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This book is dedicated to
 every child who ever asked “Why?”
 And to every parent, teacher, librarian, friend, and relative who
 might take the time to answer.







“Of making books, there is no end.”

—ECCLESIASTES




“I cannot live without books.”

—THOMAS JEFFERSON
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INTRODUCTION



“WHAT YOU DON’T KNOW,” the somewhat obscure English writer Sydney Smith (1771–1845) once noted, “would make a great book.”

And what you don’t know about great books would make a really great book!

So here it is: what you need to know about the world’s great books and writers but never learned. Using the quick-quiz format that was the hallmark of the New York Times bestseller Don’t Know Much About® Anything, this book offers a fun and entertaining way to learn about those books and authors you were supposed to read in high school and college—but probably never did. While serving as a quick refresher course, the book may also introduce you to some writers and works that might not be familiar but should be.

A compendium of fun and fascinating quizzes that will stimulate and inform, Don’t Know Much About Literature is aimed at reintroducing you to some of the most important writers and their works; explaining what you need to know about hundreds of great books, plays, and poems; exploring less-familiar writers that everyone should know about; and generally rounding out the literary education of readers who have an appetite for learning, but want to have fun doing it.

Emphasizing the household names from literary history, these quizzes focus on major writers and their works, along with some notable books that helped change history—works by Faulkner, Tennessee Williams, and Byron, and Joyce’s Ulysses among them.

Downbeat about the Beats?

Afraid of Virginia Woolf?

Don’t know your Keats from your Yeats?

The book you hold will see you through your most Kafkaesque literary nightmares.

What’s more, the book provides fascinating fodder for reading groups and sparkling chatter at cocktail parties. Fills in some gaps in your reader’s résumé. Helps out on that literature question in Trivial Pursuit. Inspires a more ambitious summer reading list. Don’t Know Much About Literature will do all of these things while also providing a challenging quiz that will test even the sharpest know-it-alls.

 

There’s no question about it. Many of us love to read. Like Jefferson, we “cannot live without books.” And what’s more, we love to talk about reading. This is a book that will have book lovers gloating as they prove just how much they know—or have them sheepishly heading back to the stacks to round out their literary educations.

Do you remember your first books? I do. They were mostly Golden Books, and they filled the foot of my bed. Or do you remember the first book you really loved? Can you remember learning to recite a poem? I had a terribly hard time in sixth grade memorizing Blake’s “The Tyger.” (“Tyger! Tyger! burning bright / In the forests of the night, / What immortal hand or eye / Could frame thy fearful symmetry?”) Did you ever fall in love with a fictional character? Or weep when you finished a book? What book kept you up all night reading?

Of course, if you are what you read, it can be a bit dangerous. When we were compiling this book, an article about books and romance was published in the New York Times Book Review. As Rachel Donadio put it, “These days, thanks to social networking sites like Facebook and MySpace, listing your favorite books and authors is a crucial, if risky, part of self-branding. When it comes to online dating, even casual references can turn into deal breakers.” One woman, a book critic, told Donadio, “I did have to break up with one guy because he was very keen on Ayn Rand” (“It’s Not You, It’s Your Books,” New York Times Book Review, March 30, 2008).

The other story that caught our attention as we compiled our quizzes was a story out of Vermont, where I live and work part of the time. It seems that a few dozen teenagers had been caught partying and vandalizing a small cottage in the Vermont woods. Their doings probably would have gone unnoticed except that the cottage once belonged to Robert Frost. In June 2008, as part of their sentences, the teens were all required to attend a class—taught by the novelist and Middlebury College professor Jay Parini—about the great American poet.

Of course, cynics might laugh and say, “Yes, poetry is punishment.” But at the heart of this sentence is a much grander notion. We read to change our lives and our minds. Of course, we read for many reasons—simple pleasure, excitement, a whiff of romance. But at the bottom, I think we read because books can change people. I was a voracious reader as a child, but I clearly recall the change in my way of looking at the world back in the summer of 1968 when I read Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle and Dalton Trum-bo’s Johnny Got His Gun. Both books were crucial in opening my eyes to the fact that the world could be very different from the tidy vision I had been working with. Those books accomplished what the brilliant Joseph Conrad once said was the writer’s task: “To make you see.”

 

I don’t know if this book will bring you to such truths. But I do hope that you will have some fun and get pointed in the right direction. After all, as Jimmy Walker, the colorful Jazz Age mayor of New York City, once put it, “No woman was ever ruined by a book.”

Just one note before you start reading and proving how smart you are—or how much you need to learn. You will find very few references to Shakespeare in this collection. It’s not that we don’t like the Bard. In fact, we do—so much so that we thought the guy deserves his own book. So next up on the schedule of the Don’t Know Much About series is a book dedicated to the life, times, poetry, and plays of William Shakespeare.

