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F irst comes the Picnic with all of
the good food and fellowship

we’ve learned to expect from the
San Francisco Great Books Coun-
cil’s annual out-of-doors event at
Oakland’s Tilden Regional Park.
It’s a potluck affair but there’ll be
barbecues fired up so you can
bring your favorite meat for grilling.
You’ll also want to bring the bever-
age of your choice.

After that, the Annual Meeting and
election of officers for the coming
year. We will be electing a new
president and vice-president this
year, so you won’t want to miss

that.

After a fairly brief meeting we will
move on to discussions of The
Time Machine by H. G. Wells.
The book, a short novel of
around one-hundred pages, is a
classic of its kind. We may think

of it as science fiction — and it is

— but The Time Machine is
more than that. It offers social
commentary and a warning for
humanity: Look at what you’ll
become if you don’t change your
ways. H. G. Wells’ masterpiece
is a fertile field for lively Great
Books discussions.

Enjoy a Picnic in the Park
Participate in the Election of Council Officers

Meet The Time Traveler and Discuss his Adventures

All at the 2009 Annual Meeting and Picnic

Asilomar 2009 ― Nearly Perfect
Chuck Scarcliff

G reat Books enthusiasts
― most from northern 

California, but some from as
far away as Minnesota and
Texas ― gathered April 3rd 
to 5th, as they have for half
of a century, for the Asilo-
mar Great Books Weekend.
And no one was disap-

pointed. Everything ― in-

cluding the weather ― was
just as it was supposed to
be.

This is not just my opinion.
Results from the evaluation
forms completed by the at-
tendees are in and have
confirmed the things all of
us who were there knew.

Among the books, Anti-
gone by Sophocles was
the favorite, but the other
two books and the se-
lected poems also re-
ceived high marks. Every
one of the discussions
went well and all of the
leaders were judged to
have done excellently. Of
the several leaders, four
deserve special mention:
Brent Browning (leading
Poetry), Kay White
(leading Life on the Mis-
sissippi) Louise DiMat-
tio (leading Disgrace) and
Wallis Leslie (leading
Antigone). Participants in
their discussions unani-

mously gave these four
the top possible score (5
on a scale of 1 to 5).

But Great Books and the
Asilomar Weekend aren’t
immune to the effects of
our current economic
downturn. Attendance
dipped this year to less
than one-hundred atten-
dees. We are sad that
some Asilomar regulars
couldn’t make it this year
because of the times and
presume there were po-
tential first-timers who
decided that this was not
the right year for them to
join us for the weekend.

The Great Books Council of San Francisco
Serving Northern California

www.greatbooks-sf.com
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Mark Twain’s “Life on the Mississippi”
opened the 19th century like a zipper. I

could not resist a trip to the library looking for
maps of the river cities from Minnesota to Lou-
isiana. He had pulled me into river navigation
and piloting. He told me how he learned to
read the Mississippi’s changing depths and
currents.

“The face of the water, in
time, became a wonderful
book - a book that was dead
language to the uneducated
passenger,…it had a new
story to tell every day…a
peculiar sort of faint dimple
on its surface…but to the
pilot that was an italicized
passage; …it was a legend
of the largest capitals, with a
string of shouting exclama-
tion points at the end of it, for
it meant that a wreck or a
rock was buried there….”

What a time it was! —mid 1800s, river power
opening commercial and political gates, north
and south, just before and after the civil war,
an exciting period to be superseded by rail-
roads and flood control. First the author is a
novice pilot and two and a half years later, he
becomes expert in this hazardous art.

I would not have chosen to read this book. I
would have missed this if I were: (1) not in
Great Books and (2) had not volunteered to
lead this discussion. The prospect of leading
18 motivated readers heightens my investment
in reading.

We operate under principles proven over more
than a half-century for productive discussions.
We stay away from fact questions throughout
our discussion and from evaluative questions
until the end. What interpretive questions are
implicit in such a straight- forward narrative?
What will we talk about?

Through the Great Books Council of San Fran-
cisco, I know scores of talented and resource-
ful, generous, articulate volunteers who love to
read. Here I take the opportunity to recognize
a few of them who, by the time this goes to
press, will have played key roles in this year’s
Asilomar conference: Rob Calvert, Asilomar
event coordinator, Sheri Kindsvater, registrar;

Dorothy and Jerry McHale, mailing; Chuck Scarcliff,
Reading Matters publisher and graphics; Barbara
McConnell, registration desk, and assigner of leaders
and groups; Mary Wood, leaders trainer; Jan Vargo,
database and name tags; Mary Stuart, information
folders; Louise DiMattio, Saturday night party; Jim
Hall, orientation for new attendees; Roy and Jimmie
Harvey, and Vince and Jean Scardina, hosts for our
leader pre-discussions, and 25 discussion leaders
devoted to shared inquiry.

