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BOOKS 
By Jonathan Y :mtlt•y 

Complex 
Works, as 
A.I ways 
. Then:'s a ~trc 1 n g km j'1 ati m, :. 

tie 11 year's v:o rth of boJ~·5 1 n to 
a neat bundle :rnd Issue co-;mil 
conclusions al'lout wh at !l all 
means. The temptation m ust he 
resisted. 

The books that happen 1) ap· 
pear dunng a srngle }'t~u r .irt' 
quite a different bus im·ss f rom 
the hasetiall gnm es th a t :ire 
played or the elections that :1rl 
held during the samL )'l' Jr 11 :~ 
poss1hle to say that art:irn th 111 1,, 
were proved or dispro\ ed hv rt· L· 
1980 World Series or the 19~0 .pn ·•; 
1dent1al ekr t1011. lt 1s not poss1hk 
unless o_ne ·~ faith in the SWL' t' p 1 11 1~ 
genernllzat10n is bottom k ss, tn 
say anyth ing co m1 arahk ah1nt 
a ycnr 's books 

The cxpl.:rnat1on 1s sin: pk Thi 
proces.;; ol wnt 1ng bo.ik\ lll'.ir
no n:al rc lat1011sh1p to the ,·.:1! 
cndar Tu be sure. puhl 1•hl·r" 
bnng ou t books in "sprrng" (J:1;1 
uary ·July) and "fall" < A ugu~t . 
December ) lists. But the !; hap, 
those ltsb take 1s determint'd al· 
most entirely by coincidenc, X 
number of writers delive1X11 11:·1 
ber of m~nuscripts during a pc 
nod that perm its all of tht'm • , 
be published withing th e sa1;1, 
calendar year. 

Thnse wri ters for the rnrst p.:11 t 
work r ntirely indt>pende :1tl y , : 

See BOOKS. G-8 

Yardley's Choice: 
, ... .. The Best of 1980 

Fiction 
A Confederacy of Dun er,, 
By John Kennedy Toole 

· ; (Lousiana State Univcr· 
SityPress) 

Non#Fiction 
Walt Whitman: A Life 

By Justin Kaplan 
(Simon and Schu.citer) 

ii ·= 

D1 ·r· . 28 , 1980 

t 1Ptin 11 cd Frnm G-1 

• :1, '1 ,1 tiil r Snmt' l llllt'~; tllur labors 
J•I\\d l tet' lllldK S that by nnuc1dence 
1i!lt•1 a s11pcr1a·111 i appt•:.irnnce of 
'lil•!l ;1 rt t\', and one may say that it 
''"' :: g111)d y 1-;ir lor women wr iters. 
1·1 :1 (Ond year for b! Ll ck wr iters.' or 
" 'nd ) 1·;:r for the a\'Jnt garde. 
H 11 sm ll !'L•:1rs an· exceptions. and 
1.1r• ' o H t''i al that, to the rnk - the 
11.1,. be ing that all one can legiti· 
tnat< ly ~-• Y about the books pub
il .lied 111 n111.• year is that. well. they 
11·1·1 e p ~ 1 hl 1 :;Jwd in one year. • 

1'1 ~1· }'t .il' ll•\W endiug 1ll us trates 
Iltt ;"m 11 t perfect!}'. Is it of any sig· 
u 1I11 .11ll'L', tor C'Xnm plc. that hy com· 
p.1 1"1 s11ll 11·1th 1979, 19HO was 11 
1 l'l a11 1·c• ly WL':lk year for i\rm·rirnn 
Ii. t1 ;;\ ·, Oi co nr~t' not: The novel is 
,, 11 \ k ad " .\ nd what . in auy t!Vel\ t, 
i' "wl" ~ ... ' Du Wt' ha • l' 'a Wt'ak year" 
•'l '' ,, 111· .,~ .. k TC Jh1\ l'ls allll 111H~ mns· 
la r' tc'l'< ' .ll'l' pnhlislwJ? I hardly 
11 11 , ,1 Do wt have "a weak year" 
11 1 :1. n · .•re no m.isll'rpieces hnt (as 
,, :•:- th,· ('ase h st year) n hall-dozen 
: •. >vt:'b of gen11111t• i1cromplishment? 
.\,; 1111 , I unrd ly think so. 

