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    Jonathan Franzen is an American writer best known for his 2001 novel The Corrections, although he was a prominent essay writer and novelist prior to this. Born in America’s Midwest in the late 1950s, one can see aspects of his childhood in the way he writes about small-town America. He published his first novel in 1988 and his second in 1992 to some critical acclaim but little financial success. These first two works marked him as an author with something to say, and he was able to use this reputation in his essay writing, where he became known for his forthright and in-depth opinions on society and literature. He wrote regularly for popular literary magazines such as The New Yorker and Harpers.


    His work since the turn of the millennium has become synonymous with the concept of “the great American novel” – a title to which his books aspire with their grand themes and great lengths. His novels since The Corrections have also adopted a sincerer and less obviously ironic style of writing and can be said to have broken with the postmodern style of his earlier novels. He regularly speaks about his philosophy on writing and the author’s role within an increasingly technological society. His essay Why Bother? (1996) dealt with these ideas and themes, and within some circles it has become as famous as his landmark 2001 novel.
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    When Jonathan Franzen published The Corrections, its success soon made him a household name. It received both the National Book Award and the James Tait Black Memorial Prize and has been a bestseller and recipient of widespread critical praise. The novel follows the Lambert family as they attempt to deal with various trials of middle-class America. The aging parents of the family are driven by their stubbornness – Enid, to have their children home for Christmas, and Alfred, not to show weakness in the face of his progressing dementia.


    The children, who enjoy both extraordinary highs and devastating lows during the course of the story, live in a modern way that confuses and frightens their small-town parents. Franzen’s novel deals with many of the themes of an American nation in a state of transition; a nation coming to terms with changes in economics, politics and society. The novel was published only days before the September 11th attacks, and many have praised its foresight, arguing that the novel engages with the same concerns that society after 9/11 would have to deal with.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    LIFE IN ST JUDE


    The novel opens in the Lamberts’ home in St Jude, a Midwestern suburb. Enid and Alfred, now in their old age, are the only Lamberts left living there. Enid spends her days worrying about her children, attempting to live the perfect life despite her husband’s worsening dementia. She regularly speaks to her children about it, trying to convince them that he is not as bad as he sounds. Her wish is that the children all spend Christmas together one last time before she may or may not give in to her son Gary’s suggestions of putting Alfred in a care home. Alfred receives some post with a low offer for a potentially valuable patent, but despite Enid’s protestations, he is determined to sell it and split the money with his previous employer.


    The children grew up in the family home, with Alfred working in a senior position at Midland Pacific Railroad, where he developed the technology that is the object of his patent. At the same time, the Lambert’s only daughter, Denise, worked alongside Alfred. She has embarked on an affair with an employee of the firm. The family learn that the railroad is to be purchased by a venture capitalist firm and that if Alfred is able to work there a little longer his pension will be sizably bigger. He is already close to retirement and enjoys his work, but he mysteriously quits early, and in his usual stubborn manner, refused to discuss it. Years later it is discovered that Alfred quit early because of the affair that his daughter had with the employee, but he never mentioned it.


    In their retirement, Enid continuously asks more of Alfred than he is capable of, and Alfred believes himself perfectly able to do these tasks most of the time, despite the difficulty he has in simple tasks such as bathing or using the toilet. Enid pins all her hopes on a new drug that is supposedly coming to market that may help Alfred, and discusses the merits of the drug with her son Gary. She decides that she and Alfred should take a cruise, and they meet many interesting people. Alfred hallucinates while on board and struggles to properly use the toilet. Enid enjoys talking and drinking with the other passengers but worries that she does not fit in, but she discovers a drug on board called Aslan which makes her feel wonderful. While she is in a seminar, she sees Alfred fall over the side of the boat into the ocean.


    THE ASPIRING WRITER


    Chip Lambert is a successful professor of literature at a prestigious college chasing the dream of tenure. He falls for a student of his and they spend time illicitly making love and taking cocktails of drugs. They both know that their actions could get Chip into a lot of trouble, but Chip’s recklessness prevails and the relationship continues until the student gets tired of him. She tells half-truths to the college’s board and Chip loses his job. He moves out of his academic residence to an apartment in New York City and finds a girlfriend.


    When he tells his parents about his job loss, he reveals he is now working for the Warren Street Journal, which Enid mishears as the Wall Street Journal – which she then mistakenly brags to her friends about. Chip is in dire financial straits and struggles to pay for his life with his girlfriend and New York apartment. He is writing a screenplay based on his experiences as a professor, but it is largely ignored or outright criticised. He then meets a Lithuanian man who convinces him to move to Eastern Europe in order to sell Lithuania on the open market by writing fake websites. Although he makes lots of money, he struggles to get home in time for Christmas due to an insurgency in the country that turns violent.


    AFFAIRS IN THE KITCHEN


    Denise is driven and talented. Her skill as a chef came through hard work, just as her earlier ability at Midland Pacific Railroad came from dedication. She meets a rich man who offers to finance her very own restaurant in Philadelphia, as well as taking her on a trip to the food capitals of Europe. As head chef she earns rave reviews and the restaurant is a critical and financial hit. She begins sleeping with both the financier and his wife, but her decision to keep it a secret from both of them is the start of her downward spiral.