Thank you for a favorite Great Books
weekend in Asilomar.

The President’s Message
Kay White

Lucy Whybrow Ortega

Long-time Great Books enthusiast Lucy Why-
brow Ortega passed away on February 13,
2009.

Lucy attended Asilomar for many years and
was a long serving member of the Executive
Committee of the Great Books Council of San
Francisco. She also had been a co-editor of
this newsletter.

We will miss her cheerful manner at Great

Books events and meetings, and send our con-

dolences to her husband Paul.
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The Great Books
Electronic
Newsletter

You can receive
news and infor-
mation from the
Great Books
Council of San
Francisco.

It’s easy. Sign up
by first going to
the council’s web-
site. Click on
“Sign up for our E
-mail Newsletter.”
You’ll be asked
your e-mail ad-
dress and once
you’ve typed it in
and clicked
“Submit” you’ll be
finished.

Kay White, President
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the “guilty” women survive, transformed
through suffering, but the “innocent”
men come to bad ends.

In The Painted Veil, Maugham presents
a poem as a parable: Goldsmith’s “An
Elegy of a Mad Dog.” The dog in ques-
tion, “a cur of low degree,” after having
bitten a man, the man recovers but “The
dog it was that died.” I think Maugham
would have agreed with Hawthorne who
wrote, “ . . . we are not endowed with
real life, and all that seems most real
about us is but the thinnest substance
of a dream – tell the heart be touched.
That touch creates us.”

The poet Shelley cautioned us that our
desire to “lift the painted veil which those

who live call life” can be dangerous because
of the “twin destinies: fear and hope lurk be-
hind it.” Maugham incorporates this vision in
his lesser-known novel, The Painted Veil
which is a cautionary tale in the best nine-
teenth-century Western tradition. The plot
leads with an adulterous liaison (What else?)
but this only gets our attention. Themes re-
veal themselves in such old-fashioned moral
notions as betrayal, remorse and redemption.

To me this story is reminiscent of Haw-
thorne’s The Scarlet Letter. Both present an
adulterous and the men who are either un-
willing or unable to forgive her. In both tales,
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Claudia O’Callaghan
Mini-Retreat

The Painted Veil ― W. Somerset Maugham
Claudia O’Callaghan

Every Great Books event
coordinator thinks that he

or she is the proud
owner of the best
event the San Fran-
cisco Bay Area
Great Books Council
has to offer. I know
for sure that Claudia
O’Callaghan thinks
that her Mini-Retreat
is the magic bullet of
our roster of annual
events. Brent
Browning, Carol Hochberg,
and Theda Firschein moon
over the Poetry Weekend and
marvel that not everyone real-
izes that their event is the bot-
tom line in every way. I, how-
ever, really do know that I
have the most wonderful event
in the magical two days of the
Long Novel Weekend.

My reasons are as follows: I
can choose works that are
tried and true. I can also go
out on a limb and try some-
thing really scary and just see
what happens. Last year’s

event, when we read The Cairo Trilogy
by Naguib Mahfouz, was a case in

point. Forty-four
hardy souls came
and were immersed
in the life of Egypt
before, during and
after World War I in
ways that most peo-
ple never will be.
And the trilogy was
more than 1,000
pages. It gave new
meaning to the word

“long.” The rewards, however, were
great.

This year we will go back to
a more conventional but,
none-the-less, exciting and
enticing choice ― Vanity
Fair by William Makepeace
Thackeray. The lovely
Walker Creek Ranch, with its
1,721 acres of rolling hills
and 20 miles of hiking trails,
will become London two cen-
turies ago instead of Cairo or
Yoknapatawpha County or
La Mancha or the battlefields of France
and Russia, or the coal-filled hills of

Northern England as they have been
in years past. The magic of The Long
Novel Weekend is that our imagina-
tions and our immersion in a long
novel actually transforms our land-
scape. With Vanity Fair in mind, the
Bay Laurel forests, creeks and open
grassland will look strangely like
Cheswick, England. I know that
sounds impossible but if you are will-
ing to buy a copy of the Norton Critical
Edition of Vanity Fair and bring it
along on your summer vacation this
year, you will see what I mean on Au-
gust 22 and 23 when we gather to-

gether for three lively dis-
cussions of A Novel with-
out a Hero. We will tran-
scend time and place in a
mysterious way. You
have to come in order to
understand what I mean.

We’ll have time to walk,
talk and party, too. And,
as we drive away, London
will gradually disappear.
The Marin County hills
will re-emerge before our

eyes but the memories of a great
weekend with a great book are ours to
keep forever.