And yes, we are certain that lots of your other favorite authors or books are missing from this collection. I know I had to leave out some of my favorites (sorry to the late Mr. Updike, who merits only a passing reference). Is there somebody or some book that you think deserves a “quiz of one’s own”? Let us know at our Web site DontKnowMuch.com or search “Kenneth C. Davis” on Facebook.

So sharpen your pencils and get ready to test your literary wits.









DON’T KNOW MUCH ABOUT

Fictional First Lines



SINCE YOU CAN’T judge a book by its cover, the first line had better be good. Would Herman Melville have reeled in readers if Moby-Dick had not begun with the immortal words, “Call me Ishmael”? See how many of these famous first lines you can identify—just be careful that you don’t get hooked.


1. It was love at first sight.

2. It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife.

3. “Where’s Papa going with that ax?”

4. Many years later, as he faced the firing squad, Colonel Aure-liano Buendía was to remember that distant afternoon when his father took him to discover ice.

5. One morning, as Gregor Samsa was waking up from anxious dreams, he discovered that in bed he had been changed into a monstrous, verminous bug.

6. It was the best of times, it was the worst of times…

7. Once upon a time and a very good time it was there was a moocow coming down along the road and this moocow that was coming down along the road met a nicens little boy named baby tuckoo…

8. You better not never tell nobody but God.





ANSWERS


1. Joseph Heller, Catch-22.

2. Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice.

3. E. B. White, Charlotte’s Web.

4. Gabriel García Márquez, One Hundred Years of Solitude (translated by Gregory Rabassa).

5. Franz Kafka, The Metamorphosis (translated by Ian Johnson).

6. Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities.

7. James Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man.

8. Alice Walker, The Color Purple.









DON’T KNOW MUCH ABOUT

Charlotte’s Web



“SALUTATIONS! ” SPOKEN FROM a barn’s rafters, this greeting begins one of the most unlikely and special friendships in literature, that between Charlotte A. Cavatica, a spider, and Wilbur, a young pig. In Charlotte’s Web (1952), Charlotte saves Wilbur from slaughter by spinning words like “TERRIFIC” and “RADIANT” into her web above his pen. The author Elwyn Brooks White (1899–1985), known as Andy to friends and as E. B. White to readers, called Charlotte’s Web “a story of friendship and salvation on a farm,” inspired by the animals in his Maine barn. Charlotte’s Web was the second of White’s three children’s books, which punctuated a successful career as a journalist and essayist. Wallow in this quick quiz about the author of one of the best-loved children’s books.


1. What is the name of the eight-year-old girl who adopts the newborn Wilbur, saving him from Papa’s ax?

2. What is the first message that Charlotte spins into her web?

3. What word does Charlotte write above Wilbur’s pen because he is “not proud” and “close to the ground”?

4. Charlotte’s Web was turned into an animated film in 1973 and into a live-action film with computer animation in 2006. Which other children’s classic by E. B. White became a movie with both live action and computer animation?

5. For what nonfiction book is E. B. White best known?

6. What is White’s third and final children’s book?





ANSWERS


1. Fern Arable.

2. SOME PIG.

3. HUMBLE.

4. Stuart Little, published in 1945.

5. The Elements of Style. White’s sharp observations of modern life were staples of the New Yorker’s “Talk of the Town” column for decades, and he distilled his guidelines for writing clearly and elegantly in the book, originally written by his Cornell professor, William Strunk Jr.

6. The Trumpet of the Swan (1970).









DON’T KNOW MUCH ABOUT

Dracula



FEW BOOKS HAVE captured readers’ imaginations as Dracula did, spawning hundreds of books and movies, not to mention uncountable cape-and-fangs Halloween costumes. Published in 1897 in Victorian England, the novel blended the folklore of vampires and other bloodsucking creatures with Catholic traditions, scraps of Romanian history, and many of Bram Stoker’s own inventions. Born Abraham Stoker in Dublin, Ireland, Stoker (1847–1912) wrote Dracula as a novel told through journals, letters, and fictional news clippings to lend his fantastical horror story a realistic feel—and the novel’s contemporary setting added to its chilling authenticity. Sink your teeth into this Dracula quiz.

TRUE OR FALSE?


1. Bram Stoker took Count Dracula’s name from the fifteenth-century Romanian prince Vladislav III, better known as “Vlad the Impaler.”

2. In Stoker’s novel, before Count Dracula transforms Lucy into a vampire, he famously whispers, “I want to suck your blood.”

3. Stoker drew the following details from eastern European vampire folklore: vampires can’t come into a house uninvited; they can take the shape of wolves; garlic and crosses repulse vampires; they can be killed by a stake through the heart.

