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For my grandpa Walter Becker (d. 2006),
who didn’t read a word of literature in his life.

If only still to have your hand in mine.
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And Philip ran thither to him … and said,
Understandest thou what thou readest?
And he said, How can I, except some man should
guide me?

—Acts of the Apostles 8:31–32







Preface

What, you weren’t planning on packing Beowulf with your flip-flops and sunscreen? How about Ulysses, Don Quixote, or The Iliad? But you still feel bad about not reading them, right? Or maybe you lumped your way through the required readings in college but weren’t exactly head over heels. No surprise there; how many college classes did you take where the point was to like literature? And did anyone tell you that Moby Dick is funny, that Dante will make you cry, that Jesus tells a joke, that Anna Karenina is a beach read, or that Joyce can be great, especially if he’s talking about booze, sex, or organ meats? These books are dazzling, but that’s not how they’re normally taught or perceived. And if you don’t go back to the classics as an adult, you might never know how much better they are when they’re read for pleasure, not for a test. As long as the so-called great books stay locked in the ivory tower, people don’t see how gripping and meaningful they can be, and their kaleidoscopic glories get squandered.

I propose a simple fix: let’s give literature another look, but this time we’ll enjoy ourselves. And I don’t just mean above the ears; I want you to feel these books in your heart, in your soul, and maybe even below the waist. I myself am a recovering academic (it’s a tough twelve-step program), but since the day I took off my tweed, I’ve been on a mission to appreciate the classics for their deep humanity and wonder. And trust me, if you read any or all of the books I’m championing here, you’ll be shocked at what you find. Dollars to doughnuts, you’ll laugh out loud, well up some droplets, get a little turned-on, be awestruck, impressed, and deeply, pivotally affected. Once you open yourself to the humor, drama, adventure, sex, poignancy, elegance, tragedy, and beauty of the great books, you’ll see why they’ve long been considered among the most inspiring and engaging things ever written.

This book will be your field guide, helping you read and relish fifty of the biggest woulda-coulda-shoulda classics of all time. I’ve included some tips on reading good books in general (Go slowly! Use a pen! Reread!), and for each of the individual titles, an easy-access introduction that emphasizes the stuff you’ll relate to most and how to corral it. And though I know you’re going to run out and read all the original tomes, each chapter also has the following cheat sheet (including, because not every classic is perfect, the all-important What to Skip):


The Buzz—your cocktail party Ph.D.

What People Don’t Know (But Should)—less hype, more substance

Best Line—to dip your toe in the water …

What’s Sexy—… or into the hot tub

Quirky Fact—this you won’t forget

What to Skip—and you can skip lots



This isn’t Cliff’s Notes telling you what you’d need for school; it’s an attempt to show you what’s in the great books that makes them really matter. It’s tragic how many of us think back on what we read in college and feel, like T. S. Eliot wrote in Four Quartets, that we “had the experience but missed the meaning.” But if I have my way, you’ll soon be adding some classics to the books you love the most.




HOMER

(c. 900 B.C.)
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The Iliad

Because the gods of irony still rule the firmament, Homer happens to be the name of both the pater familias Simpson, cartoon mainstay of the living room box, and the acknowledged father of Western literature, oft called greatest writer of all time. Origins are a funny thing, of course, and while we point all our literature back to Homer, we neither know the exact time when he wrote (most modern scholars think between the 10th and 8th century B.C.) nor even whether the same person necessarily wrote The Iliad and The Odyssey (the latter of which is sometimes argued to have been written by a woman). Then there’s the fact that this other guy named Hesiod might be even older than Homer and wrote a book called the Theogony where, among other things, the world is created and the gods come to be—one from hacked-off genitals floating in the ocean. You can see why most people prefer to leave him out of the conversation. …

But somehow or other, Western literature got itself going, whether by Homer, Hesiod, or someone else long forgotten or never recorded. As founding stories for a whole civilization go, however, The Iliad and Odyssey are pretty well suited, at least at first blush. Each appears to be a supremely heroic tale with a super-macho protagonist—Achilles in The Iliad, Odysseus in The Odyssey—offing his fair share of flunkies and weenie men. Most founding myths are based on just such triumphs at someone else’s expense. The only problem is that anyone who reads The Iliad or The Odyssey closely will see that the heroes themselves are barely responsible for their actions; the gods interfere with nearly everything, handing out victories and failures whimsically and petulantly like demented children throwing bread to geese. It’s a bit sad and bracing, actually, to find out that Achilles the great warrior really wins his battles less because of the strength of his arm or the trueness of his spear and more because higher forces come to his aid. In what many people think is the greatest tale of heroism and unmitigated studliness, it turns out that humans are just Cabbage Patch Kids tossed around by bratty, vindictive gods that hardly deserve the name.

That said, The Iliad is still as riveting and potent as anything you’ll ever read. The story is familiar: scads of Greek troops have sailed to Troy (a possibly fictitious city in what is now Turkey) to take back Helen, the West’s first great beauty, whom the fair-haired Trojan prettyboy Paris swiped away from her husband, the trollish Greek prince Menelaus. But the siege isn’t going so well; it’s already lasted ten years and the Greeks’ best fighter, Achilles, is pouting in his ship because he wasn’t given the slave girl he wanted. We follow the give-and-take of the battle until Achilles finally gets off his sulking heinie, and then the proverbial hits the proverbial.

The Iliad is action at its best, and whoever Homer was, he knew how to tell a story. Its taut dialogue and vivid narration make The Iliad unfold in your mind in Hollywood Technicolor (and it’s a lot better than the big-screen Troy, the blockfizzler adaptation from 2004). When you think about The Iliad that way, you won’t believe how much it reads like a screenplay: set piece after set piece, great characters, killer action, and the approaching thunderstorm tension as we wait for Achilles to pick up his weapon. But to make sure you feel all the bone-jarring power of Western literature’s first masterpiece, I’ll give you some selling points.

