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Jeffrey Eugenides was born in Grosse Pointe Park, Michigan in 1960, the son of Constantine, a mortgage banker of Greek descent, and Wanda of Anglo-Irish descent.  From the age of 15, he knew that he wanted to write and chose Brown University based on who would be teaching him his craft.  There he majored in Latin and graduated magna cum laude in 1983.  He then attended Stanford University, where he received a M.A. in creative writing in 1986.

     Eugenides was a staff writer and photographer for Yachtsman magazine and beginning in 1988, worked at the American Academy of Poets in New York in various positions, including newsletter editor.  Before his first novel was published, he also worked as a cab driver in downtown Detroit and as a busboy.  He once volunteered with Mother Teresa in Calcutta, India.

     He has received many awards, including the Aga Khan Prize for fiction, Paris Review, 1991, for an excerpt from The Virgin Suicides; the Writers Award from the Whiting Foundation, 1993; The Henry D. Vursell Memorial Award from the American Academy of Arts and Letters; and the Pulitzer Prize in fiction in 2003 for Middlesex.  He has been a recipient of fellowships from the Guggenheim Foundation, the National Endowment for the Arts and the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, as well as the Berlin Prize fellowship from the American Academy in Berlin, 2000-2001, and fellow of the Berliner Kuenstlerprogramm of the DAAD.

     Jeffrey Eugenides pushed to finish his first novel, The Virgin Suicides, when he learned that his position at the American Academy of Poets was going to be eliminated.  He wrote part of this novel while traveling down the Nile through Egypt.  He got the idea for the book while visiting his brother in Michigan and chatting with the baby sitter.  The young woman told him that she and her all her sisters had attempted suicide.  When Eugenides asked why, she replied “pressure.”  The novel is set in an unnamed affluent suburb very similar to the author’s hometown of Grosse Pointe Park.  The Virgin Suicides is written in the collective voice of a group of men who had been neighbors of the five Lisbon girls who all commit suicide.  Twenty years after the events, the men are still obsessed with the girls and are trying to fathom their mysterious deaths. The voice has been described as a Greek chorus, but Eugenides feels that if his name had not been Greek, the analogy would not have been made.  The book was published to critical acclaim in 1993.

     Eugenides published his second novel, Middlesex, nine years later in 2002.  He has said that the reason it took him so long to finish his second novel was all the reading and research it required. He needed to educate himself about many things - the conditions of life in Asia Minor around 1922, genetics, sexology, pediatric endocrinology, the rise of the Nation of Islam, etc. “You could say I experienced everything in this book by sitting in a chair and thinking about it, day after day, year after year.”  He wrote, on average, nine drafts per chapter.

      Once again he uses an unusual voice, this time that of the hermaphroditic Callope/Callie/Cal Stephanides.  In both books he has tried “not to make something mundane strange, but rather, something that is somewhat freaky more normal.”  Calliope was the muse of epic poetry, and, in the first half of the book, Callie recounts the odyssey of her grandparents to America.  Eugenides wanted to write about a hermaphrodite but not the way hermaphrodites have appeared in past literature as mythical creatures.  He wanted his character to be about a person with a real condition and, after much research, decided to have Cal have 5 alpha reductase deficiency syndrome.  This autosomally recessive disorder is characterized by an impaired conversion of testosterone to the more active form of dihydrotestosterone.  It has been postulated that Dr. Peter Luce, who diagnoses Callie’s syndrome in the book, is based on Dr. John Money of John Hopkins University.  Once Eugenides began his research, Dr. Money, one of whose books is Venuses Penuses, (sic) was everywhere he looked.  This disorder is found in isolated communities.  Eugenides uses the device of having Cal’s grandparents, Desdemona and Lefty, be brother and sister, and his parents, Milt and Tessie, be cousins, in order to speed up the process of having two recessive genes meet in one person.

     Once this device was decided upon, Eugenides expanded the book to become a comic epic, the history of a Greek family and the story of a hermaphrodite.  It starts in a tiny Anatolian village near Smyrna in the early 1920’s and ends with Cal as a 41-year-old man living in Germany and working for the US State Department.  The first 200 pages of the book focus on the family’s saga of coming to America and establishing themselves in Detroit.  Once again, as in The Virgin Suicides, the city is Grosse Pointe Park.  When asked, Eugenides could map out how far the Stephanides family lives from the Lisbon family (about a five to seven minute drive).  The immigration story is based on his family history, but the incest part is not.  He once published an excerpt of Middlesex in The New Yorker.  They asked him for a picture of his grandparents to illustrate the story, insuring that they would make it clear in the photo notation that they were not brother and sister.  “But of course no one reads this line, and they all see this picture, and people started thinking I was writing this memoir about my incestuous grandparents.  Which was horrifying.  So people have been trying to get pictures of my family since then, but I always refuse now.”

     Eugenides chose to write the book not only about hermaphroditic conditions but also as a correlative to adolescence, a period through which everyone goes.  This is a time when all are confused about sexuality to a certain extent.  The book is also about duality; between male and female, black and white, Greeks and Turks, etc.  “It makes sense that Cal would be writing from a city (Berlin) that is divided and has been reunified.”

     Jeffrey Eugenides bases many plot incidences and names of characters from his own life and from people he knows. Both Eugenides and Callie grew up on Middlesex Boulevard, and the title is also a fine description of Callie’s predicament.  In Middlesex, Milt and Tessie are conceived in the same house on the same night.  While this may seem to be quite unusual, Jeffrey and his wife Karen conceived their daughter in the same house on the same night as his brother-in-law and sister-in-law conceived their child.  

      Callie’s girlfriend is called The Obscure Object.  While Eugenides was at Brown, there was a mysterious girl whom he liked, and he and his friends referred to her as The Obscure Object.  On the day he finished Middlesex, he went to dinner at the American Academy in Berlin and saw a woman who looked vaguely familiar.  He asked her if she went to Brown and then discovered that she was The Obscure Object, twenty years later.

     Jeffrey Eugenides currently lives with his wife and seven year old daughter in Berlin, feeling that it is easier to live there than in New York.  Both he and his artist wife have studios at home with lots of parks nearby for his daughter.  He is now working on his next book that he hopes will not take another nine years.  It is a short work about Berlin.

