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Holy Cross 100 Books—Texts
The Holy Bible

In Umberto Eco’s medieval mystery, The Name of the Rose, an enlightened English
Franciscan monk, William of Baskerville notes that “. . . the good of a book lies in its
being read. . . Books are not made to be believed but to be subjected to inquiry.” Of no
book are these statements more true than of The Holy Bible.

It is basic to the tenets of Judaism and to Christian belief that God is a personal
God who has spoken to men and women and who has initiated a dialogue with them—a
dialogue in which they are called to listen to God’s words and to respond. God’s words
are revelation: the response of men and women is faith. The Holy Bible contains God’s
revelation in the form of a written record, and records human reactions to it, the
expressions of human faith or the lack of it. In the Old Testament we encounter the rich
narration of God’s actions in human history: What He has done, is doing, and will do in
the course of planning the salvation of the human race and preparing for the coming of
Christ and the messianic kingdom. The New Testament provides us with the principal
witness of the life and teaching of Jesus Christ and the permanent and unchanging
witness of the apostolic generation. In The Holy Bible we have not merely superb
literature and interesting history, but the revelation of God’s action on our behalf.

The good of The Holy Bible, therefore, lies in its being read and subjected to
inquiry—a rich and rewarding experience. For the reader of The Holy Bible there await
joyful discoveries, learning, inspiration, encouragement, and help in coping with trials,
problems and frustrations of everyday life. No wonder the prophet Isaiah was moved to
exclaim

“Come, all who are thirsty,

come to the waters;

and you who have no money,

come, buy and eat!

Come, buy wine and milk

Without money and without cost.” [Isaiah 55:1]

JOHN E. BROOKS, S.J.

Homer
The Odyssey

The Odyssey ought not to be read: ideally, at least, It should be heard. One of the great
intellectual discoveries of this century is that the Odyssey, as well as the other Homeric
epic, the lliad, is part of the oral tradition of Greek literature. We now know that these
works were written down—they underwent “recension”—only after a half-millennium
of existence as oral poems.

By nature, oral poetry is never static, and the Odyssey too kept changing
throughout its oral phase. Bards, who spent lifetimes learning and relearning their
“songs,” imparted something new to the Odyssey with each recitation: they gave it finer
subtleties, more vigorous language, deeper insights, more deft turns, more haunting
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scenes, more exotic descriptions. Nothing could compare to poems like the Odyssey as
forms of entertainment for the ancients. The best “singers of tales” acquired near-
celebrity status and would be much sought after at various religious festivals during
which an Odyssey or an lliad was recited in an intensely convivial setting. How long the
recitation of the Odyssey took—it is over 11,000 lines long—is not certain.

These festive occasions, according to the historian Thucydides, constituted an
important “release” from the trials of everyday existence. Plenty of time, therefore, was
allotted to the festivals, and six-day celebrations were not unusual. The ancient Greeks
must have listened with rapt attention to Homer’s stories about a heroic age, when men
lived in brilliant palaces and even spoke with the gods; they must have marvelled at the
stories about one-eyed giants, the sorceress Circe, and the monsters Scylla and
Chariybdis; they must have rejoiced at the completion of Odysseus’ odyssey and at his
reunion with the constant Penelope; and they must have shuddered at the stretching of the
mighty bow and the ensuing slaughter of the suitors.

Modern readers, of course, have to make do with reading the Odyssey, either in
Greek or in translation. But no matter, the greatness of the Odyssey transcends its original
medium, the barriers of language, and even time. So read the Odyssey and expect to be
awed, excited, and thoroughly beguiled by one of the earliest and surely one of the best
works of Western literature.

BLAISE NAGY

Thucydides
History of the Peloponnesian War (Fifth Century, B.C.)

The decisive wars between Athens and Sparta, which closed out the fifth century B.C.,
and the “Golden Age of Athens, are the subject of Thucydides’History. While even today
it is an invaluable historical source, as well as often rousing reading, peppered with
incidents of heroism, adventure and intrigue, it ultimately ascends to philosophical
reflection and great drama. In Thucydides’ hands the Peloponnesian War becomes an
occasion for a meditation on the problematic relations between power, interest and
justice, and the story of a tragic fall of perhaps the greatest of the ancient heroes,
democratic Athens.

Pericles’ funeral oration captures, in quasi mythic terms, the glories of Athens at
the pinnacle of its greatness: a polis that was powerful but free and just, individualistic
but patriotic, democratic but disciplined and led by the greatest of natural aristocrats; a
complex, creative, well-rounded people of heroic proportions in both words and deeds.
Yet this greatness was inescapably linked to an Empire that was becoming increasingly
burdensome to the tributary states—and which ultimately corrupted Athens itself.

Can a democracy rule an empire? This question, in the case of Athens, is
ultimately answered in the negative, but not for the reasons imagined by the demagogue
Cleon who raises it. Precisely the ruthless pursuit of power Cleon recommends, the
exclusion of restraint, sympathy and morality from foreign policy rots the foundations of
Athenian virtue and democracy and finally, after the ill-judged colonial war in Syracuse,
loses Athens not only its Empire, but its freedom. It is hard to read Thucydides today
without thinking of Vietnam and wishing that policy makers had heeded not the specious
and self-defeating logic of the Athenian envoys at Melos—*the strong do what they wish
while the weak suffer what they must”—but Thucydides’ powerful warning against
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entirely divorcing considerations of power and interest from the central political virtue of
justice. No romantic or idealist, and not one to renounce either the burdens or benefit of
international power, Thucydides nonetheless insists that true greatness—the immortal
greatness of fifth century Athens—comes only when politics reconciles the
irreconcilable; i.e., when freedom rules over power, and justice is fused with, but not
corrupted by, interest.