Here are a few surefire ways to love The Iliad:


	Because you hear the sound of drums, the relentless booming drums of war, pounding pounding pounding. The poem itself has incredible rhythm (even in translation; see “Best Line”), and once you let yourself slide into its cadence, you can feel the battle building, the battle raging, the concatenated roar of the wounded dying beneath your feet. As you read, imagine the scene, imagine all those years of unsuccessful assault, of a city surrounded and assailed by an enormous unyielding force, day after day after day. No one goes anywhere; they just keep fighting. The drama only builds (“Here in the night that will break our army or else will preserve it”) and everywhere there are bodies “lying along the ground, to delight no longer their wives, but the vultures.” This is a war poem, and you have to feel it from within.


	For the gore. How many world-class books contain scenes with decapitated heads still speaking; decapitated heads being bowled; pierced-through hearts still beating and shaking the spears that transfix them; spears stabbing through eyes, cheeks, tongues, teeth, jaws, and genitals; spears going in one ear and out the other; brains, entrails, eyeballs, noses, and blood strewn across the ground; eyes mounted on spears; men trying to hold in their spilling entrails; marrow gushing from neck bones; and other such delights?


	For the macho taunts, as when an effeminate archer (i.e., not a hand-to-hand warrior) is mocked: “Foul fighter, lovely in your locks, eyer of young girls … Now you have scratched my foot and even boast of this” or when the Greeks are heckled: “Wretches … was it your fate then far from your friends and the land of your fathers, to glut with your shining fat the running dogs?” There are a couple dozen such disses to savor.


	For the riveting monologues, like the Greek leader Agamemnon’s renunciation speech to his soldiers and its trenchant “This shall be a thing of shame.” Or that of Hector, the great Trojan hope, berating Paris: “Stand up against warlike Menelaus?… The lyre would not help you then, nor the favors of Aphrodite, nor your locks, when you rolled in the dust.” These are two early ones, but as The Iliad progresses, the speeches get more and more blistering.


	For the similes: the incredible description in Book II of the Greek warriors streaming from the ships like bees from a stone; the same men as grain, shifting from one sentiment to another; the sound of the battle being joined like rivers crashing into one another, etc. Keep an eye out for long sentences that begin with “as;” these are Homer’s great similes, the moments when he really swings his stylistic ax.




There are also a few other things to keep in mind:


	Don’t get confused by the multiple names for everything: Ilion = Troy; Paris = Alexandros; Danaans = Achaians = Greeks; Achilles = Aiakides; etc. Good editions will have a glossary in the back to help with the confusion.


	Enjoy the word repetition—or at least don’t let it drive you crazy. Athena will be referred to as “grey-eyed” and Hera as “ox-eyed” about nine trillion times. That’s just the way they did it back then; think of it as the Homeric tic. Bummer for Hera.


	Read the Lattimore translation, even though he spells the names funny. Many have translated The Iliad, but no one has rendered the stark supreme majesty of its language like Lattimore.




Now that we’ve got that all sorted out, you should have no trouble relishing the origin and apex of virility lit. Hollywood can send out its Stallone and Schwarzenegger myths of all-meat masculinity, but if you want it rough, tough, and literate, Homer has the first and last word.

The Buzz: It was all for a woman—no surprise there, right? When the Trojan prince Paris decided to leave Greece with a rather pleasant souvenir, namely Helen, he kind of ticked off a few folks. This is why Helen—whom we call Helen of Troy though she was originally Helen of Sparta—is referred to as “the face that launched a thousand ships;” because of her, the Greeks sent their entire fleet in pursuit. Historians now tell us that if this invasion actually took place—and it might have—the Greeks didn’t have anywhere near that many vessels to assail Troy’s walls. Still. Her cuckolded husband and his homeboys came to get her back, didn’t take no for an answer, and thus we have our story.

What People Don’t Know (But Should): We all have heard how Troy fell: the Greeks left the Trojans a “present” of a giant wooden horse that they allowed into the city—the only problem was that it was filled with Greek soldiers who then opened the gates. But none of that actually happens in The Iliad, and it’s only briefly alluded to in The Odyssey (we know the story from later retellings, especially in The Aeneid a millennium later). No, The Iliad is Achilles’ tale, culminating in his eventual mano-a-mano encounter with Hector—good stuff. Pretty amazing, though, that the hero can wait almost three-quarters of the book before he straps on his armor. Yes, he’s literature’s great tough guy, but he sure had a bee in his bonnet about not getting that slave girl.

Best Line: As mentioned, note the rhythm and buildup in this quote (and, yes, Lattimore spells Hector with a “k”): “But the Trojans, gathered into a pack, like a flame, like a storm cloud, came on after Hektor the son of Priam, raging relentless, roaring and crying as one, and their hopes ran high of capturing the ships of the Achaians, and killing the best men beside them, all of them” (XIII, 39–43).

What’s Sexy: Instead of going to fight Menelaus when he’s challenged, ladies’ man Paris asks Helen to go to bed with him, saying that he was never as turned on as then. (I guess when the hubbie comes back to eighty-six you and take back his wife, that can be something of an aphrodisiac.) There’s also an impressive sex scene between Zeus and Hera, making it clear how much it helps one’s game to be all-powerful: Zeus first causes crocuses and hyacinths to grow so high and thick as to make a bed, then he “drew about them a golden wonderful cloud, and from it a glimmering dew descended” (XIV, 349–50). Oh my …

Quirky Fact: In Plato’s dialogue Ion, the title character is what was called a rhapsode, a traveling performer who could recite the entirety of The Iliad or The Odyssey from memory. That’s about a few days of recitation to memorize—and rhapsodes could start up from any point in the story. A lot of people use this to argue that, with the rise of technology, our ability to remember things has faded. But thinking of how many rock songs most of us can sing, I’m more convinced that there was simply less to keep in one’s brain back then, and today we just don’t realize how much we know.