    The owner of the restaurant fires Denise when he discovers that she has been sleeping with his wife as well as with him. The wife (with whom Denise enjoyed a more romantic relationship) forgives her at first but they eventually fall out because of Denise’s actions. She falls into a depression which lasts all throughout the build-up to Christmas and continues when she discovers the truth about why Alfred quit working at Midland Pacific.


    PARANOIA


    Gary is the eldest and most obsessively responsible of the Lambert children. He works as a banker and is very successful in his mid-sized firm. As a responsible boss and caring husband and father, he appears to have the most stable life and mind. However, he finds that he is depressed and cannot work out why that would be. His wife, Caroline, tells him that he is depressed, but this makes him paranoid and he believes that she and their children are talking about him behind his back. Gary and Caroline argue over going to St Jude for Christmas. Caroline does not like their small-town mentality and Gary wants his mother (with whom he has a loving but frustrating relationship) to spend Christmas with her grandchildren. He gets more and more paranoid until his drinking and paranoia actually do turn his family against him. Although they are actually more worried than angry with him, Caroline agrees that Gary will go on his own at Christmas, and their youngest son can go too if he wants to.


    Gary continually tells Enid that they cannot live how they do. He says that their house is too dangerous, and that Alfred should be in a nursing home. Gary believes that Alfred’s patent should be sold for more money and tries to help Enid in this respect. He also learns of the drug that Enid wants to use to help Alfred and, thinking that there could be more money in this, he invests in the company’s stock.


    THE LAST CHRISTMAS


    Alfred survived the fall out of the boat and Enid is preparing for a family Christmas. Gary arrives but has not brought his son with him, much to Enid’s distress. She had prepared treats for her grandson and is upset and angry that Gary did not bring him along. Although Gary tells Enid what Caroline told him – that their son was unwell – nobody really believes this. Enid thinks that Chip will arrive from Lithuania despite nobody having heard from him, and Gary keeps telling her that she is foolish to think so.


    Denise spends her Christmas upset with herself for Alfred’s early retirement. Both her and Gary grow very frustrated with Enid and her requests for them to help her prepare for Christmas. She is very fond of her father and regularly defends him against her mother. Chip eventually arrives from Europe and Gary is proven wrong about his brother. Over dinner Gary tells everyone how stupid he thinks they are regarding Alfred, and that their belief he can be made better by this miracle drug is a pipe dream.


    The novel concludes with Alfred going into a nursing home with an official diagnosis of Alzheimer’s. He hates it there, but Chip shows some responsibility and remains with his father. Eventually Alfred dies, and Chip marries his doctor and settles down. Gary still wants Enid to sell the house but does not push it too hard, and he actually has fun with her when he and his youngest come to visit again. Denise also gets her life back on track and starts working in a hip restaurant in Brooklyn. Enid, after the death of her very unwell husband and the freedom that this grants her, decides that her life has only just begun.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    ALFRED LAMBERT


    Alfred is best described by his stubbornness. Although he could be a loving parent and husband, as evidenced by his decision to keep Denise’s affair with a colleague secret, his stern temperament is what defines him as an archetypal patriarch of the family. His stubborn nature is best illustrated by his desire to stay in the past, where things are safe. It is rare that he expresses any desires other than for completing tasks in the way he always has. When Enid insults his chair, we are told that it was the worst thing she could have said, because “the chair was the only sign he’d ever given of having a personal vision of the future” (p.11). This demonstrates what could be seen as one of the only eclectic pieces of his personality.


    His professionalism sometimes borders on obsessive, which is why he was so successful at the Midland Pacific Railroad. His dedication to his work went as far as a desire to honour the deal he made with the company for half the profits of his patent. As a man of his word, the fact that the company no longer existed in any recognisable form did not matter. With all of Alfred’s dedicated work and serious demeanour, the onset of his Alzheimer’s is all the more tragic. The fact that he can no longer use the toilet or the bath by himself embarrasses him, partly due to the confusion, and partly due to the erosion of his once-resolute strength of character.


    ENID LAMBERT


    Enid is a fragile person. As the mother of three adults with their own difficulties and the wife and primary care-giver of Alfred, this might be understandable. Her life is a constant stream of disappointments which she conveniently glosses over in an attempt to convince everybody that everything is much better than it really is. She pretends that Alfred’s disease is not dementia, and that Chip’s academic failure is actually a positive. One suspects that inside she knows the truth, but she clings on to the delusion for fear of being seen as peculiar and strange. Her every waking minute is an attempt at creating the image of a perfect family, correcting the mistakes of others and glossing over those that cannot be fixed. Alfred’s stubbornness flies in the face of her desire to appear conventionally normal, as seen by her embarrassment on the cruise ship at his early departure after dinner.


    The crux of the narrative in The Corrections revolves around Enid’s desire to get the family together for one last Christmas. Although she is fully aware that it is not the best thing for everybody, and that most of the characters would rather be somewhere else, she pushes and pushes. For her it is not about having the perfect family, but having the perfect image of a family. Treated as stupid by her eldest son and an annoyance by her daughter, she perseveres in order to have the
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