JACK DONNELLY

Plato
The Dialogues (Third Century, B.C.)

One may disagree with A.N. Whitehead’s apercu that Western philosophy has been but
footnotes on Plato, but one cannot deny that Plato’s dialogues are works of world
literature that have exercised a profound intellectual influence over more than two
millennia.

Who would not be moved by Plato’s Apology of Socrates or by the Phaedo which
pictures Socrates in his death cell disputing with his friends matters of life and death and
afterlife a few hours before his execution? And what student or parent of a student could
fail to be challenged and alarmed by the Sophistic puzzle presented in the Meno,
according to which neither teaching nor learning is possible and where yet the
educational search for knowledge is not abolished?

And then The Republic, this work containing so many themes of Plato’s
philosophizing! Here we find Plato’s theory of education, co-education of course, as well
as summaries of his ontological and epistemological views in the famous divided-line
simile and the celebrated cave analogy. Here we find his views on justice and social
stratification together with his insistence on what strikes us as disturbingly strict forms of
censorship and state control of all human affairs ranging from human love to commerce,
traveling, and the fine arts. This work is the blueprint for virtually all utopian writings in
Western civilization, and it is much more, as some of the topics indicate.

What can one in a few lines possibly say on Plato? The space does not even
suffice to list all his works. Read them and perhaps engage in the intellectual adventure of
studying these texts that provides interpretive help towards understanding them.

HERMANN J. CLOEREN

Vergil
The Aeneid (First Century B.C.)

As he lay dying at Brindisium in September, 19 B.C., Vergil was so dissatisfied with the
work on which he had labored for the past ten years that he ordered the manuscripts
destroyed. An order from Augustus to Vergil’s friends Varius and Tucca saved the
Aeneid from extinction. A failed poem became, by imperial decree, an instant classic.
And so it has remained. Not for such titans as Dante and Milton only, but for countless
generations Vergil has been like his legendary hero Aeneas, the Father of the West. T.S.
Eliot, in a famous essay, called the Aeneid the unique and universal classic, the
consciousness of Rome and the supreme voice of her language. Tennyson’s well known
tribute
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| salute thee, Mantovano,
I that loved thee since my day began,
Wielder of the stateliest measure
Ever moulded by the lips of man
sounds the Victorian’s resonance with the theme of imperialism and manifest destiny.
And indeed the Aeneid is at one level sublime Augustan propaganda. But modern
scholarship has learned to detect the private beneath the public voice. The Olympian
arrogance of parcere subjectis et debellare superbos is softened by the melancholy of
sunt lacrimae rerum et mentem mortalia tangent. Was the price too high even for Rome?
Gate of ivory or gate of horn? It is the fascination of the Aeneid that it is still one of
literature’s great enigmas. No list is conceivable without it

WILLIAM H. FITZGERALD, S.J.

Ovid
Metamorphoses (First Century A.D)

Fortunately for the western world, although banished, banned and burned, the work of
Ovid lives on. His masterpiece, the Metamorphoses (or Quick Changes), now a 300-page
book, continues to enchant and fascinate readers today as it did on papyrus rolls,
medieval manuscripts, Gutenberg incunabula or in Renaissance classrooms, and as it will
no doubt on those new-fangled word-processors.

He traces the track record of love [or lust] from the mud of Chaos to the mirage of
Caesarism. It was and is a new kind of history from a man who seemed to believe that
love really did (does) make the world go round and round and round. Ten of the last
twenty pages unveil the possibly religious heart of the work. There Ovid lets another
exile, the Greek philosopher Pythagoras preach his “wiser but powerless” sermon on
transmigration of souls, vegetarianism, the flow or flux of the natural world and the
spinning wheel of history. The speech cleverly climaxes and encapsulates the whole
shifting and sliding contents of the work and maybe of the world as we know it today.

Not only is the closing chapter a masterstroke, but each preceding page and
paragraph leading to it is meticulously constructed as if by some omniscient spider.
Nearly 250 favorite folk tales are told, each strung delicately and deliciously together
with a slight of hand word-magicians ever since have envied and which has enchanted all
lovers of well-told stories.

Some readers and scholars or, better, pedants, find Ovid too clever, too facile, too
flip. Perhaps. Some readers may also find Ovid candid and comic, sensual and
passionate, surprising and unrestrained. He may very well just have been too undignified
for regal Romans and present day puritans.

No matter what today’s students think of they can’t deny he was a major Latin
link to the middle ages and the Renaissance and made a global village of continental
Europe and England. His influence flows across time and place from Dante and
Boccaccio to Chaucer, Spenser, Shakespeare and Milton, to Montaigne and Cervantes, to
Bernini and Cellini and Rubens. Every civilized humane, literate, liberal artist knew and
loved Ovid.