What to Skip: By and large The Iliad makes for a brisk, white-knuckle read, but there are a few passages that lag. Don’t worry if you jump ahead at II, 494–759 (a list of warriors and where they came from) and IX, 529–99 (story of an unrelated side battle). You won’t miss anything.


The Odyssey

So you’ve just composed the poem that 2,800 years later will still be considered the greatest action story ever; where do you go from there? It’s hard not to feel for Homer—talk about being set up for a sophomore slump. But assuming he is the one who wrote The Odyssey, Greece’s greatest poet triumphed again his second time around, managing to come up with one of the better follow-up plots this side of The Empire Strikes Back.

Having already chronicled the ultra-manly warrior Achilles, this time Homer gives us a hero of a very different stripe. Odysseus is studly, sure, but he’s more famous for being finagling and wily (he is sometimes called Polytropos—a Greek way of saying “he of the honeyed tongue”). The Odyssey tells of Odysseus’ struggle to get back from Troy to his home in Ithaca (Greece, not upstate New York). It’s the archetypal tale of wandering, of trials and tribulations, detours and deferrals, menacing sea monsters and horndog goddesses who just won’t let him out of their bowers of bliss. We follow the crafty one (called Ulysses by the Romans, giving Joyce his title), who, having already spent ten years away from his wife and son in the sacking of Troy, loses another ten being buffeted around isles mythic and real, all because he managed to tick off the sea god Poseidon— clearly not a good idea when you’re trying to sail back to your fatherland.

All the while, dozens of suitors are assailing Odysseus’ wife, Penelope, and more or less turning Odysseus’ house into a Cornell frat: eating up his livestock, guzzling down his cellar, and being insolent and cavalier in the extreme. But their day is coming; oh, is it coming. Time and again we’re told that there will be some serious reckoning when the big O gets back; in fact, one of the great joys of The Odyssey is reading the various lines describing what the suitors are in for (“If they ever see that man return to Ithaca, they will pray they are nimbler on their feet;” “They do not know the black fate that is near them, to destroy them in a single day,” etc.). As with Achilles’ wrath in The Iliad, we know there’s an ass-whupping on the horizon, but Homer makes us wait, letting the bloodthirsty anticipation build and build in the minds of what’s now almost three millennia of readers. In Achilles’ tale, it takes him a full 17 books (of 24) before he goes and puts the smackdown on the Trojans; in The Odyssey, it takes Odysseus 21 books (again out of 24) before he makes it home and begins waxing those pesky suitors. In both cases, even though the grim results have long since been announced, we still turn Homer’s pages, getting more and more antsy for the “heroes” to show us their chops.

Beyond salivating for the suitors’ comeuppance, the other key to enjoying The Odyssey is to read it like you’re watching a movie. Like its big brother, The Iliad, it’s exceptionally cinematic (it has been adapted, in part or whole, numerous times. The best—though the connections are pretty thin—is the Coen brothers’ O Brother Where Art Thou?). Although Odysseus is forever recounting his tribulations, he’s a pretty efficient storyteller; the dialogue tends toward the spare and the action speedy, so it’s important that you let the reel run on your cerebral scrim as you read. To get the most out of The Odyssey, you really have to imagine the suitors sloshing honeyed wine and gnawing sheep joints, not knowing Odysseus is coming home to settle the bill; you have to see the alluring nymph Calypso and her fair braids and smell the citron and cedar in the air; you have to imagine the bewitching enchantress Circe and her handmaidens bathing and oiling poor Odysseus; you have to shudder as Cyclops splatters the heads of Odysseus’ men on the ground then devours them whole, bones and all; and you have to visualize Odysseus in Hades, the land of the dead, pouring out a pool of blood to attract the spirits of the deceased so they will come and speak to him. Translations and historical texts use language that typically has less force than things written in our time and mother tongues, so it’s that much more important to help them along by visualizing. That said, the plot of The Odyssey is eminently palpable, so it should make for easy mental staging (maybe imagine Christian Bale as Señor Honey-Tongue; I think he’s got the right combo of machismo and seeming wiliness, plus the dubious likability I’m about to tell you about …).

The tough part about The Odyssey is that Odysseus comes off much of the time as an annoying blowhard, always bragging but rarely accomplishing anything without help from his protectress, Athena, the goddess of war. Even his supposed craftiness and cunning tends to play out in pretty lame ways. But that’s the thing with these Greeks: their gods weren’t especially heroic or moral, so how could their mortals be? To me the best way to enjoy The Odyssey is to minimize the role of Odysseus; let him simply be the central figure who sets the action in motion, and let the action be the story. As you’ll see in “The Buzz”, the important parts of the story have little to do with him. He is the title character of one of the most famous tales in world history, but he might also be among literature’s most disappointing heroes.

The Buzz: Many of Odysseus’ adventures aren’t particularly interesting in themselves, but they are iconic. Here’s the list of the significant gods and monsters he comes across and what you need to know about them:

Aeolus: God of winds. Gives a bag filled with breezes to Odysseus; his men think it will have gold in it and open it prematurely, blowing them off course. It’s a classic parable of greed.

Calypso: Called “the nymph of the fair braids,” she offers the earliest recorded feminist speech in Western lit, arguing that goddesses should be able to sleep with men as freely as gods do with women. For her reward, nymphomania is named after her. Odysseus is “stuck” with her for seven years.

Circe: The other of Odysseus’ seductresses, she casts magic spells over men to turn them into animals (no, beer is not involved).

Cyclops: Our famous one-eyed friend is actually named Polyphemus and only one of a whole island of cyclopses. And he doesn’t seem like that bad a guy, at least until he starts grabbing two of Odysseus’ men at a time and eating them alive.

Oxen of the sun god: Don’t touch those cows! Another parable of that which should be left alone. Odysseus’ men were warned against killing them but did so anyway and got their collective butts handed to them. When will they learn?

Penelope: Odysseus’ wife is a symbol of constancy, holding out the twenty years her hubby’s away, despite the myriad suitors trying to get some of dat.

