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Weriter désfroyed self before book accepted

BY SCOTT F. WILLIAMS
Associated Press

NEW ORLEANS — Success came too
late for John Kennedy Toole.

ris comic novel, Confederacy of
Dunces, has been hailed by critics as one
of 1980’s best. The book is holding its own
on some bestseller lists.

Paperback rights. movie rights, and
translation rights were snapped up. and
Confederacy of Dunces i1s an alternate

.. selection of the Buok-of-the-Month Club.

The book relates the delightfully lunatic
adventures of Ignatius J. Reilly, an obese
New Orleanian who 1s rebelling against
the modern world's lack of a proper
*geometry and theology."

My son used his genus to portray this
b}g gob of flobberino,” said the author's
elderly mother, Thelma Toole. *On the
surface, it's a comedy. but underneath
the surface is all that erudition.”

But the success story behind Confedera-
cy of Dunces is a sad one, because it
begins with the death of the author. In
1969, at the age of 32, John Kennedy Toole
took his own life.

Mrs. Toole said her son committed sui-
cide during a prolonged despondency that
began when a New York publisher aban-
doned the book two years after taking it
under consideration.

*“Two years they kept my son on tenter-
hooks. Two years,” she said bitterly.

“Rewrite, rewrite, rewri‘e. and then the
last letter came. It said the hook snt
about anything.”

Toole was desolated by his book s
apparent fatlure with the prestigious pub-
lishing house.

“He began to withdraw,” Mrs. Toole
said simply. **He was a changed m:n. He
lost his confidence. We lost the rapport
that we had because of that rejection

“I think it was principally his sadness.
And he felt he didn’t have control of his
mind. He said to me once, 'l was so
amused at people, and now they nucht be
amused at me." It got worse and worse ™

After his death. she tried (o mterest
other publishers in the book — without
success.

Several years passed. and she tock the
book to novelist Walker Perey

Reluctantly, he agreed to read the
manuseript, hoping that the book would
be bad enough for him to give up with 4
clean conscience. .

As Percy wrote in the book’s foreword,
“In this case I read on. And on. First with
the sinking feeling that it was not bad
enough to quit, then with a prickle ot
mterest, then a growing excitement. and
finally an incredulity: Surely it wis not
possible that it was so good.™

Percy tried unsuccessfully to interest
his own publishers in the book, and then
went to Les Phillabaum, director of the
Louisiana State University Press in Baton
Rouge

“Twas absolutely stunned that the book
had not been published.”” Phillabaum
siid Needless to say, | have great re-
gard tor Walker Perey, but 1 like to think
that nearly anvone who reads it is going
Lo respond posttively to ™

Phillabaum said the book’s success was
due to the mfectious enthusiasm which
the novel gencrated among the staff of
LSU press.

“If we hadn't had a very determined
effort by all our people — sales, promo-
tion, subsidiary rights, editorial — then
we could have had a total bomb,"™ Philla-
baum said.

That same enthusiasm spread to the
general publishing community, he said.

“Grove Press, which bought the paper-
back rights, was very helpful in getting
word of our edition around.” Surprise fol-
lowed surprise

Publishers Weekly and Kirkus Reviews,
the industry’s reviewers, gave it rave no-
tices. The critics, intrigued by the story,
read the book and resoundingly acclaim-
ed .

The book is a major success for the LSU
press. Now inats fitth printing, Confeder-
acy of Dunces has 40,000 copies i print.

Confederacy of Dunces was not Toole's
first novel. At the age of 16, he wrote The
Neon Bible, about Bible Belt evangelists.
The book was not published, though there
have been discussions recently on that
prospect.
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