KENNETH HAPPE
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Plutarch
Lives of Greeks and Romans (Second Century)

“If | were constrained to throw all the books of the ancients into the sea, Plutarch would
be the last drowned.” So said Montesquieu about the writings of a Greek biographer who
lived circa A.D. 50-120. Although by no means an original thinker, Plutarch was a
tireless researcher and a charming writer. He composed more than eighty essays,
collective entitled Moralia, but is best known and loved for his Parallel Lives, a series of
twenty-three “paired” biographies in which an eminent Greek is joined to a Roman of
similar endowments—for example, the orators Demosthenes and Cicero, the conquerors
Alexander and Caesar. Four “unpaired” Lives bring the total collection to fifty
biographies.

Plutarch’s literary interests clearly lie with public men, statesmen, men of the
polis He is moreover passionately interested in the moral dimensions of human behavior.
Hence, his Lives tend to be “exemplary,” virtually constituting case studies of a hero’s
virtue or lack thereof. From Plutarch’s point of view, sin and vice bring punishment in
their wake. Beware the pitfalls of avarice, ambition, drunkenness, lust.

Plutarch’s readers must be eternally grateful for the ancient author’s stated
conviction that human beings most often reveal their true characters through the little
things they say and do. This belief has produced an abundance of memorable Plutarchan
anecdotes and these vignettes are the highlights of Plutarch’s Lives. He is a master story
teller.

We learn from Merle Miller (Plain Speaking, pp.68-69) that the father of
President Harry S. Truman read Plutarch aloud to the future president when he was a boy.
Truman believed that Plutarch “knew more about politics than all the other writers I’ve
read put together.” No small endorsement here!

Complete English translations of Plutarch’s Lives (with the original Greek text on
facing pages) may be found in the Loeb Classical Library series. Selected Lives in
modern translations are available in several paperbacks, particularly those from
Penquin/Viking. Investigation of the Lives might profitably and enjoyably commence
with Plutarch’s Alcibiades, Alexander, Antony, Marius, and Crassus. There is much to
learn—and a huge treat in store.

GERARD B. LAVERY

Saint Augustine of Hippo
The Confessions (Fourth Century

A classic of religious literature by the most influential of western Christian writers!
Writing at the end of the fourth century, a young Augustine relates the intellectual, moral
and religious moments that make up the story of his self-discovery. The Confessions is
not so much an autobiography as a creation story, for Augustine was fascinated with
questions about the origins of things. Indeed we are treated with the memorable tale of a
great conversion: we listen to Augustine’s prayer, we hear about those passions he found
so difficult to tame, and we watch him outgrow his adolescent preoccupation with being

Return to Index




certain. He needed close friendships, he enjoyed solitude, and he enjoyed the life of the
mind.

But it was creation that seized hold of his thinking. What is the nature of time?
Where do rational beings come from? Why does a spiritual being fashion a material
universe? How to interpret the Book of Genesis? What is meant by “the beginning”?
Augustine searched his memory for traces of God, he grasped the wonder and the
mystery of human freedom, and he discovered that he could never understand who he
was without knowing the God who had been creating him. The Confessions moves from
the making of Augustine to the making of the universe, from recalling one man’s moral
weakness and the healing of his mind to acknowledging and confessing the truth and
goodness of God.

The Confessions is not a simple book: it does not open itself to the impatient and
unreflective read. Yet there is more to Augustine that his Confessions: one should consult
the splendid biography of Augustine by Peter Brown. Someone handed me a copy of The
Confessions shortly before | left for college, and it was on reading this book that |
recognized for the first time the real difference between the adolescent mind and a mind
which had come of age. To read Augustine is to step into the world of late antiquity and
discover a Christian class. (Translation: R.S. Pine-Coffin, Penguin)

WILLIAM REISER, S.J.

Dante
The Divine Comedy (14™ Century)

Dante’s voyage to God goes through the world first. The circles of hell, as conceived by
the poet, are the scenes of human existence, but as they will be forever. The horrors of the
world have to be experienced before one can move beyond them to the non-worldly joys
of Purgatory and Paradise. All forms of incontinence and malice have to be known in
their terrestrial settings before the voyager can move to the world beyond them.

Dante’s motif is one of the oldest in literature: a voyage through the world beyond
the world. Homer narrates one in the Odyssey, and Virgil, too, in the Aeneid. The
unchangeableness of human nature gives to the art of such major poets as Homer, Dante,
and Shakespeare their permanent relevance. The great poet is perpetually modern.

Midway between Homer and Shakespeare, Dante wrote his Divina Commedia.
The motives of his characters are analyzed from a special viewpoint: that of the Christian
principles of right and wrong. Dante is more rigorously the poet-moralist than Homer or
Shakespeare, but he is their equal in his use of strongly rhythmical language and in the
creating of images.

Dante is, of course, Italy, and all of Italy, the dreams of man’s secular life that
once was Rome; but he is also the promise of the Christian faith, and especially the belief
of that faith and of all religions, that the spirit of each person who has lived is immortal.
(Translation: John D. Sinclair, Oxford)

WALLACE FOWLIE
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Geoffrey Chaucer
The Canterbury Tales (14™ Century)

The Canterbury Tales would be on anybody’s list of medieval or comic or Christian
English masterpieces. It is an unfinished collection of short narratives bound together by
a framing narrative in which a number of “sundry folk gather at a London inn on the eve
of their departure on pilgrimage to Canterbury. The hearty host of the inn invites himself
to accompany them on the journey and proposes a story-telling contest to while away the
hours. The knight, as the most well-born of the group, presents an elegant and
philosophical romance of love and war; the drunken Miller immediately replies with a
ribald story of sex and violence, and the game is begun.