Proteus: A god who can take any shape; thus the adjective protean, meaning like a chameleon or changeable in any situation.

Scylla and Charybdis: These two incarnate the dilemma of having to pick the lesser of two evils. Charybdis is a whirlpool that will probably kill your whole crew, Scylla a sea monster that will eat a six-pack of your men as you pass. You have to go by one or the other on the trip from Troy to Greece (through the Strait of Messina); which do you choose? Odysseus picks Scylla, pays the six-man toll (he knew he wouldn’t be one of them), and moves on.

The Sirens: Their singing is irresistible and leads men to their graves. Odysseus’ shipmates plug their ears with wax, but el capitan has himself tied to the mast of the ship so he can hear what the singing sounds like without diving into the water after them. Sadly, Homer doesn’t describe it. I’m thinking Maria Callas.

Tiresias: A soothsayer, one of the souls of the dead in Hades that Odysseus calls forth to tell him of the future. In life, Tiresias was turned into a woman for smacking a pair of snakes with a stick while they were getting it on (don’t mess with nature’s way!). Having been a woman for a while, he was then asked who receives more sexual pleasure, men or women. He said that women receive ten times as much. Zeus’ wife, Hera, got mad that he revealed women’s secret and blinded him. Later he is turned back to a man. None of this is recounted in The Odyssey, however (he comes up in various Greek tragedies); here he simply tells Odysseus how to make it home easier.

What People Don’t Know (But Should): As I mention above, there are scholars who think The Odyssey was written by a woman. It would be great if it was, because the only ancient Greek woman writer who currently gets any regard is Sappho, and sadly she’s most famed for the lesbian overtones of her poems instead of their stately lyric beauty (and few of them have come down to us in their entirety). Let’s hope a little more evidence surfaces; it would be great to know just how active women were as writers in the earliest years of our culture.

Best Line: In one of the side stories where we learn more of Odysseus’ travails, the changeling Proteus is captured by Menelaus and asked for news of what happened to the other Greeks returning from Troy. Before spilling the bitter beans, the god tells him, “You will not long be tearless when you have found it all out” (IV, 493–94, Cook translation). What truer words regarding life have we ever heard?

What’s Sexy: In Book V, we hear of Odysseus’ imprisonment by Calypso—part of his almost decade of dallying. Apparently Odysseus only sleeps with her “by necessity… an unwilling man with a willing woman” (154–55), as when they go “into a nook of the hollow cave / And took pleasure of love, abiding with one another” (226–27). Not so sure I buy the innocent-Odysseus thing, though, especially since Homer later describes how he “went like a mountain-bred lion … /To try for sheep to go into their thick fold—/ So was Odysseus about to mingle with the fair-braided girls” (VI, 130–35). That’s not innocent.

Quirky Fact: To escape from the cyclops, the Greeks tied themselves to the bellies of thick-fleeced sheep—bound three together per man—and Odysseus hid himself under a giant ram. When the blinded Polyphemus gropes the animals, he feels nothing and sends them out of the cave to forage, allowing the men escape. When in danger, hide under sheep!

What to Skip: You can safely skip all of Books III (a side story by the king Nestor on the death of Agamemnon) and VII (a lot of unnecessary court ceremony); then Books XI, 230–319 (references to many of the dead that Odysseus sees, none of which are vital to the story); XIV, 184–364 (Odysseus’ false tale to the swineherd Eumaeus—gratuitous); XIX, 395–466 (more court ceremony); and XXIV to line 205 (the god Hermes leading the dead suitors to Hades).


THE BIBLE
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The Old Testament

(c. 15th- to 2nd-century B.C.)


“What a book it is, and what lessons are in it! What a book the Bible is, what a miracle, what strength is given it to man.”

—Dostoevsky



It helped to found both Christianity and Judaism, the two most popular religions of the West; you would think that on this half of the globe no book would evoke more curiosity. But the collection of (scholars think) 15th- to 2nd-century B.C. scriptural writings—ostensibly by Moses and others—that have come to be called the Old Testament or the Hebrew Bible remain woefully under-read. Even the Jewish tradition focuses almost exclusively on the Torah (the story of Moses in the first five books), leaving the rest of the dense, difficult, inconsistent but often extraordinary collage pretty unknown. It’s true that the New Testament has a lot of advantages over its predecessor: It’s shorter, easier to read, and much kinder and gentler; it has a central hero to drive things along, and doesn’t break into quite as many page-long lists of who begat whom. But what the Old Testament lacks in conventional reader-friendliness it more than makes up for in diversity and sheer, fascinating, almost incalculable weirdness. Page after page you’re blindsided by things you’d never think you’d see in a religious book: mother-child cannibalism, daughter-initiated incest, gang rape, murder of spouses and children, torture, and genocide. Like contemporary Judaism, it condones divorce (see Deuteronomy 24:1, retracted in Matthew in the New Testament)—there are various resurrections (no need to wait for Christ to bring back the dead, right?); virgin daughters are offered up to angry mobs; a son of God is promised (but said to be named Immanuel); frogs are sent as a scourge (what do they do, exactly?); prophets come and go, perform miracles, admonish the heathen, but the man in the sky—despite being all-powerful—still can’t seem to get people to stop worshiping in the pagan groves of Baal.

In other words, it’s wackier than wacky, not short on plot, and I can guarantee you’ll never read anything like it. But think about it: how nutzo is it that this is some of the most influential writing in the history of man and yet its violence is staggering (the prophet Elisha has bears kill forty-two children because they called him “bald-head”—do they cover that at Sunday school?), its sexiness undeniable (“Blow upon my garden, that the spices thereof may flow out,” Song of Solomon 4:16), its writing often exquisite (“In wisdom is much grief, and he who increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow,” Ecclesiastes 1:18), and its penchant for list-making clearly infectious (sorry about that). It’s the major document of the last two-thousand-plus years of Western civilization, but if you tried to start a religion with it now, you’d probably get in more trouble than our friends down in Waco.

