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PRAISE FOR

How Not to Read

“I wish this book had come out years ago, so that I could have avoided going to college and skipped straight to the bright and shiny life of a stand-up comedian. My eyes have been opened. My mind has been closed.”

—Kumail Nanjiani, comedian, Franklin and Bash

“As an author as well as the daughter of a librarian, this book ought to enrage me. However, it actually gives me a throbbing ladyboner. This book has everything I want in my reading experience: hilarity, intelligence, swear words, Photoshop, and occasional doses of homoerotica. It made me feel better about pretending to be an avid reader, and it’s helping me maintain my status as a faux-intellectual. Thanks, Dan!”

—Sara Benincasa, author of Agorafabulous! Dispatches from My Bedroom

“I used to lament never having gone to college, but no more! Thanks to Dan Wilbur’s hilarious and handy guidebook, I can talk to artsy-fartsy educated types with confidence.”

—Kambri Crews, author of Burn Down the Ground: A Memoir

“God bless Dan Wilbur and his noble crusade to free us from the tyranny of literacy. Finally, after all these years, we can say it: Suck it, Johannes Gutenberg!”

—Christian Finnegan, comedian

“Dan Wilbur is an amazingly educated human being, and funnier than his education should allow. It’s nice to see him put those two things together into a book where the latter trumps the former. Bonus: I have responses other than ‘I read that a long time ago so I don’t remember specifics’ when asked about the classics at parties.”

—Emily Gordon, comedy producer and host, “The Indoor Kids”

“This is the smart, funny, charming book I have been desperate for since the day I first saw the Better Book Titles Tumblr and shouted at my coworkers ‘Tumblr Book Deal! I’m so calling it! This guy is getting a Tumblr book deal!’ I like being right, but I like Dan Wilbur’s sense of humor even more.”

—Rachel Fershleiser, editor of the New York Times bestselling Six-Word Memoir series

“If you ever thought reading was a good idea, How Not to Read will show you how just very wrong you’ve been.”

—Marie Cloutier, BostonBibliophile.com
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PREFACE

Getting to the Point

No one has time to read anymore. I didn’t even take the time to profred this bokk. But here’s my promise to you: If you can get through even some of this book, you’ll never have to read another book for the rest of your life! Instead of slogging through blurbs and back cover synopses, you can pretend to have read the greatest literary works of all time just by running your vacant eyes over a few of the next two hundred pages!

And this can benefit everyone…including:


	People who never read

	People who read sparingly

	People who live to read, and vice versa



For people who have never read, this book is of the utmost importance. Everyone you know, even if you’re sure they only crack open a book once a century, will judge your intellect based on how you discuss what you’ve read. Consider this a guide to finding and forgetting your first and last book. The best course of action is to read this book in its entirety, then act as if you’ve read everything ever put on paper, even though you spend all your free time correctly: doing anything except reading.1

For people who occasionally read, this book will stop you from constantly bringing up New York Times articles at dinner parties. Now you’ll be able to discuss old novels instead of repeating vague, half-remembered facts about a moderately famous ballet dancer who just died.

For people who read all the time, this book may serve as a long, humbling list of those works you’ll never finish. But, never fear. With enough rereads of this book you can continue to look down on every person you meet and take comfort in exclaiming “Really?! You’ve never even heard of [insert esoteric novel]?” because I will teach you how to talk down to other snobs without so much as a glance at the works those snobs recommend! Their taste will not hold a candle to yours, so never feel tempted to follow anyone else’s reading advice but mine. You’ll win every time, Smartypants. Now back to your friendless reading cave with you!

Betterbooktitles.com, a website I created, is devoted to summing up all of literature with fake, more accurate covers for each book, so you, dear person pretending to be a reader, do not have to read another stupid book again. This book takes that site one step further, providing you with even more techniques to fake your way through the classics and the not-so-classics. But just in case you’re about to stop reading this book right now, here is what you’ll also gain from its contents:


	People are pompous dicks about reading.

	Books are not as fun as other media.

	I, Dan Wilbur, am an extremely lonely person with a lot of spare time.