Chaucer delights himself and us with building ironic relationships between teller
and teller, tale and tale, tale and teller, and these relationships in turn combine to create
an overall pattern of meaning which includes a kind of medieval relativism within and an
ultimate and loving over-view that is one and whole. Always poised between game and
earnest, most serious perhaps, when he is most playful. Chaucer never allows the reader
to enjoy the secure possession of a single perspective. We see through the eyes of his
various characters, especially when they become narrators, and we see the intellectual
and moral limits that shape their tales. We see more than they can see, the more their
author also sees and the more that no author of his time could possibly have seen. Time
itself, the six hundred years between our day and his, has provided a distance from which
Chaucer, we know, would have enjoyed looking back at his world. He has anticipated the
experience of such perspective and perhaps even surpassed it by making present to us the
illusion, at least, of a view of eternity.

JOHN H. WILSON

Niccolo Machiavelli
The Prince (1513)

An often misunderstood, if not maligned thinker, Machiavelli and his writings—
especially The Prince—offer insightful illustration of the contradictions and societal ills
of 16" century Italy. More than any other European country, Italy found itself ill-
equipped to deal with the challenges and dictates of political modernity. It was a
politically fragmented society, in which the worst forms of degradation and political
corruption coexisted with a cultural and artistic climate which was uniquely brilliant and
creative. Indifference to the use of immoral means for political purposes and the belief
that government depended largely on force and cunning were prevailing characteristics of
the period. Caught in a chaotic and decaying society, the individual, “masterless” and
alone, seemed to be motivated only by his own egotism and by a pragmatic approach to
life. These are the central themes of Machiavelli’s writings.

The Prince is much more than what it is usually assumed to be, namely a
handbook for aspiring autocrats or a set of guidelines for rulers interest in maintaining or
expanding their power. It is both a testimony and a warning—a testimony of the
unavoidable realities of political life, and of the need to separate political expedience
from morality, by subordinating means to ends; and a warning against the dangers of
leaving unbridled the profoundly aggressive and acquisitive nature of the individual.
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(This is why The Prince should be read together with Machiavelli’s The Discourses, in
which the author’s sincere enthusiasm for popular government and for a system of checks
and balances emerges in full).

Deceptively simple in its thematique and structure, The Prince is indeed a most
complex work, rich in themes and nuances, which make it indispensable reading for
anyone interested in politics. The student of international relations will find in it the first
comprehensive elaboration of the tenets and assumptions of realpolitik—a way of
looking at international politics as the interplay among unified, self-reliant nations, each
pursuing its self-interest and bent upon self-aggrandizement. Historically, all other
theories of international relations have been forced to cope with the Machiavellian
conception of power politics.

For the political philosopher, The Prince is, among other things, the work which
breaks away from the idealism of ancient philosophy, by looking at political life as it is
rather than at what it ought to be. In this respect, Machiavelli can be considered to be the
first modern thinker in that he brings politics down to earth. The historically-minded
student will regard The Prince as much more than an enticing photograph of 16™ century
Italy; he will see in it a movie which captures the dilemmas and hesitations of a society in
transition, hesitantly feeling its way towards modernity. (Translation: Leo Paul
DeAlvarez)

MAURIZIO VANNICELLI

Erasmus of Rotterdam
The Praise of Folly (1511)

Crossing the Alps in the summer of 1509 after an extended stay in Italy, Erasmus, the
greatest of the Northern humanists, conceived the idea of a mock-praise of folly. He
wrote it down in a few days, dedicating it to his friend Thomas More, not without good-
naturedly teasing him with a pun on his name (moriae encomium).

The basic literary device of Erasmus’s ironic-satiric masterpiece is simple
enough: from a pulpit Lady Folly delivers a praise of herself and her accomplishments to
an audience of faithful followers: flattery, deception, and self-love—all manifestations of
folly—are the vital forces that keep the fabric of society intact and sustain man in his
search for happiness. To prove her point, Folly parades and endless variety of professions
and social classes before our eyes, ranging from beggars to kings and monks to bishops
and cardinals, whose pomp and ostentation she never tires of contrasting with the
simplicity of Christ and his apostles.

No one north of the Alps could write a livelier, wittier and more elegant Latin
than Erasmus. After almost 500 years, The Praise of Folly has lost nothing of its
freshness, humor and wit.

And Lady Folly still reigns supreme. (Translation: Clarence Miller, Yale
University Press, 1979)
ECKHARD BERNSTEIN
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Martin Luther
To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation (1520)

Recognized as a great religious thinker by Protestants and Catholics alike, Martin Luther
(1483-1546) had an incalculable impact of Christianity, going far beyond the borders of
his own country.

A prolific writer until his death—the Weimar edition consists of more than 100
volumes—L.uther set down his principal ideas in three pamphlets published as early as
1520, The Freedom of a Christian Man, The Babylonian Captivity of the Church, and his
address To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation. Of these | recommend especially
the latter because it articulates most concisely Luther’s main aims. Ethics, politics,
history, economics, doctrine, all play a role in this work.

