MINUTES

of the meeting of

The Novel Club of Cleveland
April 10, 2007
The April 10th, 2007 meeting of The Novel Club was held at the beautiful home of James Saunders. He and Clyde Henry were our hosts for the evening. The elegance and variety of the repast and wines laid on for us reminded me of descriptions of a Potlatch. The more than usually frequent comings and goings of the members during the meeting suggested that either an epidemic of cystitis had hit the crowd or attested to the high quality of the victuals.

When George Weimer was finally able to get the meeting under way the first order of business was the introduction of guests who numbered three. There were Karen Kirby, wife of Al, John Gabel, good buddy of Louise, and John Conomy who has become so familiar at these meetings that I have forgotten his sponsor and soon expect him to become one of us.

The minutes of the last meeting were presented by Art Stupay. They conformed to the usual standards of humor and word play and were applauded.

Illness has struck two of our group, Warren Morgan and Norm Roulet and there is apparently some question as to when and if either will be able to rejoin us.

The annual business meeting was voted on yet again and agreement that Apr.29th was indeed to be THE DAY despite the inability of some members to be present. The venue is the home of Ham Emmons and the menu the result of pot-luck contributions for which all attendees are expected to sign up. Personally I had hoped James and Clyde could be coaxed into catering the event. Those members unable to attend will have the right to cast absentee ballots for the novels they would prefer to read next year.

Gail Newman then presented the biographical sketch of Simon Mawer the author of The Fall. She had been able to contact the author by e-mail. He was able to give her information about himself which did not appear in the brief biography available from other sources. He had attended Oxford and was trained as a Geneticist and this training was reflected in an earlier work, Mendel’s Dwarf. Though born in England he has lived for more than two decades in Italy as well as in Malta and Cyprus and in a sense feels homeless. He says, “ Home is where the mind is.” He has written poetry as well as prose and his work has been translated into many languages. At the end of her presentation Gail read one of his poems, a very moving short work about the 77293 Jews of Czech and Slovak extraction murdered during the Holocaust whose names have been painted on the walls of the ancient Pinkas Synagogue in Prague. 

Clyde began his critique of the book by passing around sort of a roadmap which he had constructed to demonstrate the chronologic progression of the episodes which had been presented in flash forwards and flash backwards in the novel. He had also included a diagrammatic summary of who slept with whom and when and who were the probable parents  of the two major male characters Jamie and Robert. Much of the book is given to a description of mountain climbing which is more important as a way to explore relationships than merely to describe a hazardous sport which kills by choice or accident Jamie and the third male, Guy. He has already perished when Jamie, his putative son, and Robert, his real son are very young. Very confusing. There are multiple heterosexual liaisons without benefit of clergy or contraceptives and a suggestion of at least one homosexual episode. Without Clyde’s scorecard it is almost impossible to make sense out of this most interesting novel.

As excellent as these presentations were they served only as a prelude to the very vigorous discussion which followed. Perhaps the seminal idea was introduced by John Conomy who noted the Cain and Abel relationship between Jamie and Robert, and we considered the possibility that Jamie's abandonment of Rob was deliberate (indicated by his continuing up the mountain, rather than down, to seek help). . Much was noted also about the impersonality  represented by climbing.  Is it a way to avoid intimacy, connection with others, as reflected in the lack of consideration of true emotions other than sexual by many of the characters?  We discussed Jamie's suicide and whether was the result of his learning he might not be Guy's son, or for  some other reason (perhaps the recognition of a homosexual attachment to Rob, or residual humiliation because Rob witnessed his sexual degradation); the meaning of Ruth's last name, and if she did rise from the ashes of her relationship to the two men; whether Diana Sheridan, the wartime nurse, was the book's true heroine.  The men were considered nonheroic.  The writing was superb and the descriptions of the Blitz in London were among the best some of us have ever read.

We had by no means finished the discussion when the witching hour of ten arrived and it was with little eagerness that we trudged out into the cold night.

Respectfully submitted,

Arthur J. Newman