\ nd prec15el y how "weak" was 
l"'1[• Wl'l '. it gave us Will iam Max
v: ~II ~ So Long. See rou Tomorrow 
\:'•1lke1 Pt r. y's Tlle Second Coming: 
f.rt•denrk BH1 •drnl'r 's Go,fric, Louis 
1\t 1 li 1 11 Ll os~ · Tlw Ilo11st.• of tll e 
/ 'I uj•/i, t. M.1rcy Mornn lleidish 's Wit
r.i ,;ses. Anne Tyle r's Morg.m 's Pass· 
111g . Hilma Wolltzt~ r·~ /Iem·ts, Barry 
H• 11 n;11! ~ R.1; ', Cnndnct! Flynt's Chas
ins D.1d. Mary Lee Settle's· 'fhe 
'·i:a;;,'f:,uilt. If that'<; "1\'l'il l\." the word 
n.·L.lS 1 nt'W dt' finitio11 . 

1.ml lwre's another ruh . Tlussame 
~·:·ir .a l ~o , r.an• us Johu Ke111lt'dy 
•' 1 lt.• s :l ( vnledc1 ilCI' of Drmces and 
'I /11 Col/ect tJJ St or.res or Eucforn 
n eny - ll l' lt lll'r ol which is, in the 
1,•ci·n 1•d :-;enst' of the term , ' n 1980 
li:11•k" T1mlt>'s n1"'Vt'I was written in 
ti •! m1d.'tiOs ;:md pnhltshed more 
1h 11 1 a tkr:;Je afte1 his smcide; in 
Lt' \' ll Y c.111 It h<' ronstnH'd to re· 
prt'~('llt any ·1re11J ' t.· vulving in 1980. 
S1·n1 la rly , the ~to11"S in the Wrlty 
' •lll'l'll P !l \ll r<' !trst puhlhht'd over 
tl1r , t • d,-, .idt·~ ht !;lllll! ll g ID 19.lt'i; 
tli ' , 1'<·11 hl as t'il~ih h:n t l'• r• .- ' 
•1·c:·1~d ;ind r uhl1 sll; d 111 l''°'ll - Dr 
l ''" ,, 

'l ,. po int 1;t<1 ..: n 1:id1· 10 0111 

Toole 

one of the best works of nonfiction 
published during 1980, A Cl10ice of 
Days by H. L. Me11cken. The auto
biographical essays in this volume 
add up to a classic of American hu· 
mor and reminiscence - but cer· 
toinly not a classic of 1980, since 
they were originally published (in 
three volumes) nearly four decades 
ago. . 

Of the certifiably new nonfiction 
published this year, highest marks 
go to two biographies: Justin Kap
lan 's Walt Whitman: A life and Ron· 
aid Steel's Walter Lippmann and the 
American Century. But if you are 
looking for trends in the writing 
of biography, look elsewhere. Kap-
1 an' s is a work as much of 
imagination as of scholarship, in 
which the author employs discreet 
psychological speculation in hopes 
of locating larger truths about his 
subject. Steel's, by contrast, engages " 
In little psychologiilng yet paints 11 
life In whole through the meticulous 
and scrupulous compilation of re
vealing detail. 

Two excellent works of history: 
MiFhael R. Beschloss' Kennedy and 
Roosevelt and David M. Kennedy's 
Over Here. One author is a brilliant 
author, the other a brilliant estaJ>. 
lished scholar. One · tells his story 
relatively straightforwardly, the 
other seeks to draw sweeping 
themes from accumulated evidence. · 

Two equally exr-e llen t books about 
the South: Roy Blount Jr.'s Crackers " 
and Marshall Frady's Southerners. 
What ho! A trend! Not exactly. 
Though the two writers treat similar 
subjects and reach similar 1..onclu· . 
slons. their styles and approaches 
are about as different as they pos
sibly could be. 

And what shall we do with Maxine 
Hong Kingston's Chino Men? Is it 
a work of fiction or fact, Invention : 
or history, speculation or interpretn· ' 
tion 1 Who knows? Who cares? What 
matters is that it is a work of genius • 
by a writer whose only category ls 

-her own. 
~his, then. is a plea for mode!"ty. 

Thmk small. D~n't wrap up this year, 
or any other, mto bundles. In the 
world of literature. such bundles 
do r.ot exist. Putting it another way, 
pigeonholes are for pigeons. 
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