4. Some scholars cite the influences of Celtic vampire legends on Dracula.

5. Bram Stoker’s Dracula popularized the notion that sunlight was harmful to vampires.





ANSWERS


1. True. Vlad the Impaler, born in Transylvania in 1431, was called “Dracula,” or “Son of Dracul.” His father, Vladislav II, was nicknamed “Dracul,” meaning “devil” and “dragon”—not for evil deeds, but because he belonged to the Order of the Dragon, a secret fraternity of knights whose mission was to protect the Holy Roman Empire from Ottoman invasion. In early drafts, Stoker’s character was named “Count Wampyr.”

2. False. Dracula never says this line in Bram Stoker’s novel. In fact, even the Hungarian actor Béla Lugosi didn’t say “I vant to suck your blood” in the classic 1931 movie version, though this line is often quoted as his.

3. True. These details were the result of Stoker’s extensive research.

4. True. Although Stoker’s interest in Slavic vampires is well documented, scholars have suggested that Stoker, an Irish writer, was also inspired by Celtic folklore involving vampiric chieftains and bloodsucking fairies.

5. False. This was an invention of F. W. Murnau’s 1922 movie Nosfer-atu, an unauthorized film version of Dracula.









DON’T KNOW MUCH ABOUT

Ernest Hemingway



THEY CALLED HIM “Papa.” One of America’s most successful and admired novelists, Ernest Hemingway (1899–1961) once compared his bare-bones style to an iceberg: “There is seven-eighths of it under water for every part that shows.” Beneath Hemingway’s famously understated prose, which often celebrated such traditionally masculine pursuits as combat, hunting, and boxing, his heroes encountered doubt, isolation, and failure. Wounded as an ambulance driver during World War I and shaken by his experience of the war, Hemingway moved to Paris in 1921 and joined a circle of similarly disenchanted young writers, including F. Scott Fitzgerald and John Dos Passos. Hemingway’s breakthrough novel, The Sun Also Rises, popularized a phrase borrowed from the author Gertrude Stein: the “Lost Generation.” See if you can find answers to these questions about the great Lost Generation author who took his own life with a shotgun blast.


1. Before Hemingway turned to fiction, what job helped develop his spare writing style?

2. What recurring, semiautobiographical Hemingway hero was first featured in the 1924 story collection In Our Time?

3. In A Farewell to Arms, how does the main character Frederic Henry serve during World War I?

4. What is the subject of Hemingway’s 1932 nonfiction book, Death in the Afternoon? (Hint: It’s also prominently featured in his 1926 novel, The Sun Also Rises.)

5. Which Hemingway work contains the famous line, “Man is not made for defeat. A man can be destroyed but not defeated”?

6. What was Hemingway’s oft-cited definition of “guts”?






ANSWERS


1. Newspaperman. Fresh out of high school, the seventeen-year-old Hemingway took a job as a junior reporter for the Kansas City Star. He later worked as a foreign correspondent covering wars in Europe.

2. Nick Adams. Often read as an alter ego for Hemingway, Nick Adams is a prototype for many later Hemingway characters, as well as the protagonist of the posthumously published collection The Nick Adams Stories (1972).

3. Just as Hemingway himself served: as an ambulance driver on the Italian front.

4. Spanish bullfighting.

5. The Old Man and the Sea (1952).

6. “Grace under pressure.”









DON’T KNOW MUCH ABOUT

Emily Dickinson



ONE OF AMERICA’S most enigmatic poets, Emily Dickinson (1830–1886) spent the last twenty years of her life as a recluse, rarely leaving the home in Amherst, Massachusetts, where she was born. She greeted guests from behind a door, used a basket and cord to lower cookies out her window to local children, and, after her father’s death in 1874, dressed entirely in white. As a young woman, Dickinson studied botany and the classics, then spent a lonely year at Mount Holyoke Female Seminary, where she was ostracized for refusing to declare her faith in Christ. Rather than teach or marry—the acceptable options in her day for women of her class—Dickinson stayed home and wrote nearly two thousand poems, largely unpublished in her lifetime. After her death in 1886, her sister Lavinia found forty fascicles, hand-sewn booklets containing more than eight hundred unseen poems. After faithfully burning thousands of Emily’s letters, Lavinia helped publish the poems—the first of which saw print in 1890. Immediately recognizable for their short lines broken by dashes, Dickinson’s poems speak of solitude and death, as well as of imagination, passion, immortality, and childlike wonder with the world. What do you know about the “Woman in White”? Take this quiz and see.


1. What popular song contains the line, “And you read your Emily Dickinson / And I my Robert Frost”?

2. How many of Dickinson’s poems were published in her lifetime?

3. Although Dickinson’s uses of meter and rhyme were innovative, what type of song inspired the rhythm and form of her poems?

4. What cult movie briefly features a giant puppet of Emily Dickinson?





ANSWERS


1. “Dangling Conversation,” written by Paul Simon.

2. Seven. Some scholars argue only six, claiming that one poem was published in two versions.

3. Hymns.

4. Being John Malkovich. The main character’s rival puppeteer stages William Luce’s one-woman play The Belle of Amherst off a bridge with a four-story-tall marionette.
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