints about Finny for a decade. As Hank archly observed, “There are lots of dull teachers. You can’t make them all deans” (242).  We are probably all familiar with the “publish or perish” dictum, but what we may not be familiar with is the overblown, obtuse cant that presents itself as scholarship. At the Railton Campus, faculty publications were “sad little vessels lost and scared on the open sea. All elegantly written, all with the same artistic goal – to evidence a superior sensibility” (231). If students shrewdly give teachers what they know they want, then would-be scholars often give their doctoral advisors the same. 
The troubled interpersonal relationships of marital life or the parental disappointment in their offspring in this novel would make an entire paper unto itself, one I’ll let someone else explore in the discussion.  Complementing these domestic disappointments is a broad palate of infidelities and seductions – more than sufficient to meet contemporary interest although not at all gratuitous for us the reader. Had our writer dwelled on these, an overly easy formula, he would have produced a less satisfying novel. Fortunately for us Russo was writing spirited comedy and not the dark look as small town academic life made familiar in Edward Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf .
I immensely enjoyed Richard Russo’s rollicking, biting verbal humor from which no one or no thing is immune. As I am a fan of debunking political correctness as a facile substitute for genuine social correctness, I can easily appreciate our writer’s description of Yolanda, a student at the Railton campus: “Despite her difficulty in processing information, her inability to differentiate between important and less important facts, her tendency to mishear, to get sidetracked, to mistake irony for its opposite, she managed to do comparatively well in her course work. As long as she stayed on her medication, she could compete with the hung over, the lazy, the drug-addled, the terminally bored.” I just wanted to stand up and applaud his candor.
Above all else, however, it is Hank’s own struggle that appealed to me – the struggle of a man, who like an aging Holden Caulfield, wants to find equilibrium and emotional stability, but mostly fails to do so. As the dean of the college said to him, “What kind of a man goes through life content to be a fly in other people’s ointment? What kind of pleasure do you derive from that? How old are you?” And he continues, “…my heart bleeds for any woman – much less a woman as bright and kind as Lily – who has to spend a lifetime with a bonehead like you” (361).
Of all Hank Devereaux’s ploys to evade life, it is his conscious use of ironic distance from others that I find the most engaging. In playing the straight man, he has built a shield against sham, deceit, and disappointment. You’ll recall the opening of the novel in which Gracie dismisses a department candidate because “we don’t need another white male. Because we don’t need another poet.” To which, Hank, in as direct and straight a manner as he knows he can muster, says “Who’s our first poet? Somebody remind me” (20). Perhaps, with Gracie’s retort by way of the spiral notebook we know that the role of the straight man has its limitations. If he is still unlucky enough to be wandering the halls of his college, we suspect he won’t be laughing that much longer. In truth, he’s enjoyed making mischief from the chair, and while he is confident of his ability to stir things up from any position on the game board, if he loses the chair he will have peaked. His short tenure will be remembered as “rule by exasperation.” A decade from now, his young colleagues yet to be hired will be stunned to learn that Wm. Henry Devereaux, Jr. was ever chair, however briefly. But then, the young all are so earnest.  
And so, I close my comments, eager to invite yours.
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