The Long Novel

Weekend Registra-

tion Form

Is enclosed with this

newsletter and is

available at

www.greatbooks-

sf.com.

The 2009 Long Novel Weekend ― Vanity Fair and Walker Creek Ranch
Louis DiMattio

The Mini-

Retreat

Was held in
San Francisco
On Saturday
February 7,

2009

Louise DiMattio
Long Novel Weekend

Coordinator



Ted Kraus joined Brian Mahoney’s Plea-
santon group thirteen years ago and has
been active in Great Books ever since.
He is a member of the Council’s execu-
tive committee and has led a group at
Rossmoor for the past ten years. Ted
leads the “London Theatre Tour for
Thinkers” ― the seventh of these annual 
trips is coming up in October.
Ted first attended Franklin & Marshal
College (Lancaster, PA) and went on to
Columbia University for his Master of
Arts in Education. He has retired from
teaching ― the last ten years of his ca-
reer were spent at Rochester Institute of
Technology where he taught critical
thinking, theatre and English.
But it is the theatre that has long occu-
pied Ted’s mind. He covered New York
City theatre for more than thirty years
writing over 6,000 reviews for Critical
Digest.
Joanna, Ted’s wife, is an accomplished
writer whose fifteen published works for
youth theatre have been performed
throughout the world. She has also writ-
ten three children’s books and for the
past ten years has been the children’s
book critic for the Contra Costa Times.

Want to Read and Talk about Poetry?
This New East Bay Group could be Exactly what You’re Looking for

Weekend at Westminster
and has contributed much
to its success, is starting
a new poetry discussion
group. Poems will be
selected for reading and
discussing based upon
the interests of the mem-
bers.
Monthly meetings will be
held on an evening most
convenient for the group’s
participants. The meeting
place will rotate between
member’s homes in the

East Bay.
Carol invites people from
the East Bay – including
those living on the east
side of the tunnel (Walnut
Creek, Orinda, etc.) – and
San Francisco into this
new group. Contact
Carol at
carol_hochberg@
comcast.net or 510-666-
8496. She’ll be happy to
answer your questions
and provide the additional
information you need.

For you poetry lovers
looking for an oppor-

tunity to read and discuss
poems or for those of you
who are curious about
poetry and looking for a
chance to develop your
understanding and appre-
ciation of literature in
verse, a new group that
will meet monthly in the
East Bay could be just
right for you. Carol Ho-
chberg, who has worked
with the Annual Poetry
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In case you
aren’t ac-

quainted with
Catherine Sugrue, you’re missing some-
thing. She has been active in Great Books
since 1960 ― “off and on” she tells us, but it 
sounds like mostly “on.” She began as a
participant in a group led by Mr. Love, a
wonderful leader, she tells Reading Matters,
at the County Library.
Over the years Catherine has led Junior
Great Books for high school, middle school
and recently elementary school readers.
She continues to lead the Adult Great
Books group she has led for the past eight-
een years and has often been a discussion
leader at the Asilomar Great Books Week-
end. Asilomar, she tells us, “was always
great,” but the events that most stand out
for her are the Long Novel Weekends in
Marin County. “Melville, Mann, Faulkner,
George Elliot, Joyce ― all wonderful.”  In 
Catherine’s own words, “I’m still hoping to
know, well, something.”
Catherine attended a French boarding
school from age five to seventeen and at-
tended college in Massachusetts. She
taught fourth grade classes in Connecticut
and Massachusetts and substituted ― K 
through 8th ― for fifteen years.  Catherine 
married a teacher and has four sons.

Personal Profiles

Catherine Sugrue Ted Kraus joined Brian
Mahoney’s Pleasan-

ton group thirteen years
ago and has been active in Great Books
ever since. He is a member of the Coun-
cil’s executive committee and has led a
group at Rossmoor for the past ten
years. Ted originated and leads the
“London Theatre Tour for Thinkers.” The
seventh of these annual trips is coming
up in October.
Ted first attended Franklin & Marshal
College (Lancaster, PA) and went on to
Columbia University for his Master of
Arts in Education. He has retired from
teaching ― the last ten years of his ca-
reer were spent at Rochester Institute of
Technology where he taught critical
thinking, theatre and English.
But it is the theatre that has long occu-
pied Ted’s mind. He covered New York
City theatre for more than thirty years
writing over 6,000 reviews for Critical
Digest.
Joanna, Ted’s wife, is an accomplished
writer whose fifteen published works for
youth theatre have been performed
throughout the world. She has also writ-
ten three children’s books and for the
past ten years has been the children’s
book critic for the Contra Costa Times.

Ted KrausWe’d Love to
Hear From You!

We want Reading
Matters to always
include the Great
Books news and infor-
mation you need, and
the articles and fea-
tures you want to
read.

