MINUTES

of the meeting of

the Novel Club of Cleveland

February 7, 2006
Sated by Leigh and Andy Fabens’s generous offerings of wine, cheese, and other delicacies the 20 or so Novel Club members and guest finally glided to the front room to hear one paper about Peter Matthiessen’s life and then another about Matthiessen’s fictional account in Bone on Bone of E. J. Watson’s unsavory, flamboyant, dangerous, enigmatic, and tragic existence in the post Civil War South. 

Diane Stupay gave an account of Mr. Matthiessen’s life and details of his non-fiction. His work focuses on travel, threats to indigenous peoples, and various corruptions of the modern world. She outlined his youth in the Hudson valley, study at Yale and the Sorbonne, writing for the Paris Review with the likes of Samuel Beckett and Philip Roth, his marriages, and his deep involvement with Zen Buddhism. Her paper showed us Matthiessen’s interests and social advocacies, many of which were included in this novel. Such information made the book more understandable.
Thomas Slavin, a long-time aficionado of Matthiessen’s non-fiction, in his analysis of Bone on Bone, could not, even after a close re-reading of this novel, hold a high opinion of his fiction. He outlined the major topics in the book including: antebellum politics,  the questionable value of honor and pride in the deep South, the horrid injustice toward southern African-Americans, and the hubris and self-serving importance of E. J. Watson in this fictional autobiography. Tom said the novel dealt with despoliation of indigenous flora and fauna in west Florida, imperfect social and civic control, and loose legal and illegal remedies of frontier life. This made the book too broad to be effective. Slavin indicted Matthiessen of over-reaching. This included too many subjects, endless digression, and a myriad of characters. For Slavin, the narrative did not work.  In sum, he felt the book showed a degenerate character who flourished and survived in a frontier environment and who unconvincingly tried to justify his drunken, short-tempered, exploitative, bigoted, and false honor-driven criminal life. Slavin could not feel any sympathy for or redemptive qualities in E.J. Watson.
This viewpoint and its merits notwithstanding, a strong and fruitful discussion ensued. Several people thought the text was particularly good as a first-person narrative. Others could hear too much of the educated moralist in Matthiessen. Insight into revengeful and cruel treatment of Afro-Americans was suggested as enough justification for the novel. One member thought that in spite of the tedious vulgarity and obvious sensationalism, the book was redeemed by the important topics it covered. He pointed out that novels are often much more vivid, truthful, and powerfully revealing than non-fiction.
Two persons had read/heard the two prior works in this trilogy. Both said the earlier books made this final and lengthy novel extremely effective. The word catharsis was used. If one adds hubris, hamartia, and peripeteia, this story comes close to a definition of tragedy. Yet in any case, Watson is not really a morally superior tragic hero.
Members noted the effects of abusive parents, the sociopathic aspects of frontier life, where killing begets more killing. It was pointed out that in this “landscape of moral chaos”, choices are elemental and violence is a common experience. The false judicial testimony of Watson’s sister demonstrated the negative results of an overriding commitment to the family above the community. We reflected that in developing societies buccaneering and abuse of the law ultimately become less tolerated. The average citizen becomes fearful. Adventurers and aggressive exploiters among the first pioneers become unbearable and are finally rejected. Clyde Henry explained the poem by Emily Dickenson wherein “to Eye Pain” is to look at pain as one comes apart, “Bone by Bone”.
The discussion of the book was spirited and provocative. Many members then returned to the delights of more Fabens’s wine and cheese and good conversation before setting off home, relieved and happy to live safe in a relatively civilized society.
Addendum: Questions to ask at the meeting:
In view of the posting of papers on the web-site do we need a recounting in the minutes of the meeting? Perhaps all that needs to be recounted are the business decisions and announcements of the club? Perhaps an account of the discussion might be included? Should a critique of the reports also be included?  If the minutes are supplemental to the papers, shouldn’t they be posted on the web-side?
Respectfully submitted,

Larry Siegler, Acting Recording Secretary