Reading the Old Testament again, you’ll clearly be struck by many things, but perhaps none more repeatedly than how “stiff-necked” the Israelites are (meaning how stubbornly they defy, generation after generation, the relatively simple laws of Moses—no golden calves, people!), even after they’ve seen a variety of miracles demonstrating that there’s only one God in town, and he’s got a short fuse. Even Solomon, said to be the wisest man who ever lived or will live, finds himself breaking the commandments and worshiping idols (spurred on by the “strange women” that he married—and he married 700 of them!). What gives? If the Lord came to you as he did to Solomon and said, “Reader, ask what I shall give thee,” and, like Solomon, you had your wish granted (he asked for “an understanding heart… that I may discern between good and bad”), wouldn’t that be enough to convince you who’s living in the apartment upstairs? Or if you’re Pharaoh (in the Old Testament, he’s just called Pharaoh, not the Pharaoh) and you refuse to release the Israelites you’ve been keeping as slaves even though the Lord is sending you plague after plague after plague, wouldn’t you finally relent and believe in him before he kills all your firstborn too? (Now the raw deal for Pharaoh is that at a certain point the Bible says, “But the Lord hardened Pharaoh’s heart,” so in fact it wasn’t really Pharaoh’s fault. Sucks to be the bibilical Pharaoh.)

Here’s what I think is going on: in reading the Old Testament stories, every time we think, “Why is he sinning? Doesn’t he know that the Lord will punish him?” we are probably supposed to pose ourselves similar questions. Oh, crap, fornication this morning; what was I thinking? That kind of subtle lesson would account for the constant backsliding and repetition in the Old Testament, which does, I admit, get rather exasperating.

So, yes, trying to plow your way through the whole thing—especially at the loris pace required—can make the Old Testament as annoying as any book ever written. But the keys to enjoying it are pretty simple: read it for the quotes and stories you recognize, read it for crossword answers (What land is Job from? Uz) and for Scrabble words (a “hin” of oil), skip liberally (and judiciously—see below), read the best books for their sheer literary splendor (especially Job and the Song of Solomon), read it for its profound wisdoms (primarily in Proverbs and Ecclesiastes), read it for the Lord’s bombast (at its most imperial in Isaiah and Jeremiah—think Samuel Jackson in Pulp Fiction: “And you will know MY NAME IS THE LORD!”), read it to see all the craziness that the local pastor would stutter to explain (Why in Genesis does Abraham keep pretending his wife Sarah is his sister and letting her get abducted?), read it to appreciate how different the New Testament is and how strange that they can be part of the same religion, and read it because on nearly every page you will be moved, shocked, perplexed, or amused. You can’t read much of the Old Testament and not be flabbergasted, and how many books can you say that about?

One final reason for reading either the Old and New Testaments is that, like Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past but even more so, you get a tutorial in slow reading. Slow reading doesn’t get quite the press that speed-reading does, but there are certain books (say, all the ones discussed in the volume you’re holding now) that give more fruit the slower you go. With the Bible, it’s an absolute necessity, conditioning you to read in a way you probably don’t read anytime else. I always say that reading the good book is like looking for nudity in the scrambled Playboy channel: you know there’s a lot there, but if your attention deviates even for a second, you’re likely to miss it. Of course, since the Old Testament runs to over 700 pages, you’ll probably want to consult “What to Skip”. Please do; I read the whole thing twice just so you don’t have to.

I also recommend reading the King James version (the early 17th-century translation commissioned by the king of England), not only because the archaic language lends an appropriate gravitas to it all, but also because so many phrases that we toss about (like “my cup runneth over”) come from that translation and sound funny in modern-English versions. If you’re confused by a passage in the King James, though, or want to check the accuracy of the translation, I’m in favor of the New Oxford Annotated edition. The notes aren’t always as helpful as you’d like them to be, but they’re better than winging it alone or asking the Lord to visit your dreams.

The Buzz: The Old Testament is often called the Hebrew Bible, since that’s the language most of it was written in. The Jewish religion calls the first five books (Genesis through Deuteronomy) the Torah, whereas Christians call that section the Pentateuch. In Christian terms, the Old Testament is famous for the severity of the Lord—we all have heard “an eye for an eye,” but I prefer the concentrated thunder behind “I will wipe Jerusalem as a man wipeth a dish, wiping it, and turning it upside down” (2 Kings 21:13). Yes, the Old Testament Lord is punitive and vindictive, forever smiting and plaguing, but when you reread the commandments, he’s really not asking for that much (granted, my neighbor’s wife is not that covetable …). Think of the Old Testament Lord as a 1950s dad with especially unruly kids who’s maybe a little quick to the strop.

What People Don’t Know (But Should): Reading the Old Testament is a sustained exercise in realizing what you didn’t know about the bigger half of the Christian Bible. Trying to isolate one thing feels pretty arbitrary, but let’s take this: for two millennia, Christians have been trying to find (or attribute) signs in the Old Testament that point to the coming of Christ (I already mentioned the rather embarrassing Immanuel announcement that the New Testament evangelist Matthew just glosses over in 1:23). What you hear less about is how much of Christ and how many of Christ’s actions were already contained in characters and scenes in the Old Testament: Elijah and Elisha raising people from the dead, a small number of loaves feeding all the people, lepers being cured, etc. As much of a deviation as the New Testament can feel from the Old, it’s clear that the Christian writers tried to connect the two. “Listen, we can get a lot more traction if we just lighten the big guy up a little bit …”

Best Line: There are literally hundreds of world-class lines in the Old Testament, but the greatest concentration is in the book of Job. My favorite passage is this lament, especially the end:


