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WHIMSY AND WONDER Remembering 

the magic of Eric Carle

‘WHAT STRANGE PARADISE’ Omar 

El Akkad’s novel of the migrant crisis

PLUS Ethel Rosenberg, Ha Jin, 

Shirley Jackson and audiobooks

UTOPIA’S FINEST HOUR, Akash Kapur writes in
“Better to Have Gone,” is the very beginning,
“when the dream remains unsullied.” The
phrase has the ring of preordainment: From the
heights of a vision, there is nowhere to go but
down.

As it does — viciously then tragically — in his

memoir, which is also a group biography, the in-
vestigation of a mystery, a meditation on search-
ing and faith, and an act of love. Kapur’s main
subject is Auroville, a 53-year-old intentional
community in southern India where both he and
his wife, Auralice, were raised, and where, in
1986, her mother and adoptive father died. The
murky circumstances of their deaths shadow
Kapur’s marriage, all the more when he and Au-
ralice move back to Auroville in 2004. There her

parents’ fates have been transmuted into a mix
of legend, theory and gossip, even as their bod-
ies lie in unmarked graves. Kapur decides (with
his wife’s help, though she is not credited as an
author) to excavate the past. Knowledge, he
hopes, might bring peace.

This is a haunting, heartbreaking story, deeply
researched and lucidly told, with an almost painful

Requiem for a Dream
By Amy Waldman

CONTINUED ON PAGE 20

NADIA LOURY

BETTER TO HAVE GONE

Love, Death, and the Quest

for Utopia in Auroville

By Akash Kapur

Illustrated. 344 pp. Scribner.

$27.
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What books are on your night stand?

Proust’s “The Guermantes Way” (I

paused at the end of Vol. 2), “The Copen-

hagen Trilogy,” by Tove Ditlevsen, Vijay

Seshadri’s “That Was Now, This Is Then,”

Victoria de Grazia’s “The Perfect Fascist”

and “The Honourable Schoolboy,” by

John le Carré.

What’s the last great book you read?

“Poems: 1962-2012,” by Louise Glück.

Are there any classic novels that you

recently read for the first time?

Dickens’s “Martin Chuzzlewit” — not his

best, but the prose is magnificent as

always, and it has some wonderful depic-

tions of skulduggery.

Describe your ideal reading experience

(when, where, what, how).

On a hammock in August 1981, discover-

ing William Hazlitt in a paperback bor-

rowed from the owners, overlooking a

pond, not too buggy.

What’s your favorite book no one else has

heard of?

“Earthly Days,” by Jose Revueltas (1949),

an amazing, modernist, brutally honest

novel about the Communist Party’s at-

tempt to radicalize peasants in Mexico. A

cult classic in Mexico, but just recently

issued here in Matthew Gleeson’s fine

translation by Archive 48.

You’ve just concluded editing a three-

volume anthology of American essays. Do

you have favorites among that selection?

And were there any revelations?

No favorites, I like them all. But in the

voluminous reading I did for the project, I

had frequent revelations of largely forgot-

ten, terrific essayists such as John Jay

Chapman, Agnes Repplier, Sui Sin Far,

Mary Austin, Katharine Fullerton Ger-

ould and Randolph Bourne.

Looking further afield, what non-Ameri-

can essayists do you especially admire?

Natalia Ginzburg, Sigmund Freud, Walter

Benjamin, Roland Barthes, Octavio Paz,

Alexander Herzen, Joseph Brodsky,

Mikhail Zoshchenko, C. L. R. James, V. S.

Pritchett and Adam Phillips, just for

starters.

How do you organize your books?

Alphabetically by subject (such as mov-

ies, urbanism, fiction, poetry, social sci-

ence, Bible commentary) and alphabeti-

cally by country. Sometimes there are

territorial clashes.

What book might people be surprised to

find on your shelves?

I have lots of Soho Crime — Janwillem

van de Wetering, Qiu Xiaolong, Peter

Lovesey, Rebecca Pawel — because my

wife, Cheryl Cipriani, is a graphic artist

who designed their catchy covers.

What’s the best book you ever received

as a gift?

“Tales From Shakespeare,” by Charles

and Mary Lamb. My beloved junior high

school teacher gave it to me as a bar

mitzvah present, probably never suspect-

ing how much Lamb would come to mean

for me.

How have your reading tastes changed

over time?

As an adolescent reader I was drawn to

intense, anguished, dramatic writers like

Dostoyevsky and Celine. Now I find

myself attracted more to calm, ironic

ones. Lately I’ve gone on a binge-reading

of British women novelists: Muriel

Spark, Barbara Pym, Iris Murdoch, Eliza-

beth Taylor, Doris Lessing, Elizabeth

Bowen, all very satisfying.

You’re organizing a literary dinner party.

Which three writers, dead or alive, do

you invite?

Sei Shonagon, Michel de Montaigne and

Max Beerbohm. All ghosts, alas. I wonder

what the confessional Michel and the

witty Max would make of each other, and

which of them the enchantingly observ-

ant, picky author of “The Pillow Book”

would be tempted to go home with.

Disappointed, overrated, just not good.

What book did you feel as if you were

supposed to like, and didn’t? Do you

remember the last book you put down

without finishing?

“The Catcher in the Rye,” by J. D.

Salinger, didn’t speak to me. Holden

Caulfield irritated me massively when I

first read it, and I never gave it a second

chance. The last book I put down without

finishing was Saul Bellow’s “The Adven-

tures of Augie March.” The prose was too

rich for my blood, I’m afraid. 0

Phillip Lopate
The essayist, novelist and editor, most recently, of ‘The Contemporary
American Essay’ didn’t love ‘The Catcher in the Rye’: ‘Holden Caulfield
irritated me massively.’

An expanded version of this interview is
available at nytimes.com/books.

By the Book

ILLUSTRATION BY REBECCA CLARKE

After an EMP strike, four unlikely heroes go on a

perilous journey onboard a Humvee halfway across

the country to a “tent city” near the Mississippi

River. Along the way, they meet some people in

need and others with evil intent.

$10.99 Paperback

9781951020729

also available in Hard cover & eBook

www.authorreputationpress.com

The book teaches readers about the importance of

having a pet dog, seeing how brilliant these

creatures can be. It is a nonfiction work that gives

you a number of reasons to want to own a dog,

including the unconditional love they give to

humans.

$15.99 Paperback

9781649612663

also available in Hard cover & eBook

www.authorreputationpress.com

Winner of 17 book awards, “The Lion Trees” is an

American epic that follows the suspenseful and

poignant unraveling of the Johns family – Hollis,

Susan, David and Tilly – as they tumble toward the

discovery that sometimes you have to let go of your

identity to find out who you really are.

$27.00 Paperback

9781649615848

available as a two-volume Paperback

also available in eBook and audible formats

www.owenthomasliterary.com

www.authorreputationpress.com

EMP Causality

Michael Kravitz

Spots and All My Dogs

Leonard W. Lindros Jr.

The Lion Trees

Owen Thomas
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The pleasure of falling asleep with a book on your face.

Sketchbook / Bedtime Reading / By Alison Barnwell

ALISON BARNWELL is an artist and writer based in New Orleans. Her work has appeared in AGNI and The Believer.
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The joys.

The tribulations.

The twists.

Through conversation and stories from

real people, “Modern Love” podcast

hosts Daniel Jones and Miya Lee explore

the many forms that love takes.

Listen wherever you get your podcasts.

nytimes.com/mlpodcast
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