MINUTES
of the  meeting of

the Novel Club of Cleveland

Tuesday, March 2, 2010

On a cold but relatively navigable winter evening, members of The Novel Club of Cleveland gathered at the home of Leon Gabinet for the March 2, 2010 meeting.  After the usual pleasant introductory session of socializing, with refreshments provided by June Salm, the meeting came to order at approximately 8:25.  Guests Bob Brody and Jill Mushkat were welcomed.  No formal committee reports were offered, although we were informed that the Program Committee is finalizing its arrangements for next season.  Anyone who has nominations in mind for future club selections should prepare to offer them when work begins on the 2011-2012 season.
Catherine LaCroix read the minutes from last month’s meeting, as prepared by Whitney Lloyd, and they were well received by the assembled company.  Attention then turned to the current month’s text, The Way of All Flesh by Samuel Butler.

Bob Targett presented the biographical paper about this substantially autobiographical novel. 

 Samuel Butler was the third generation of his family to be ordained as a Church of England clergyman.  The author’s grandfather, Bishop Samuel Butler, was also head of Shrewsbury School.  Grandfather Samuel was apparently a harsh father to his son Thomas, who went  from the Shrewsbury school to Cambridge and associated with Charles Darwin during his years there.  After graduating and becoming a clergyman, Thomas settled and raised his family in Langar, near Nottingham.  Thomas had four children, including our author Samuel who was born in 1835.  Thomas was also a harsh father, and used corporal punishment to pressure Samuel to study.  Samuel achieved success in that he was reading and writing at age 2 and began Latin at age 3.  But he was apparently not happy about it, and later said about his father, “he never liked me, nor I him.”  Upon the death of grandfather Samuel, the family made an extended trip to Rome which inspired young Samuel’s lifelong enthusiasm for Italy.
In 1848 young Samuel was sent to the Shrewsbury school, where he studied art and piano along with his other subjects.  In 1854 he went on a scholarship to Cambridge, where he was “happy for the first time in his life.”  He was coxswain in a rowing crew, and earned a classical first degree.  Upon leaving Cambridge he went to live among the poor in London and work as a clergyman, but he became disillusioned with religion.  Around 1860 he came into a small inheritance which he used to go to New Zealand and invest in sheep farming land.    In 1864 he returned to London, where he lived for the rest of his life. Financially independent after his father’s death, Butler occupied himself with reading, writing, and painting, and with annual excursions to Italy where he worked on history and theory of art as well as on photography.  He died a wealthy man, whose last words reportedly were “Have you brought a checkbook?”  Bob’s overall impression was that Butler’s life was in many ways dysfunctional, and yet that his production of The Way of All Flesh shows that something good can come of a dysfunctional life.
The critical paper on The Way of All Flesh was presented by Clyde Henry in the absence of its author, Nicholas Ogan.

Noteworthy from the outset is that Butler wrote The Way of All Flesh  between approximately 1872 and 1884, but withheld it from publication until after his death—wishing, perhaps, to avoid whatever harsh reactions might result from his harshly satirical treatment of the Church of England and members of his own family. The history of the Pontifex family vaguely echoes that of Butler’s own, and the negative presentations of Ernest’s parents (Theobald and Christina) and his schoolmaster—as well as Ernest’s finding his first real happiness at Cambridge—seem quite strongly autobiographical.  Through his many trials and tribulations Ernest progresses from being a very weak conformist character, susceptible to stronger personalities and pernicious influences, to ultimately being much closer to the model of an English gentleman who achieves a reasonable balance in life along with a sense that there is no such thing as absolute truth or certainty.
Discussion was lively over the six questions provided.  Consensus emerged that Overton/Butler presented more of an agnostic than an atheistic perspective.  On the question of Ernest’s maturing or failing to do so, there was much comment on the novel’s pioneering exploration of human psychology and relationship-forming, with references to Freud and Malraux, Candide and the traditions of bildungsroman, and the Victorian era's attitudes toward children—its delayed recognition of their personhood, its belief in the utility of abusing them, and our awareness of the later results of such practices.  Historical developments in Church of England theology and its interface with the Industrial Revolution were illuminated.  Considering standards of the novel’s time and place, most members seemed to give Ernest credit for being a more agreeable character  (if still a dilettante) by the end of the book, and for supporting his arguably illegitimate children with the best of intentions and possibly the best results available to them in their society.  The group was intrigued and curious about the inchoate relationship between Overton and Alethea—assuming that it had autobiographical implications, but finding ourselves at 10 p.m. unable to pursue those implications further.
We will meet again on Tuesday, April 6, to discuss The Reluctant Fundamentalist at the home of Lloyd Owens.
Respectfully submitted,

Carol Fox