Starting with his theological premises [priesthood of all believers, man’s
justification by faith alone and the centrality of the Gospel, Luther develops a
comprehensive reform program that is essentially two-pronged: the emancipation of the
state from the authority of the Church and the purification of the Church itself. His
numerous detailed recommendations include abolishment of pilgrimages and many
church rituals, permission for priests to marry and the end of the “intolerable taxing and
fleecing of Germany by Rome.”

Luther’s treatises, written with eloguence and frank outspokenness, were greeted
with hearty applause in German. The pope, on the other hand, was less enthusiastic about
this bold challenge to his authority. Luther was excommunicated, and a year later, in
1521, summoned to the Diet of Worms. Refusing to recant, he was put under the ban of
the Empire. The fateful split into a Protestant and Catholic church had begun. (Three
Treatises, Fortress Press, 1960)

ECKHARD BERNSTEIN

Francois Rabelais
Gargantua and Patagruel (1533-35)

Janus-faced, Rabelais was rooted in the Middle Ages by early background but turned
with great enthusiasm to the new learning of the Renaissance, to the culture of the
Ancients, their scientific knowledge and philosophy. First a Franciscan Friar, he was
forced to find refuge in the Benedictine Order when his superiors considered him
heretical because of his passion to learn Greek. Rabelais then studied medicine at the
famous faculty at Montpellier, was secularized and served as a physician at the main
hospital in Lyons. About this time (1530) he began his career as author and would write
four novels: Pantagruel, Gargantua, the Third Book, and the Fourth Book.

In these works (the first prose novels written in French), Rabelais celebrates the
new scholarship, moral concerns, and spirit of the early Northern Renaissance and reveals
himself in the process to be, along with More and Erasmus, one of the period’s foremost
humanists. In his plots Rabelais creates as protagonists a family of princely and “part
time” giants whom we follow through a comic prose epic concerning the birth, education,
and exploits of Gargantua and his son Pantagruel.

Hidden under these ribald and burlesque situations, however, there is a very
serious core of meaning. The giants, in fact, personify their author’s ideals in action and
word. Gargantua, for example, could be subtitled “The Education of a Christian Prince,”
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since it forwards Rabelais’ striking avant-garde views on education; it also expresses in
the Abbey of Theleme episode his fervent belief in the natural goodness of man (provided
he be humanistically trained.

Rabelais must be read in order to appreciate the debt we owe Renaissance
humanism for so many of our modern attitudes on such matters as war, tolerance, sexual
freedom, belief in natural goodness, and aversion to authoritarian systems or dogmas of
any kind. He also rich deserves our attention as one of the greatest geniuses of language
usage; he has much in common with Joyce in this respect. His prose is peppered with all
levels of speech, with argot, patois, striking neologisms, folk sayings, parodies and
delicious (if somewhat obscene) puns. Through his magnificent and unbridled outpouring
of language, Rabelais has come to represent, in fact, the very life principle itself and the
contrary to all that is sterile or restrictive. Read him as an antidote to the spiritual and
intellectual anemia which surrounds us on all sides today.

THEODORE P.FRASER

Montaigne
The Essays (1550-88)

Since their initial publication over four-hundred years ago, Montaigne’s Essays remain
the most remarkable and successful experiment in the investigation of the self. When, at
the ripe old age of thirty-eight, Montaigne retired from his legal duties to the solitude and
tranquility of his tower-library near Bordeaux, he would never cease to pursue this aim:
“I study myself,” he declared in an early essay, “more than any other subject. It is my
metaphysics, it is my physics.”

As he expanded the scope of his “essays” (by this he meant the “tests” or “trials”
that his mind set out to explore), he became convinced that his views did not reflect
himself alone but were truly representative of all humanity. He therefore dramatically
amplified the earlier assertion, “I am the groundwork of my book,” with the claim: “Each
man bears the entire form of the human condition.” It is by this process of self-analysis
through his musings and writings and their subsequent application to all of mankind that
Montaigne created the freest and most intimate of literary forms—the essay—and set the
mold for all future attempts at self-portraiture.

The products of a supremely intelligent and sensitive moralist as well as a human
being intensely interested in all aspects of life, The Essays encompass an astonishing
variety of topics. Nothing in fact was too insignificant or personal not to become grist for
Montaigne’s mill. As moral probings The Essays teach us to respect the amazing
complexity and diversity of human nature; at the same time they encourage us to learn to
recognize and value what each of us possesses (the “forme maitresse” or individual
pattern that distinguishes us essentially from one another). And they are among the most
precious and cogent documents ever written in defense of the notion of the individual
conscience.

The Essays have been read as a kind of moral breviary by famous and important
people through the centuries. Be warned in advance, however, that reading them will not
be easy. As with anything that is worthwhile, they do not yield their treasure without
effort. They are not to be read at one sitting but should be meditated upon, chewed,
digested. Above do not read them if you fear to grow in moral perception and self
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knowledge. They are infectious and you will never be the same after your first
immersion.
THEODORE P. FRASER

The Life of Teresa of Jesus: The Autobiography of St. Teresa of Avila (16" Century)

Are you aware of the strong and persistent tradition of mystical experiences in the
Catholic Church? Do you know that such experiences are not confined to those choosing
to live life in total isolation, and that the effect of authentic mystical experiences is not to
make one withdraw from an active Christian life? Do you know first-hand accounts of
such experiences need not be remote, abstract, or oblique?