It’s time to stop fearing those people who keep bringing up Ayn Rand when you’ve never read a lick of her work. You no longer need to waste countless minutes on Wikipedia or SparkNotes catching up on your reading. It’s okay if you don’t want to give up one hundred–plus hours per week to peruse gargantuan nonfiction bestsellers, the Bible, and other books you’ve been claiming to have read since eighth grade.

In How Not to Read, you’ll find tips for getting through anything you have to read by reading faster (just read every third word!2), entire genres summed up in a single page (Historical Fiction: “Guess who else had sex: Hitler!”3), and how to spot a phony who claims to read incessantly when he has read exactly one book.4 While this book is devoid of any “content” in the conventional sense, it will help you appear smarter and more appealing to people who are way out of your league.5 And who better to give the gist of every canonical text than a comedian with a Classics degree who spent most of his time in college smoking pot and playing Super Mario Galaxy?

So, slackers of the world: unite! Long books will be vanquished! Bad books will be tarnished! And we will all breathe a sigh of relief as we make this retort to some snotty, overeducated dolt: “Yes, I have read Ulysses. It ends with an awesomely long sex scene.”


____________

1. For a complete list of what to do besides reading, see pages 8–11.

2. One Hundred Years of Solitude becomes: “Many as the Colonel was, that when him ice.” Wow! It’s like a Gertrude Stein poem only more comprehensible! Moby-Dick becomes: “Ishmael.” You get the general idea!

3. Spoiler alert: He liked weird stuff.

4. Ten years ago. Usually The Catcher in the Rye or To Kill a Mockingbird.

5. Quick tip: Place a bookmark on page 165 so it always appears that you’re just about done with the book. Carry it around in public! That’s sure to start up a conversation. Unless you’re reading this on a Kindle, in which case, you’re free to attend a Kindle Meetup group, which I’m assuming is a lot like a key party, except you put your Kindle in the bowl instead of your keys.




INTRODUCTION

UGHHH! Books Are the Worst!

Reading is hard but rewarding.

Oh, wait—I’m sorry! I thought I was talking to five-year-olds who have never seen TV or the outside of their secret-backyard-kidnap-sheds. Reading is actually worthless and inane.1 The last book that mattered was The Odyssey, and at the height of Homer’s popularity people hired blind guys to sing the words to them. That’s how boring reading is! The Greeks didn’t even like it, and they were into everything boring.2 I can’t think of anything as boring as reading, and I’ve seen Noam Chomsky speak in person.3

Books are lengthy one-way conversations. Think about it: If you met your favorite book in a bar, he’d be the most annoying, long-winded jerk there. Even if your favorite book is a Bukowski novel, you’d just sit there with him, listening to hour after hour of stories about other times he drank and felt sad, until you both wanted to kill yourselves.4

Some smart dude once said books are “mirrors walking down the road,” but I would add that books are more like mirrors walking down the road telling you you’re dumb if you’re not interested in what the mirror is saying. Books are judgmental of everything you do, and instead of simply telling you you’re fat the way regular mirrors do, books tell you why your soul is weak and empty.

Another smart guy once said that art holds up a mirror to nature. That’s why art will always be better than books: Art serves a practical purpose. Certain sculptures and frames can hold up mirrors. But books keep walking around with their weird mirror-faces like the death figure in a Maya Deren film,5 taunting you into reading what’s inside them. With their blurbs and their colorful jackets, books will be the first to tell you how interesting they think they are. Well, fuck you, books! I’m not interested in you at all! You think you’re so special with your ideas and relatable stories concerning the human condition! What can I learn from you that I couldn’t learn from conspiracy theory videos on the Internet? Probably nothing. Books have information but aren’t entertaining at all. If they were really trying to get people’s attention, they would all have naked pictures on their covers and be made from smokable hemp.6 Books are boring. QED.