Why died I not from the womb? Why did I not give up the ghost when I came out of the belly? … There the wicked cease from troubling; and there the weary be at rest. There the prisoners rest together; they hear not the voice of the oppressor. The small and great are there; and the servant is free from his master. Wherefore is light given to him that is in misery, and life unto the bitter in soul; Which long for death, but it cometh not; and dig for it more than for hid treasures; Which rejoice exceedingly, and are glad, when they can find the grave? Why is light given to a man whose way is hid, and whom God hath hedged in? For my sighing cometh before I eat, and my roarings are poured out like the waters. [3:11–24]



What’s Sexy: Yes, this is the Bible, but apart from David giving two hundred Philistine foreskins for the hand of Michal—oops, maybe that’s not sexy—there’s actually a lot more hanky panking than you’d think. And it gets started early. In Genesis 2:18 God says, “It is not good that the man should be alone” (a belief I’ve long subscribed to), so he makes the animals as company for Adam, then he makes Eve. Setting aside the order of these events, it’s still marked how Adam gets a partner in Eden faster than most of us would at Hedonism V. Then there’s Lot, the guy who was ready to turn his virgin daughters out to the crowd in Sodom. Thankfully angels intervene, because that wouldn’t have gone well. Then, after God’s killed off seemingly everyone else (bad Sodomites!), the same daughters get Lot drunk so he’ll impregnate them without knowing who they are. Oh my! And we haven’t even left Genesis yet, much less gotten to the Song of Solomon, the sexiest part of the Bible (discussed below).

Quirky Fact: The Old Testament is probably the greatest compendium of quirky bits this side of Ripley’s (the 450 sq. ft. flying scroll in Zechariah, anyone?), but one of the primary stories struck me as odd in a larger and more significant sense. We are told that Israel means “he who has wrestled with God” and was the name given to Jacob (he of the ladder) after he wrestled with an angel. What’s strange, though, is that at an earlier point, Israel (still called Jacob at that point) agreed to give his brother Esau—who was dying of hunger—a bowl of soup, but only if Esau surrendered his inheritance to him. Damn, bro! Then he tricks Esau out of their blind father’s blessing by wearing goatskins to simulate Esau’s he-man hairiness. Am I the only one who thinks that’s a strange and rather shady history for someone who has a nation and a people named after him? Who says the antihero is a modern invention?

What to Skip: I’m tempted this time around to call this section What Not to Skip. There’s a lot of forgettable material in the Old Testament, so unless you’re locked in an otherwise bookless hotel room for a month (thank you, Gideons), are a serious religious diehard, or want to be reminded of all the plagues and disasters visited upon the Israelites, you can probably skip around. To me, the best books by far are Job and the Song of Solomon. If you only read those two, you’ll get the Bible at its most literary. If you want a clearer sense of the whole in the shortest amount of time, add Genesis (note the beginning of the universe but skip the lists) and Exodus (focus on the tale of Moses, but skip all the particulars of the tabernacle and the consecration of the priests).

From there I’d say that you can and probably should skip Leviticus and Numbers’ tales of the Israelites “murmuring” that maybe it was a bad idea to leave Egypt—even though they were Pharaoh’s slaves. They sure were hard-hearted, because they keep questioning whether the Lord is going to take care of them, despite the miraculous parting of the Red Sea and the falling of manna to feed them in the desert for forty years. Talk about a bunch of doubting Thomases (oh, wait, he’s in the New Testament …).

Deuteronomy has some crazy rules as to who will be among the elect (“He who is wounded in the stones or hath his privy member cut off shall not enter into the congregation of the Lord”—sorry, eunuchs) and has Moses’ death (uneventful) but can be skipped.

In Joshua, the eponymous hero kicks a lot of Hittite and Amorite ass—with the Lord’s help, big whup. Skip.

Judges contains the stories of Gideon (another 300-against-the-rest tale, minus the abs) and Samson (much weirder than you think; did you remember that he caught 300—yes, again—foxes and set all their tails on fire?), but you can skip the rest.

Ruth is a short, sweet story of faithfulness in a daughter-in-law—only a few pages, and moving to some people. To me not so much.

The First Book of Samuel contains Saul and his misadventures and then David, the shepherd boy and slayer of Goliath (much better story than you probably remember), who eventually becomes a great king of Israel. Read this one.

The Second Book of Samuel contains David’s son Absalom’s rape of his sister and his rise to power, the birth of Solomon, and, to my mind, the most moving passage to that point, David’s lament at Absalom’s death (18:32–33). It also contains the story of another little guy named Elhanan slaying the equally large brother of Goliath (21:19), but somehow he’s never gotten the ink that David has.

David ends up being the hero not only of this book but of the Old Testament as a whole. In the next book, God will keep his covenant with the people of Israel only because David did “that which was right in the eyes of the Lord … save only in the matter of Uriah”—the guy David had killed so he could marry Uriah’s wife, Bathsheba (1 Kings 15:5). Just that—otherwise he’s dreamy.

The First Book of Kings has the death of David and the rise and fall of Solomon—very good, but skip the temple specifics again—but then descends into some pretty repetitive tales of various kings who don’t follow the commandments and get punished. Skim through these till you get to that famed bad-girl, Jezebel, Ahab’s wife (16:31), and the prophet Elijah, the closest thing in the Old Testament to a prefiguration of Christ (he raises a widow’s dead son at 17:22), beginning in Chapter 17.

The Second Book of Kings has the death of Elijah and the rise of Elisha, the sweetheart who had the kids killed for calling him baldy, mentioned above (2:23–24). Elisha performs a lot of miracles (the most to date) but is entirely uncompelling. This book also contains the mother-child cannibalism aforesaid (6:28–29) but should probably be skipped whole-cloth.

Skip Chronicles I and II, Ezra, and Nehemiah. They repeat stuff that’s come before and then have interminable lists.

Esther contains her and Mordecai’s tale, not unlike a Boccaccio story where cleverness and subterfuge win the day (though in Boccaccio it doesn’t result in a massacre of non-Jews, that I recall…). Not bad but easily skipped.

Job of course is a must, as I’ve already said, though it does get a little repetitive, so you can skip Chapters 18, 20–21, 36, and 39.