So give us your ideas
of how this newsletter
can do an even better
job.

Send your ideas to:

Chuck Scarcliff
ckdxs@sbcglobal.net
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Leader Rudy Johnson and participants in a

discussion of J. M. Coetzee’s Disgrace.

Asilomar’s Main Building
The Phoebe Hearst Social Hall

Louise DiMattio leads the Trivia Contest at the

Saturday evening party.
Donna Reynolds plays the piano and sings for a

room filled with party goers.

Larry Colin makes a
point during another dis-

cussion of Disgrace.



Towards the end of James Joyce’s Por-
trait of the Artist as a Young Man,

Stephen Dadalus is finishing his university
education when he expounds on the mean-
ing and purpose of tragedy. He says two
things that particularly resonate with me and
seem much more helpful than what I can
make of the Aristotelian catharsis of pity and
terror. Dadalus says that as tragedy unfolds,
our hearts are “arrested in the presence of
what is grave and constant in human suffer-
ing” and are united both with the sufferer
and with the “secret cause” of that suffering.
This explanation helps me to understand
why I find Sophocles’ Antigone so pro-
foundly moving and inspiring each time I
read or see it. In this play, Antigone acts
with determination and courage despite the
ultimate unknowability of “god’s laws”, de-
spite the contempt her community has for
women, and despite the certain cost to her-
self. Her integrity is breath-taking. After all,
we do see others in the play and elsewhere
acting in accordance with the principles of
the Sentry who remarks, “I’m naturally the
kind of man that puts everything second to
his own safety.”
One of the classical Greek ideas was that
our reputation was the immortal part of our
being. That’s why Homer regales us with
long lists of names of soldiers fallen in bat-
tle. Shakespeare continues this tradition,
repeatedly poeticizing the conceit that the
words about the beloved will last long after
the beloved has vanished. Just recently,
Irvin Yalom, contemporary psychotherapist
and author of Staring at the Sun: Overcom-
ing the Terror of Death, lectured that our
main fear of death lies in the fear of being
forgotten.

Antigone is not easily forgotten. She does,
in fact, live on. Some 2,500 years after the
play was written, we are still marveling at
this character. But, when I consult my own
arrested heart and what is grave and con-
stant in human suffering, and when I then
consider the secret cause, I am not worrying
about what people will think about me after I
am dead. I think about how hard it is to act

with integrity, how we must each manage
(unless we have instructions from a burn-
ing bush) notwithstanding our ravening
desire, our craven self-interest, our insa-
tiable pride, our abysmal ignorance, our
tyrannical will, and our ultimate alone-
ness....to attempt to do the right thing.
And, when we have done our approxima-
tion of the right thing, where will we be?
Probably not receiving applause, but
more likely, dangling from a metaphorical
if not literal noose.

Why does that prospect bring such deep
satisfaction? Re-enter Aristotle,
whom Richard Emil Braun, the translator
of Antigone, this year's Asilomar pick
for drama, describes as the "spiritual
great-great" grandchild of Sophocles.
Aristotle gets another chance here, be-
cause he explains happiness as doing
that which is good for itself and for no
other motive. When we are united with
the secret cause of Antigone's suffering,
we know the happiness of having integ-
rity because it is doing that which is good
for its own sake even though it is a hard
and lonely thing to do, and we are united
with the sufferer because we know it is
hard and lonely for her and for us and for
everybody else.

Kreon, too, manages to arrest our hearts
in the presence of that which is grave
and constant in human suffering and to
unite us with the secret cause when we
realize the fact that actions have impla-
cable consequences. We are united with
the sufferer when we realize how terrible,
how desperately sad it is that even when
we are sorry, even when we know what
we have done and recognize the error,
we can’t undo it.

We live in a time hoping for an easy way
out, a time of no down payment, no re-
payment. It’s time for our hearts to get
arrested.

Tragedy, Suffering and the Secret Cause
Wallis Leslie

Comedy
Is Coming To

READING
MATTERS

For the second is-
sue in a row we

have carried arti-
cles about the na-
ture and appeal of
tragedy. Since An-
tigone by Sopho-

cles was being dis-
cussed at Asilomar,

our coverage of
tragedy was timely.

In our next issue
(October 2009) we

shift gears and con-
sider that other ma-

jor form of drama
— Comedy.

Page 6 Reading Matters
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not to do this. His own son,
Haimon, plans to marry Anti-
gone, whose brother it is
who is lying unburied on the
battlefield. She buries her
brother anyway, and is con-
sequently consigned to bur-
ial alive by Kreon. He insists
on this course, in spite of
heavy pleading from both
friends and seers. This re-
sults in the death of Anti-
gone, the suicide of Kreon's

wife and son, etc. etc. ― you'
know how these things go.
FTL. He should have lis-
tened.