You may be wondering, If books are so boring and terrible, why do people keep saying I should read more books? Simple: The elite who control the world want you to read more so you become stupid but think you’re smart. Forcing people to like books is a conspiracy aimed at making everyone hate him- or herself deeply while also feeling as though books are improving his or her life and intellect. The mainstream media has propagandized books into coveted, lofty items, and people have agreed without listening to their own feelings or inner voices screaming: NO! Books hurt! They’re too hard to understand and I want to play Wii! Many misconceptions about reading have permeated our culture. I will now debunk several of these myths:

Misconception 1: Reading Makes You Smarter

One reason to own books is that some people believe having more books around the house results in smarter, more successful children, even if said children never open the books themselves.7 That means people who are out buying up books left and right might not read at all. Even people who supposedly love reading, those who make language their “calling,” do the bare minimum of required reading. Did you know that college students spend less than 7 percent of their time at school studying? It’s their “job” to read books, and they still only spend 7 percent of their time doing it. The other 93 percent of their time is spent drunkenly explaining why Chuck Palahniuk is “like, the greatest writer of our time, but I can’t really articulate why right now.”8 Somehow, though, a bunch of people decided that reading was the only thing that makes you smarter.

Those people are wrong. Instead, holding or owning books only makes you seem smarter, but everyone could seem smarter by wearing a suit and practicing refined public speaking habits.9 You can also seem smarter by carrying books around everywhere. Sometimes I’ll spend an hour perusing titles at a bookstore, then finally choose the one with the most interesting cover art and carry it around another bookstore until someone asks me about it.10

You may be surprised to discover that many great thinkers hated reading. Francis Bacon literally consumed books, saying: “Some books are to be tasted, others to be swallowed, and some few to be chewed and digested.”11 Einstein, also arguably one of the smartest men in history, said (and I’m paraphrasing here): “Reading is for pussies.” Are you a pussy? Do you want a nerd like Einstein calling you a pussy? I didn’t think so. Ezra Pound, attempting to convince others of the benefits of books, said, “A book should be a ball of light in one’s hands.” He then picked a random book from his library shelf, held it at arm’s length, and yelled “Hadouken!” Nothing happened. He then recanted, saying: “I said a book ‘should be.’ It should be able to become a blue ball of fire that defeats my opponent in battle.”12

Some believe that when you do open books and actually read them, you’ll be more intelligent because you will have more thoughts and facts inside your brain. Another case for the dumbness of reading, however, is that books do not contain answers, but rather pose more questions. And asking questions makes you look dumber, not smarter. I thought Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland would be a delightful romp through a child’s subconscious, but while reading that children’s novel I started to ask questions like “How do you really speak to other humans when our language often means the opposite of what is intended?” and “How do I really know anyone?” And so on, until I was asking the question “Why even exist at all?” That didn’t make me smarter! That made me wish for death, and being dead looks way dumber than being alive.

Because books lead to more questions about reality, readers often sound like they’re still sorting everything out in their heads. What uncharismatic wimps! Be a man and pretend to know everything! If you’d like to look smarter, tell everyone a philosophy you came up with in sixth grade and never expanded further through reading. People will love how confident you sound.13

Misconception 2: Reading Is a Great Leisure Activity

Most people don’t have time to read, but in their minds the perfect day features some “great” novel or other: sunning in a hammock, listening to the sound of crickets, and reading One Hundred Years of Solitude.

These people are misguided. Reading is the only leisurely activity that feels like work.14 Every time I read more than twenty pages, my neck hurts, my vision is blurred, and I somehow always let my mind wander to thoughts about eating or pooping.15 How can we stay focused when it takes several of these painful twenty-minute chunks to finish children’s books like The Hunger Games and everything Glenn Beck ever wrote?

In reality, there are only a few ways to make reading tolerable. Nothing will ever make it fun, but you can find ways to entertain yourself. Whenever I read, I like to pretend comedian Sam Kinison is yelling all the words at me.16 I also pace the floor while reading. While pacing, I like to write a few notes in the margins about how I’m feeling that have nothing to do with the book. Then, I like to feed my dog, make a grocery list, play Tetris while listening to a book on tape, and then check my email while reading the book on an iPad. I also like to take mushrooms and stare at the book’s cover for an hour or so until it turns into the ocean, then I step into that ocean of words and swim around until I no longer feel I have a self but rather that I’m part of a greater word-world that we could all join if we just looked through the correct set of eyes.17 All of the strategies listed here, however, are more fun when you subtract the book: imitating Sam Kinison, video games, doing drugs.

Misconception 3: Reading Connects You to Others

Many people think reading will help them understand the people around them better, and help them live more emotionally fulfilling lives. These people are wrong. Reading helps people ignore everything except the words on the paper. A terrible way to make friends is by meeting them at a coffee shop, then pulling out some strange device that
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