MINUTES

 of the Meeting of

the Novel Club of Cleveland

January 8, 2008

I think that we had all had a good time discussing England, England by Julian Barnes. If you can think back to our discussion four weeks ago [these minutes were presented on Feb. 5, 2008], which was only a few days after the excesses of the Christmas and New Year’s holidays, we focused on the machinations of a megalomaniac, who as Ted Sande said, “instructed his staff to come up with a splash to end all splashes. And they do offering him one of the most appallingly tasteless ideas to emerge from the human brain since the dawn of history.” So why did this Novel Club embark on an serious analysis of such nonsense? This is a question that several participants asked and the answer may have been , “we all make mistakes.” I think that a better solution is to ban all wine drinking at the April session when we choose books. Maybe if we were all sober, we can avoid really poor choices.
Anyway, Ted, our scholarly architect friend, provided a delightful romp through the book. As he said, the book is divided into three parts. The first part called England, introduces us to Martha Cochrane who is pictured as an aggressive ladder climber, sired by a philanderer father and a naïve mother. This according to Ted, developed in her a deep and vengeful attitude toward her father that is later transferred to men in general. Part 2 deals with Sir Jack Pitman’s story about the creation of “England”, a development on the Isle of Wight, which is a sleepy coastal community inhabited by fisherman and various trades people who would welcome some new diversions and job opportunities. This new England is to be a copy of the original including the palace, Buk House, and some Royals who would make an appearance. Also, there is an in-house cynic in Dr Max, who provides a reality check on the discussions. 
The team believes that through replication of a Disney World England we can control the past and make it convenient and even cheap, since you would not need to contend with the Underground and local toughs, as well as assorted ethnic groups you might want to avoid. So we then launched on the question as to why we might prefer the replica to the original. Of course, Ted, the historic preservationist was appalled that anyone would prefer the fake over the original. I offered a facetious alternative view that the replicas are sometimes safer and cheaper. I cited a trip to India and the difficulties of traveling there. In this discussion, reference was made to Sir Jack’s infantile satisfactions, which are a low point in the book and basically pointless.
In the third part, Barnes resurrects Sir Jack and his critics and are exiled to the colonies. Ted concludes, “Barnes has created a reductio ad absurdum with England, England and for that I thank him, as a kindred spirit who shares his revulsion at the commercialized travel marketed as educational experience.” 

The biographical note was provided by Anne Ogan, and she gave her usual informed rendering, including a solid review of many of Barnes’ 20 books. She concluded that “though consistently witty and downright hilarious, he is by turn serious, erudite, scholarly, subtle, ironic, warm and concerned. His themes: history, reality, the interplay of life and art, truth, love and death.” In short, he is all over the place. The next one, Nothing to be Frightened Of, sounds really interesting, but it may not be a novel as much as very talky meditation on morality, mortality and the like. I think that Anne liked Arthur and George as well.
We had a very lively discussion, which has been our experience: the worst books get the most comment. One of two notable comments: Jack Conomy: “English people who take buses on long trips with dry sandwiches, which include or end in Stonehenge are as British as phlegm.” George Weimer said, that many passages in the book could not be read aloud in this club, to which I say maybe or maybe not, depending on who is absent.
Promptly at 10:05 we adjourned to the wonderful buffet provided by our hosts, to whom we are indebted.

Alas, we traditionally meet on days that are very important politically, including election day in October, super Tuesday, probably inauguration day and hearings to impeach the president. Is this due to the Republican majority in this club or noblese oblige about issues that are important to other Americans? We need to find a book on this subject. 

Recklessly submitted, 
Arthur Stupay