The Psalms (songs written mostly by David) are very repetitive but include a few beautiful prayers and are some of the most famous parts in the Bible, especially Psalm 23, “The Lord is my shepherd … though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death …” Psalm 123 contains a line my brother I took as our motto: “O Lord, have mercy upon us, for we are exceedingly filled with contempt.” Another says to the “daughter of Babylon,” “Happy shall he be, that taketh and dasheth thy little ones against the stones” (137)—eeks. If you read these straight through, as opposed to hearing a few sung, they’re pretty hard going; I’d recommend that you not bother unless you find the prayers evocative and meaningful—or have a lot of enemies you want cast down.

The Proverbs (of Solomon) don’t really give you evidence that he was the wisest man of all time (I’d throw Gandhi and Dostoevsky’s names into the mix), but they do have some incredible lines (“Lean not unto thine own understanding … Be not wise in thy own eyes.” [3:5–7]) and some pot-calling-the-kettle advice against succumbing to “strange women” (22 and 23). Chapter 8, where he describes how we were part of God even before creation, is majestic in the extreme. There are emphatic cases made for silence and for child-beating. Chapter 30, not Solomon’s but that of a cameo wise guy named Agur, is refreshing and has a great surprise at the end of the things he finds wonderful but can’t understand (I won’t spoil it). In general, the Proverbs are occasionally profound, often confusing, and highly repetitive. My advice to you: browse liberally and mull long.

With Ecclesiastes (meaning “The Preacher”) the Old Testament takes a turn to the yet darker. He’s famous for two things: providing lyrics to the Byrds’ song “Turn! Turn! Turn!” and for saying, “All is vanity.” But Ecclesiastes doesn’t mean fake-tan vanity; he means pointlessness, as in “all in vain,” so you can imagine how upbeat his no-point-in-this/no-point-in-that philosophy sounds. That said, the writing here (and moving forward) is significantly more literary (“the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong”) and profound than any of the previous books (barring Job), so this is actually one of my faves.

The Song of Solomon is among literature’s all-time erotic treats and is utterly shocking in a biblical context (many Christian commentators try to say that the figure of the lover represents the Church; don’t believe it for a minute). Read the whole thing—it’s short and sexy the whole way through—but pay special attention to 5:4; never will you read a stranger reaction to love feelings.

If you thought that the Lord had been going easy on all those stiff-necked Israelites, well, welcome to Isaiah. Here we are told that every man shall eat “the flesh of his own arm” (9:20), that “all the merry-hearted shall sigh” (24:7) as they are put in “the furnace of affliction” (48:10), and that the Lord will smite girls down and “discover their secret parts” (3:17) for walking with tinkling bangles. Cheery all around. The virgin birth of Immanuel is announced (7:14); and he will “take on our sins” (53:5–12). Lucifer is mentioned for the first time (14:12). We see that the Lord is making the Egyptians rebel (19:14). Isaiah walks around naked and barefoot for three years—it’s tough to be a prophet—and, waiting for God, says the plangently beautiful “mine eyes fail with looking upward” (38:14). From Chapter 40 through to the end of the book we get great stuff on God’s might: “Who hath measured the waters in the hollow of his hand” (40:12) and “saith to the deep, Be dry” (44:27)—I really can’t get enough of that. Then there’s the lone joke in the Old Testament: The Lord says of eunuchs, “I will give them an everlasting name, that shall not be cut off” (56:5)—now that’s below the belt! Finally Isaiah asks God where is “the sounding of thy bowels and of thy mercies toward me?” (63:15)—hope that’s nothing more than thunder.

Jeremiah advises to “take away the foreskins of your heart” (4:4), otherwise bad things, very bad things, are going to happen. The Lord makes some good-natured declarations such as “I will melt them” (9:7) and “Women … teach your daughters wailing”—9:20). And because “everyone neighed after his neighbor’s wife” (5:8)—sexy!—he will “shew them the back, and not the face, in the day of calamity” (18:17) Also contains the beautiful line “the way of man is not in himself: it is not in man that walketh to direct his steps” (10:23), the incredible 5:22 (“Fear ye not me … which have placed the sand?”) and lots more berating and brimstone, thus the word jeremiad.

Lamentations is for you if you didn’t already get enough of Jeremiah’s ranting and whining, especially about Jerusalem being like a dirty-skirted, defiled, seen-naked, menstruating woman. And how could you?

Ezekiel is officially (according to me) the most loopy of the Old Testament books. In Chapter 1 he sees a truly whacked-out vision of the Lord—don’t make me explain all the heads, wings, wheels, colors, and whatnot. Then in 4:12 he’s told to bake and eat cakes of human dung (like I said, it’s tough to be a prophet), but thankfully God commutes it to cow dung in 4:15. In Chapter 8 he’s given another intricate vision and more lines like “Son of man, eat thy bread with quaking” (12:18) and still more whoring and menstruating Jerusalem. This is the book that Samuel Jackson is supposedly quoting from in Pulp Fiction (25:17). Sadly, most of the quote is made up, but at least he got the idea across. Much of the second half of this book should be skipped (29–31, 41–42, 45–end).

Daniel is one of the more interesting books throughout. It starts with the story of Nebuchadnezzar forgetting his dream and then having all his magicians and astrologers chopped into pieces for not being able to get it back for him. The devout Daniel, though, miraculously can recall and interpret it (a kingdom will come, etc.). Still that’s not enough to convince the ’Nezzar to follow the commandments, so he sets up a golden image (no!), God speaks to him and takes away his kingdom, then Beshazzar becomes king, has a feast, and a ghostly hand comes and writes some cryptic and very creepy words on a wall: MENE MENE TEKEL UPHARSIN. Daniel translates: MENE: “God hath numbered thy kingdom, and finished it” (5:26). TEKEL: “Thou art weighed in the balances, and art found wanting” (5:27): UPHARSIN: “Thy kingdom is divided” (5:28)—kind of anticlimactic, but those first two are awesome (I write “Tekel” on the board when my students turn in crummy papers). Daniel then has some very trippy allegorical dreams and visions (7–10) including one of a goat that grows a horn that throws down the stars and stamps on them (8:9–10). Some horn …

The rest of the Old Testament books are all short, and, with the exception of Amos and Jonah, don’t have much to recommend them.