J. M. Coetzee's Disgrace
(say "coot zay"), is about
your typical college profes-
sor, only this time he is in
recently post-apartheid
South Africa (say "apartate"

not "apartide" ― this is Afri-
kaans, not German). He
has, well, whatever,
("hooked up?") with a coed
in one of his classes. She
tells the deans, and he is
called to defend himself. He
says, yes all that is true, I
have no defense. You would
think that would satisfy them,
but -- no -- they want to give
him a way out! If he will eat

some crow ― say, undergo
re-education in a sensitivity
training class, etc. etc., he
can continue in his tenured
position and grow old there
(for all we know or care). He
is advised by the university
and his own loved ones to
do this. But, no. He does not
listen. His life, henceforth,
turns to...well, you know.
This summary does not do
justice to the book. Read
it. Coetzee is one of the fin-
est living writers in the Eng-

Faithful readers will re-
member that I report

each year on the skulldug-
gery of the Asilomar Theme
Committee. You will recall
that they deny their exis-
tence, let alone the theme
upon which they have de-
cided and have thereby
committed the time, energy,
and funds, of so many of
us. One day this will have
to come to a stop. As I re-
call, and with the passing
years it becomes increas-
ingly difficult, last year I
tried to convene a meeting
at the annual picnic to deal
with this, but the book dis-
cussion for the event was
too interesting and no one
showed up. At least, I think
that was the reason.

Once again, the commit-
tee refuses to admit there is
a theme, or even that they
exist. As previously re-
ported in these pages, I
believe their chairman to be
Brent Browning, otherwise
a friend, but tight-lipped on
this. I'm glad that my jour-
nalistic reputation is not
based on getting him to
open up.

Fortunately, once again I
am saved by the fact that
the theme is obvious. This
year it is the failure to lis-
ten. Call it FTL. In the Anti-
gone ("born to oppose," by
the way, is the translation of
the name), Kreon, newly
king after some serous
bloodshed, has denied bur-
ial to the one of his neph-
ews who is on the wrong
side, killed by his brother,
who was on Kreon's side.
Kreon gets plenty of advice

lish language.

This brings us to Life on the
Mississippi. The title role in
this book is played by a wig-
gly streak of water on the
map of the United States
reaching from Minnesota to
the Gulf of Mexico, with ap-
pendages to Ohio , Montana ,
and other flyover locations.
The narrator, one S. L. Clem-
ens writing under the pseudo-
nym Mark Twain, the origin of
which is explained in one of
numerous footnotes, having
fought on the losing side in
what was known widely at the
time as "the recent unpleas-
antness," has taken a job as
an intern pilot on a river boat.
At first, callow youth that he
is, he blows off most of the
advice he gets from his sen-
iors. Had he continued in this
vein, he might well have
been, as it were, sunk. But
somehow he learns to listen,
gets to be a good pilot, and
from there to be the most be-
loved of all American authors,
celebrated in his own ar-
chives at the Bancroft Library
of the University of California,
Berkeley, and given special
financial support by that insti-
tution's Class of 1958. He
learned to listen.

We do not have the space
here to devote to a discussion
of the six poems discussed at
Asilomar, so Ode to a Nightin-
gale will have to suffice.
What does a nightingale
do? It sings. What must one
do when a nightingale sings?
Listen. Q. E. D.

I suppose that I should stop
fretting in this space. Does it
really matter that the theme is
not announced? It is always

Asilomar’s Secret Committee ― An Investigative Report
Rick White, UC Berkeley, Class of 1958

pretty obvious. I just
do not seem to be
able to let this thing
alone. Write letters
to the editor.

Otherwise, I remain
yours for good read-
ing, enriched by
Shared Inquiry.

Coming In May
At the Symposium

Here are the
classes scheduled
at the Symposium
Great Books Insti-
tute located at 325
Hayes St. in San
Francisco.

William Faulkner,
Absalom, Absalom!
Five Saturday morn-
ings starting May 2.

Friedrich Nietzsche,
Thus Spoke
Zarathustra. Four
Monday evenings
starting May 4.

John Stuart Mill, On
Liberty and Utilitari-
anism. Four Tues-
day evenings start-
ing May 5.

Fyodor Dostoevsky,
The Gambler. Two
Thursday evenings
starting May 21.

You can contact the
symposium at www.
Symposiumgbi.org.
or 415-437-0400.