Do you think that humility is a virtue whose time has gone? Is daily prayer
something that doesn’t quite fit into your life? Do you think that an annual two-week
vacation is one of the necessities of life? Does the idea of self-sacrifice seem pointless to
you? Do you think any account of a saintly life must be inevitably boring and irrelevant?
Do you think that the agitation of an entire town and the reformation of an international
organization by a single, strong, intelligent woman could only happen in this century?
Would you like to get to know Christ better?

If your response was no to the any of the first group of questions or yes to any of
the latter two groups of questions then you should begin to read The Autobiography of St.
Teresa of Avila and let her words work on you. Teresa wrote this autobiography only
because of the insistence of her confessors, so the book is not a polemic, is not deliberate
propaganda, and definitely not sentimental nonsense. She describes the halting progress
of her spiritual life, her mystical and ecstatic experiences of Jesus, her feelings of
inadequacy before the heavenly gifts she receives, and her beleaguered efforts to reform
the 16™-century Carmelite order, all in an engaging, direct, and open manner. In addition
to her autobiography, Teresa also wrote to other excellent discussions of spiritual growth:
The Way of Perfection and the Interior Castle. In addition to Teresa’s works there are
numerous other first-hand accounts of mystical experiences and intense spiritual lives,
including those of Catherine of Genoa, Catherine of Sienna, and John of the Cross
(Translation: A.E. Allison Peers, Image)

ROBERT H. GARVEY

Miguel de Cervantes
Don Quixote (Part I: 1605; Part I1: 1615)

One uneventful day, a middle-aged gentleman decides to arm himself as a knight errant
and leave the comforts of his household in La Mancha for the uncertain world of
adventure on the dusty plains of Castille. This decision, strange because the age of knight
errantry had long passed, is made less bewildering by our knowledge of the gentleman’s
peculiar madness: Don Quixote has lost his wits through an immersion in novels of
chivalry and, thus, he reinterprets the world about him according to his understanding of
the fictitious chivalric world.

If this brief description suggests the making of a parody, it is because Don
Quixote begins as a loving parody of a literary genre which, for Cervantes, was utterly
unrealistic. The parody in Don Quixote, however, is the kernel of a much grander
creation. Don Quixote is, among many other things, the portrayal of man’s striving to live
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a meaningful life in a world of illusory perceptions and deceit. It is also, as we learn from
Sancho the squire, an acknowledgement that life’s meaning may ultimately reside in the
very act of striving for a purposeful existence.

Philosophical implications notwithstanding, Don Quixote’s universal appeal for
almost four centuries stems chiefly from Cervantes’s ability to render basic concerns of
humankind through an intensely engaging story and compelling characters. Moreover, his
ability to sustain the illusion of life, while richly endowing the book with multiple
meanings, bespeak a mastery over novelistic technique unprecedented before his time.
Not surprisingly, Cervantes has come to be acknowledged the creator of the modern
European novel. (Translation: Ormsby, Norton)

JORGE H. VALDES

The Riverside Shakespeare

The Riverside Shakespeare contains everything a reader needs in order to understand and
relish the plays. Perhaps most immediately useful are the glossaries; the footnotes are
ample aids to word meanings. Each play is introduced by a prominent scholar’s
discussion of the date and integrity of the text, the sources of the story, and—most
important for the reader—a critical analysis of the play which can guide one to deeper
understandings. Harvard’s Harry Levin has written a generous and engaging general
introduction to the book. And, very helpful for those who visualize the plays in the
theatre are the copious illustrations in color and black and white.

But the treasures of the book are the plays—patterns of human action and so
mirrors of our lives. Contemplation of them, whether in the theatre or on the page,
enlarges our spirit, brings it closer to full humanity by forming it on the greatest theatrical
mind the world has known.

If you are new to Shakespeare, start with a few scenes just to get the hang of it.
Approach a scene as if you were acting one of the roles; break down each sentence till
you can say it as if it were your own. Here are some scenes to try; they are all about love.

A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Act 11, scene ii, lines 35-

65 (a young couple is about to sleep in the woods);

Twelfth Night, Act I11, scene I, lines 95-164 (Viola is
disguised as Cesario, a young man; Countess Olivia is

in love with him/her);

Romeo and Juliet, Act I, scene v, (Romeo and Juliet meet);
Hamlet, Act I, scene I, lines 89-161.

When you have mastered some scenes—or if you didn’t need the exercise—start
reading the plays.

Begin, perhaps, with Hamlet; the language is accessible, the story is exciting, and
finding the meaning is challenging. Twelfth Night laughs at love and accepts the
ambiguity of our life. Richard Il is one of the great villains of the theatre. And we
understand Romeo and Juliet—and their families—immediately.

Once you’ve read that much, you have a lifetime access to the stage/world of
Shakespeare’s imagination.

EDWARD J. HERSON
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Daniel Defoe
Robinson Crusoe (1719)

Robinson Crusoe should intrigue any fiction reader since it is the first example ever in the
English language of the form that in our time dominates literature: the novel: Robinson
Crusoe’s self-advertising as a conventional travel book of adventures (chronological,
topical, no overall informing idea or theme) sets up its ulterior purposes. Each of
Robinson’s experiences is presented carefully in relation to several patterns of meaning.
First, the book plays against the tradition of Puritan spiritual autobiography, in which it is
each person’s duty to record his life’s events so that he may study their individual
meaning in relation to Scripture and gauge God’s satisfaction with his progress.
However, autobiography is perhaps the least objective literary mode; autobiographers
inevitably (often unconsciously) tend to shape the events of their lives to fit whatever
meaning now seems most gratifying or significant. It is fascinating to watch Robinson
sculpt complex, and partly arbitrary, patterns of meaning from the often shapeless
realities of his experience.