Skip Hosea though it contains the famous “reap the whirlwind” (8:7).

Joel is skippable, but I love “away, ye drunkards, and weep” (1:5).

Amos has a few things to note: First, there’s another account of evil being the Lord’s, not men’s, fault: “Shall there be evil in a city and the Lord hath not done it?” (3:2). Then there’s my favorite simile in all of the Bible: “As the shepherd taketh out of the mouth of the lion two legs, or a piece of an ear, so shall the children of Israel be taken out that dwell in Samaria in the corner of a bed, and in Damascus in a couch” (Ask your local priest about that one …). Finally, it has a great the-Lord-is-a-serious-mo-fo quote at 4:13: “He that formeth the mountains, and createth the wind, and declareth unto man what is his thought, that maketh the morning darkness, and treadeth upon the high places of the earth, The LORD, The God of hosts, is his name.” Awesome.

Obadiah has more unaccountable Esau bashing—“For thy violence against thy brother” (1:10). What violence? My oh my. Skip.

The book of Jonah is only two pages long, and though you might think you know the story of him and the whale, it’s weirder than you remember. The Lord tells him to go to Nineveh but instead he flees to Tarshish. Now if the Lord told you expressly to go to A, why would you possibly go anywhere else? I really don’t understand these guys. So the Lord plagues Jonah’s ship, Jonah agrees to be cast into the sea, he gets swallowed up, spends three days in an undersea Radisson, and gets vomited back on land. Now, the Lord tells him again to go to Nineveh, and, lo and behold, this time he does it—clearly Jonah’s a quicker study than Nebuchadnezzar or Pharaoh. When he gets there, he prophesies the townspeople’s doom for their sins. But they repent and change their ways, so Jonah gets upset because his prophecy won’t be fulfilled and he begs to die! What? Talk about a putz. Nonetheless, God makes a gourd to shadow Jonah’s head and comfort him (a gourd?), but then sends a worm to smite the gourd so it withers, and it ends with an equally unintelligible discussion between Jonah and God. This is definitely the most inexplicable book of the Old Testament, page for page.

In Micah it is foretold that a ruler of Israel will come from Bethlehem (5), but the brimstone of the rest can be skipped. Nahum has more making naked of women and dashing of children against stones—skip. Habakkuk has the awesomely foreboding “Write the vision … that he may run who readeth it” (2:3) and advises against getting your neighbor drunk so you can look on his nakedness (2:15) but still says to “let thy foreskin be uncovered” (2:16). Skip.

In Zephaniah, the Lord says, “I will utterly consume all things from off the Land” (1:2) and in Haggai, “I will shake the heavens and the earth” (2:21). I think we already knew that—skip.

Zechariah should be skipped but has one of my favorite Bible bits: a twenty cubit by ten (450 sq. ft.) flying object that goes over the earth, destroying the houses of thieves, which the King James (and a few other translations) calls a “roll” (5:1–4). Would that be a kaiser or a hoagie? Actually it’s a scroll, but before I looked it up in the Oxford Annotated, I was really enjoying the image of a giant airborne bun. …

In Malachi (which you can skip) the Old Testament concludes: “Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and dreadful day of the LORD: And he shall turn the heart of the fathers to the children, and the heart of the children to their fathers, lest I come and smite the earth with a curse.” Well, then. And a good day to you too.


The New Testament

(1st–2nd century)

What a difference a revision can make! It’s not often that a religion gets to take a mulligan on its founding scripture, but that’s exactly what happened with Christianity. Wanting to amend the old eye-for-an-eye, scourges-visited-on-the-Israelites, they-will-know-my-name-is-the-LORD vibe of the Old Testament, the writers of the New added God’s mercy, took some vague hints from the previous scripture as portents of a new prophet, called him Jesus, and wham! They had themselves a new religion—and a holy book a lot easier to comprehend (most of the time) than the first.

Now, any Fiction 101 student would see that the Old Testament could have used a charismatic leading man—Moses wasn’t as gripping as you’d have him be, Jacob’s unpleasantness I discussed in the last chapter, David was okay (if you’re not Uriah or Goliath) but doesn’t hang around the whole time, and Elijah was pretty impressive but died off early—you hear what I’m saying. Of course I don’t want to suggest that Jesus wasn’t an actual historical figure and the son of God from an immaculate birth—only that it was rather convenient for the religion that he was those things, considering how much better they make the narrative.

The rest of the story of Christ makes for pretty good copy too. Told in four slightly different ways in the respective gospels of his disciples Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, the Savior-to-be is born without the help of nookie, he’s given some nice gifts by three wise men, he grows older and gets baptized (at which point the sky opens up and the Holy Spirit comes down—pretty good sign), goes into the wilderness and is tempted by the devil (no dice), comes back, gives his famous Sermon on the Mount (the heart of his message), performs some miracles, attracts his posse but is betrayed by one of them (Judas), gets hung out to dry, dies, and comes back from the dead so some people can go to Heaven despite their bad behavior. After the four gospels, the New Testament has a series of sermony letters that can pretty much be skipped (see below) and ends with the apocalyptic Book of Revelation (can’t miss that), but virtually everything that we think of as Christianity is contained in these four short stories.

Now, considering what a cool guy Christ is, I was still at times a little disappointed with His Shagginess. I had remembered Jesus as the loving, accepting, mild Agnus Dei (Lamb of God), preaching tolerance and forgiveness and generally standing for a lot of stuff that most people would endorse, even if they’re not so convinced he’s the son of God. And there are myriad quotes that exhibit the messiah to be just such a Mensch, as this one demonstrates: “I say unto you, Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them
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