A Literary Mystery

According to Kurt Vonnegut
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Just a mere glance at [his] pathetic
efforts to sign his name (illiterate

scrawls) should forever eliminate
Shakespeare from further consideration
in this question — he could not write.”
Mortimer Adler

"The [doubters] have presented a very
strong — almost fully convincing —
case for their point of view. The debate
continues and it is well it does. We need
this enlightenment in these otherwise
somewhat dismal days. If I had to rule
on the evidence presented, it would be
in favor of the [doubters]." Harry Black-
mun, former Associate Justice, U. S.
Supreme Court (In his ruling as judge
in a moot court which argued the pros
and cons of Shakespeare’s authorship.)

"In the work of the greatest geniuses,
humble beginnings will reveal them-
selves somewhere, but one cannot
trace the slightest sign of them in
Shakespeare … I am not concerned

with who wrote the works of Shakespeare …
but I can hardly think it was the Stratford boy.
Whoever wrote them had an aristocratic atti-
tude." Charlie Chaplin

"I no longer believe that William Shakespeare
the actor from Stratford was the author of the
works that have been ascribed to him." Sig-
mund Freud

"I am 'sort of' haunted by the conviction that
the divine William is the biggest and most
successful fraud ever practiced on a patient
world." Henry James

"So far as anybody actually knows and can
prove, Shakespeare of Stratford-on-Avon
never wrote a play in his life." Mark Twain

"I think [an alternative candidate] wrote
Shakespeare. If you don't, there are some
awfully funny coincidences to explain away."
Orson Welles

D id William Shakespeare, the actor who was born and buried in Stratford, really
write the plays and poems we say he did? Most observers, including the main-

stream of literary scholarship, believe he did. But there have been prominent doubters
for quite some time. Here are quotations from a few.

We are what we pretend to be, so
we must be careful what we

pretend to be.”

“True terror is to wake up one morning
and discover that your high school
class is running the country.”

“Who is more to be pitied, a writer
bound and gagged by policemen or
one living in perfect freedom who has
nothing more to say?”

“Life happens too fast for you ever to
think about it. If you could just per-
suade people of this, but they insist on
amassing information.”

“There is no reason why good cannot
triumph as often as evil. The triumph of
anything is a matter of organization. If
there are such things as angels, I hope

that they are organized along the lines of the
Mafia."

“I want to stand as close to the edge as I can
without going over. Out on the edge you see all
the kinds of things you can't see from the cen-
ter.

“Tiger got to hunt, bird got to fly;
Man got to sit and wonder 'why, why, why?'
Tiger got to sleep, bird got to land;
Man got to tell himself he understand."

“History is merely a list of surprises. It can only
prepare us to be surprised yet again."

“We could have saved the Earth but we were
too damned cheap.”

“I was taught that the human brain was the
crowning glory of evolution so far, but I think it's
a very poor scheme for survival.”

?

Kurt Vonnegut was a
postmodernist American

writer of novels, short
stories and nonfiction.

He often used satire and
dark comedy saying im-
portant things in unfor-

gettable ways. His novel
Cat’s Cradle was dis-
cussed at Asilomar in
1972. Kurt Vonnegut

died in 2007.



What’s new in London?

Sunday matinees, virtual
scenery (videos and pro-
jections), TV stars selling
out plays in hours, and
the pound at its lowest in
twenty years. What re-
mains the same is the
vast variety of one hun-
dred plays that are always
available. I previewed
fifteen excellent dramas
and chose six for Octo-
ber’s “London Theatre
Tours for Thinkers VI to

attend and discuss —
Great Books style, of
course.

The group’s favorite was
a new version of Six
Characters in Search of
an Author, very unlike the
one by Luigi Pirandello
that we find in Great Con-
versations 3. In it, the
scene is moved to a Dan-

ish TV studio where a
group of English film mak-
ers are producing a docu-
mentary on assisted suicide
and ends with a frantic
chase through two London
theatres (complete with
roller blades).

We also attended — at the
Old Vic Theatre
(transformed into an inti-

mate theatre-in the-round)
Table Manners of Alan
Ayckbourn’s A Norman
Conquest. Noel Coward’s
Brief Encounter presented
a multi-talented cast of
actors and musicians in a
1940s music hall setting
and offered amazing
video scenic effects. The
group also attended a
new version of August
Strindberg’s Creditors,
considered by many crit-
ics as his most mature
work. This modernization
was by David Grieg. We
also saw Mine by Polly
Teale which explored
vital questions of who
should or should not be
parents and Radio Golf,
American playwright Au-
gust Wilson’s final play
about, in part, a wealthy
real estate developer’s
attempt to become Pitts-
burgh’s first black mayor.

On Saturday afternoon at Asi-
lomar when I should have

been with my own group discuss-
ing Coetzee’s Disgrace, I was
visiting and observing all of the
discussions. My purpose? To
see if I could find something
worth writing about here. I did.