Second, Robinson’s religious stabilizing procedure is constantly economic as
well. Crusoe represents capitalism, with its incessant transformations (Robinson can’t
stay still, before, during, and after his stay on the island), and with its diminishing of
social relationships in favor of self-sufficiency, acquiring material objects and then
protecting them. (Alone, on a desert island, Robinson builds a walled fortress; when, after
many years, Crusoe establishes a social relationship with Friday, the relationship is
inevitably master and servant.) This particular myth of the economic self has been one of
the most powerful in western culture. Though initially he is hamstrung by dilemmas—
morality versus economics, submission to God versus self-assertion for survival and
prosperity—ultimately Crusoe develops techniques to concretize a specifically Puritan
doctrine: that God wants good men to prosper; that moral behavior is also good economic
behavior; that submission to God leads to survival and prosperity. His success in
accomplishing this has entered permanently into our cultural subconscious.

RICHARD H. RODINO

Jonathan Swift
Gulliver’s Travels (1726)

Gulliver’s Travels, a prose satire in four books, is the most shining gem of the greatest
age of European satire: 1660-1740. Its targets are partly specific—belligerent European
politics, English oppression of Ireland, foolish scientific experiments—and part
general—the preposterous pride of human beings in their own worth, the dangers of
indulging the mind in irrational fancies and imaginings. To these ends, in the first two
books Swift powerfully dramatizes the concept of scale: how do men and the world look
when much smaller than usual? And what unpleasant new truths may you see when the
world appears six times larger than usual? Gulliver’s character is the key to these two
books, since all of our information comes from his sensibility, and even after 250 years of
discussion, many questions remain about Gulliver. Do Gulliver’s inadequacies represent
the (dismal) best that human nature is capable of? (The way he actually prides himself on
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his meanspiritedness mirrors uncomfortably well our own everyday behavior.) Or is
Gulliver himself the unwilling victim of Swift’s satire, bumbling about, congratulating
himself, airing his own pettiness for us to scorn?

Books Il and IV return us to the world of “middle status,” but leave most readers
highly uncomfortable with that status. Book 111 takes Gulliver to a grotesque nation of
pure empirical science; Book IV insinuates that animals, which are not naturally
destructive, cruel, or filthy, are probably preferable to men and women, who are all those
things.

One endlessly intriguing aspect is this book’s attack upon its own reader. It is
unwilling to allow readers a privileged position in the literary experience, sitting back,
unthreatened, merely witnesses characters undergoing the story’s events. As you read
Gulliver’s Travels, you will find your expectations aroused precisely so that they can be
teased or disappointed; your confidence in Gulliver and your willingness to see the world
through his eyes will endure a kind of roller-coaster ride. In fact the best critical
discussions of Gulliver’s Travels in the last ten years have stressed that the satire of its
own readers is a crucial part of Swift’s attack on our complacency and self-satisfied
detachment. The “Good Physician” gives pain, so that he may cure.

RICHARD H. RODINO

Henry Fielding
Tom Jones (1749)

Fielding’s Tom Jones, declared Coleridge, is one of the three perfect plots in all Western
literature (Oedipus Rex and Ben Jonson’s The Alchemist are the others), and observation
the more remarkable because Tom Jones was one of the very first novels ever written in
the English language. Fielding, you might say, perfected the form of the novel while
inventing it.

Tom Jones’s structure has an architectural perfectness: for six books the hero lives
at Squire Allworthy’s estate; when he is exiled for a minor offense, he spends six books
in literal and metaphorical transition on the road, involving sundry adventures; the final
six books are devoted to his escapades in London. (This three-part structure has reminded
many readers of a Palladian bridge, the eighteenth century’s most familiar and
significance-loaded architectural feature of transition). Moreover, this symmetry is
rendered conspicuously and emphatically, seeming to advertise the narrator’s confident
understanding of characters and events along with a festive sense of the predictableness
of human affairs.

There’s the first rub, for Fielding pointedly disliked the calm orderliness of
Palladian design and made sure to give it a swipe in Tom Jones. In many other ways,
Fielding insinuates the sheer ambiguity of human doings, the artificiality of contrivances,
the unrealness of safety and orderliness.

In other words, Tom Jones is full of contradictory signals, relentlessly structured
and orderly (Tom’s return to his birthright and the attendant restoration of social stability
seem fairy taleish in their inevitableness), yet also inclined to chip away at its own
certainty and apparent cheerfulness. For example, most important characters are tagged
with names that seem easy clues to their traits but often these clues are deceptive or at
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least pointedly inadequate. Squire Allworthy, for instance, thought generally a paragon, is
peculiarly short-sighted and critically weak-willed in the clutch.