Rick White was leading a discus-

sion ― and more. It was a con-
versation. During the time I was
in the room, the participants
talked to each other (about the
novel, of course) and Rick spoke
not at all. He let nature take its
course.

discussion.

The leader, of
course, had Great
Books discussion
rules on his side;
reading in ad-
vance is a must for
our discussions.
But was he really
right in what he
said?

Here’s a clue: The
newcomer never
returned.

London Theatre Tour for Thinkers VI — October 2008
Ted Kraus

About Leading
Chuck Scarcliff
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Coming Up In
October 2009

The next London
Theatre Tour for

Thinkers VII will be
Oct. 26-31,2009.

Contact Ted Kraus
at tedmkraus

@yahoo.com or call
925-939-3658

It worked. I thought the discus-
sion to be the best of the ones I
observed. Afterwards I talked to
many of the participants. Most
liked Rick’s style of leading very
much. Some would have liked
more direction or felt it difficult to
get into the conversation without
raising their hands.

As for me, I think all of us who
lead ― and me most of all ― 
would do well to encourage con-
versations rather than trying to
orchestrate discussions. Rick

did that very well indeed.

Many years ago,
a youngish

man, new to the
group and to Great
Books appeared at a
discussion of the
group I attended in
my home city. The
leader told him we
were always happy
to have new mem-
bers, but since he
had not read the
book he could only
look and listen. He
just couldn’t speak
or take part in the

Is There a Moral to This Story?Laissez Faire Leading



For variety, Great Conversations 5 is
hard to beat. This popular series

continues its winning ways with short fic-
tion by Nathaniel Hawthorne, Eudora
Welty, Doris Lessing and others. Phi-
losophy is represented in writings by
John Stuart Mill, George Santayana, Ber-
trand Russell and Jean-Paul Sartre. And
there is a play by Euripides, poems by
John Keats and anthropology from Ruth
Benedict. Great Conversations 5 is now
available.

If you enjoy short fiction and especially
appreciate the literary merit of short sto-
ries, The Great Books Foundation Short
Story Omnibus is the book for you. And
maybe for your group if it loves discuss-
ing prose fiction. Selections in this an-

thology range in time from the classic —
Balzac, Poe, Chekov, Henry James and

Katherine Mansfield — to the modern —
Hemingway, Sartre, Cheever, Updike—
and includes some cutting edge fiction —
Barth, Barthelme, Carver — and more. It

also includes two classic novellas — Mel-
ville’s Benito Cereno and Cather’s Tom

Outland’s Story. Benito Cereno con-
tains the most accomplished use of dra-
matic irony you will find by any writer of
any genre. There are many anthologies
of short fiction, some of them very good,
but this one could well be the best you’ll
find.

Also new and available: Talking Ser-
vices: Readings for Civil Reflection.
This is a group of readings, both classic
and contemporary, that reflect upon the
civic roles of those engaged in volun-
teerism and service to the public.

And let’s not forget some of the special-
ized books available from the Founda-
tion although they’ve been with us for a
while. Citizens of the World, an anthol-
ogy of readings on human rights would
fit well into most Great Book discus-
sions, but is also important for individual

reading. And the science series — one
each on biology, physics and environ-

mental science — include important
texts from classic and recent writers
alike.

New Publications from the Foundation

Great Conversations
5

The Great Books
Foundation Short
Story Omnibus

Talking Services:
Readings for Civil Re-
flection

formulaic polemics, to
permanent learning rather
than terminal degrees.”

Those are objectives we
can all admire.

The program begins with
a semester of Introduction
to Great Books which is
about Great Books and
reading. Students read
Robert Pinsky’s Democ-
racy, Culture and the
Voice of Poetry, Melville’s
Billy Budd and other texts.
After that, students take a
minimum of four desig-
nated Great Books
courses. One deals with
philosophy and includes,
among other readings,

Not all of California’s
110 community col-

leges have Great Books
programs. In fact, Mon-
terey Peninsula College
in Monterey is one of
only two. The program’s
“shared vision is to ex-
pose students to central
imaginative, philosophi-
cal and historical texts of
Western Civilization.” Its
courses are “for anyone
drawn to depth and com-
plexity rather than super-
ficiality and ideology, to
perennial questions
rather than aprioristic
answers, to reflection
and ‘shared inquiry’
rather than reactive or

Plato’s Republic. The Iliad
and The Odyssey are read in
the Masterpieces course and
in the British Literature
course students read Sir Ga-
wain and the Green Knight
and writings by Wordsworth.
(These are, of course, only
examples of the program’s
courses and readings.)
Upon completion of the
course work, students re-
ceive a Great Books Scholar
certificate.

The Monterey Peninsula
College Great Books Pro-
gram was only recently
added to the college’s offer-
ings. We wish it the greatest
of success.

Great Books Comes to
Monterey Peninsula College

Reading MattersPage 10
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Observations
Chuck Scarcliff

In his book A Great Idea at the Time (reviewed in
the January issue of Reading Matters) Alex Beam

writes that the great books movement peaked dur-
ing the 1960s and has gradually declined ever
since. Why the decline? Great Books simply isn’t
attracting enough younger members. But why is
that? There’s no single reason, but here’s one to
think about.

Blame it on the nineteen-sixties. Anyone not

around at the time — or not old enough to be aware

of what was happening — can hardly appreciate the
changes in mindset that were wrought by the 60s.
We have all, regardless of our age at the time, been
influenced.

Heaven forbid our turning
the clock back to life as it
was in the 40s and 50s.
But I believe two viewpoints
that were the rage during

the 60s — the demand for
relevancy and the desire to

do one’s own thing — did
not bode well for Great

Books.

Many of us who came of age during the nineteen-
40s or 50s were told and taught that to be educated
we must read the classics and that somehow the
experience would make us better human beings.
Colleges required that we take a
course or two that taught the classics
and we signed up, willingly but not
always happily. We assumed our eld-
ers and college administrators knew
what they were talking about.

College students of the 60s made no
such assumption. They questioned
the authority of the educational estab-
lishment and insisted that their studies
be “relevant.” That term seemed to
mean that their studies must pertain
directly to them and their lives at the
time. The great classics did not pass the relevancy
test. And if it wasn’t relevant enough to read for a
class, it wasn’t relevant enough to read on one’s
own time.

Lack of immediate relevancy, oddly enough, is a big

part of the Great Books appeal — we discuss hu-
man problems and ideas that aren’t unique to a time
or place but have been present in people’s minds

and lives since the dawn of civilization. We are far less con-
cerned with timeliness than we are with timelessness. Al-
though our goal is not to seek relevancy, you’d be surprised
to know how many times things I read in Great Books were
startlingly close to thoughts that were on my mind at the time.

But our purpose is not and can not be to inform our members
about global warming, the mortgage meltdown or the cultures

and politics of the Middle East ― however pressing those
subjects may be at the moment.

During the 60s men began wearing their hair in any length
they wished and women started dressing without regard to
fashion whims of the establishment. In social dancing, they
began moving about on the floor expressing themselves as
their mood and spirit inspired them and were no longer fol-
lowing prescribed steps and postures.

They were, to use the decade’s more tiresome clichés ,
“doing their own thing.” Young people of the 60s read the
books they wanted to read (Remember Herman Hesse, Alan
Watts, Carlos Castaneda, and Khalil Gibran?). and they dis-
cussed them any way they darned well pleased. They could
wander off subject, bring in all manner of outside references
and even shout at one another as the spirit moved them.

Another strike against Great Books where we follow a fairly
fixed set of discussion practices. Once again we run into
something that runs contrary to the 1960s mindset but is at

the heart of what many of us like most about Great Books —
Shared Inquiry. The trouble is that this is our way of discuss-

ing books and not their way — not their own
thing. That was the sticking point.

So what to do? Books selections, it seems
to me by necessity, must continue to be

made by the organization — the Founda-
tion, local group leaders or event planners.
Some groups can (and do) choose their
books more democratically and according to
the wishes of the membership. We could
use more of that. Our readings are more
modern and contemporary books than they
once were. (It was a shift that needed to be
made but I still harbor mixed feelings about

it.) And we can uphold the principles and practices of Shared
Inquiry without going overboard with excessively rigid rules.

But no matter how hard we try, we can’t un-ring a bell. We
can’t erase the influence of the 1960s. But can we adapt?
Should we? And if we do, will it reverse the downward trend
Beam’s book chronicles? I wish I knew.

Another look at the
nineteen-sixties:

Maybe the decade was
about more than the Sum-

mer of Love and Sex,
Drugs and Rock ‘n Roll.
And maybe that tells us
something about Great

Books today.
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August 22-23,

Walker Creek Ranch,

Petaluma.

Contact Louise DiMattio,
ladimat@aol.com or 415-
587-0398. Three discus-
sions of Vanity Fair by
William Makepeace
Thackeray.

June 14,

Tilden Park,

Berkeley.

Contact Kathleen Con-
neely, 510-530-2344.
Picnic, meeting with elec-
tion of officers and discus-
sion of The Time Machine
by H. G. Wells. This
event is free.

November 7-8.

Westminster Retreat,

Alamo.

Contact Theda & Oscar
Firschein,
oscarf@earthlink.net or
650-854-3980. Three
discussions of selected
poems.

Coming Events

We’re on the Web
www.greatbooks-sf.com

Annual Meeting

Picnic

Long Novel

Weekend

Poetry

Weekend