Furthermore, Tom Jones places high demands on its readers. Most of its books
begin with Fielding’s famous disquisitions on the Art of the Novel, which sometimes
contradict, other times accord with Fielding’s actual practice in the books action.
Moreover, Fielding’s narrator makes a point of addressing the reader directly, though
often disingenuously, in a way that is sometimes called “outreach”—he refuses to allow
his readers the safety of third person existence; he constantly pull them into the book,
blurring the ordinary distinction between the reading experience and the reality outside
the text. This novel requires full participation from its reader in the making of meaning.
In the “Man of the Hills Tale,” for example, in a remarkable act of self-consciousness,
Fielding makes the Man a surrogate for his own principal narrative voice while Tom and
his companion Partridge parody our own roles as the readers of Tom Jones; it is a
marvelous episode, stunningly evocative of very recent experiments in fiction by
Nabokov, Barth, Irving, yet even perhaps more sophisticated than anything these post-
modernist writes have yet achieved.

RICHARD H. RODINO

Jean-Jacques Rousseau
Confessions (1784)

Rousseau’s Confessions are less the story of his life than the story of his emotions and of
his soul; some have called them an indecent exposure of his soul because the author did
not disdain demonstrating a certain exhibitionism, spiced with eroticism. Yet his
Confessions are a masterpiece of psychological analysis, as well as an eloguent and
passionate attack, very frequently unjust, against his enemies. The virtues and the vices
he describes about himself were congenial to much in the spirit of the age, and produced
a powerful effect on the reader. His lyricism is the element is the element that captivated
the later adherents to the Romantic Movement; and because of it Rousseau became
master of sentimental literature. Goethe will drink at its font; so will Wordsworth,
Chateaubriand, and a thousand others. The Confessions reveal the spiritual wealth of
man, as well as the treasures of his interior life, pointing to the latent powers that can be
found in the human person. Here we have Rousseau the individualist, who preaches the
values of the individual. The essayists and the novelists of the Romantic Movement were
to imitate Rousseau slavishly.

ALFRED R. DESAUTELS, S.J.

Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Joy
The Federalist (1788)

The Federalist originated as a set of essays published over the pseudonym “Publius” in
various New York newspapers in 1987-1988 with the expressed intention of persuading
votes to favor the ratification of the United States Constitution. Yet its authors also had a
further end in view: to provide an authoritative exposition and explanation of the
fundamental principles underlying that document, and reasons for its particular
provisions, to which later generations of citizens might refer in order better to understand
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the nature of the American regime and hence to guide the future development of the
republic in a manner consistent with its Founders’ intention. The Federalist contains
classic discussions of such principles as the separation of powers, checks and balances,
federalism, representation, judicial review, and the advantages of an extended republic in
generating a multiplicity of factions whose mutual checking action would serve to protect
individual rights against the danger of government tyranny. But while elucidating the
various safeguards relied on by the Founders to prevent government arbitrariness, the
authors also stress the necessity of making government adequately strong and energetic to
enable it to secure the liberty of the individual against domestic and foreign threats.
Contrary to the claims that are sometimes made today by conservative and neo-

Marxist scholars, it is not the case that the American Founders were hostile to democracy.
Rather—as The Federalist makes evident—they viewed popular government as a form of
rule having its own peculiar weaknesses, for which the architects of such a regime—no
less than the founders of a monarchy or aristocracy—must devise remedies in advance.
The authors of The Federalist claim, and demonstrate, that the remedies the Founders
devised for the diseases to which republican government is prone are themselves wholly
consistent with republicanism. The historically unparalleled liberty, prosperity, and civic
peace that Americans have enjoyed for over two centuries attests to their success in that
endeavor. Yet the continued maintenance of that heritage depends on the education of
each successive generation in the principles on which our regime rests, and education for
which there is no better single source than The Federalist (Mentor)

DAVID L. SCHAEFER

Jane Austen
Pride and Prejudice (1813)

Pride and Prejudice was written between 1809-12 out of a rejected work entitled First
Impressions produced in 1796-97. It has become the most read and reread of Jane
Austen’s six finished novels.

While each of novels is very different, P&P shares with Austen’s other “two
inches of ivory” (her metaphor) a number of characteristics. “Three or four Families in a
Country Village” provide the dramatis personae and setting for her comedy in which
intimate observations of character, social foibles and vulgarities are self-revealed and
delicately satirized. Austen’s exploitation of the popular conventions of 18" century
romances is evident everywhere: the plot is a variant Cinderella tale; the hero is tall, dark,
princely stranger (but at the ball he won’t smile, talk or dance); the heroine (who none
but the author and the reader know is quite superior) has the allure of lynx eyes and a
sharp tongue; the villain Wickham; the action includes balls, verbal duels, and rescues;
the wicked and silly are foiled; proposals, separations and reunions follow in proper time
and order. And everywhere the pressure of conventions transformed generates its realism,
its humor, wit, and wisdom.

The history of the gradual union of Elizabeth Bennet and Darcy, one held
back by unconguerable pride and the other by prejudice, is propelled by engaging
characters in pursuit of pleasure, estate, marriage and love. And while the action has the
symmetry and attire of a formal dance and the prose is exuberant and epigrammatic, it is
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not always “too light, and bright, and sparkling” or innocently romantic; rather, it is a
furious and often cruel ritual chase: et in arcadia ego.

Despite the pride, prejudice, hypocrisy and sheer “follies and nonsense”
which taint and disorder the social fabric, the marriage of hero and heroine demonstrates
commitment to ideal social values. The union affirms and renews traditional moral and
social structures. As her hero and heroine provide for their requiremen