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HACK ATTACK The catastrophic threat of 

cyberweapons

BUILDING BLOCKS A physicist celebrates 

the elementary particles

THE ESSENTIAL OCTAVIA BUTLER Nine 

books to get you started

IN MARCH 2020, paper signs were taped onto cafe
windows: “We are committed to flattening the
curve, see you in two weeks!” Overnight,
shelves emptied as humans squirreled away toi-
let paper rolls like nuts for a long winter. Our cal-
endars were wiped clean, indefinitely blank.

We worried each day that death would reach
down its hand and pluck up a loved one. I saw an

old man with a maxi pad taped over his mouth
and nose. We were confused and terrified, and
did not yet understand the rules or the toll of our
new world. We insisted on the language of
“pause,” lives “put on hold.” In the beginning, we
treated the pandemic as a suspended time be-
tween two realities, hoping we could hold our
breath and wait for things to resume.

“Between Two Kingdoms,” by Suleika Jaouad,
has arrived as a guide to another kind of in-be-

tween, with haunting similarities. For Jaouad,
“it began with an itch.”

At 22, she graduates from college and moves
to Paris, where she has a pink clamshell bathtub
and a kindhearted, square-jawed boyfriend. She
can play the double bass and speak French and
Arabic; she is readying herself to be a foreign
correspondent. Her life is a potent bud, but just 

The New Not Normal
By Chanel Miller
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BIANCA BAGNARELLI

BETWEEN TWO KINGDOMS

A Memoir of a 

Life Interrupted

By Suleika Jaouad

368 pp. Random House. $28.
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Congratulat ions

From acclaimed Indigenous author and illustrator team Carole Lindstrom and 
Michaela Goade comes a passionate rallying cry to protect our environment.

“One of the most beautiful and important
picture books ever published – period.”
                         —Cynthia Leitich Smith, NPR
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TODAY’S SPECIAL: 20 LEADING CHEFS CHOOSE

100 EMERGING CHEFS, by Phaidon editors.

(Phaidon, $59.95.) Celebrated food industry

veterans from Daniela Soto-Innes to Yotam

Ottolenghi herald the greatest up-and-coming

culinary talent from around the world.

TOM SACHS: HANDMADE PAINTINGS, by David

Rimanelli with Naomi Fry. (Rizzoli, $65.) The

New York artist’s first career retrospective

traces his long engagement with American

consumerism and popular iconography, as re-

flected in his paintings of everything from the

flag to “Family Guy.”

CITY HALL, by Arthur Drooker. (Schiffer, $60.)

In 88 photographs and stories of city halls

around the country, from San Francisco to

Philadelphia, in styles ranging from Art Deco

to Beaux-Arts and beyond, Drooker connects

architectural and municipal history with civic

pride.

EBONY: COVERING BLACK AMERICA, by Lavaille

Lavette. (Rizzoli, $57.50.) Lavette, a children’s

book author and expert in educational mar-

keting, here pays tribute to the magazine that

was founded in 1945 as an outlet and podium

for Black America.

THE TAROT OF LEONORA CARRINGTON, by Susan

Aberth and Tere Arcq. (Fulgur Press, $50.)

Carrington was a renowned Surrealist painter

and novelist; this deck of tarot designs reveals

a different side of her otherworldly art.

The British writer Iris Murdoch’s fourth novel ,

THE BELL, is set in a lay religious community just

outside the walls of an Anglican convent. The

misfit central characters eye the abbey warily at

times, and at other times reverently, as all pre-

pare for the arrival of a huge new bronze bell to

replace one lost centuries ago under mysterious

circumstances. Published in 1958, the book has some weighty themes

— religion, community, power, sexuality, regret, good and evil — but

don’t mistake it for a drag. “To say that ‘The Bell’ is a novel of ideas is

to misdescribe it,” A. S. Byatt writes in the introduction to the Pen-

guin Classics edition. “It is better to say that ‘The Bell’ is a novel

about people who have ideas.” I picked it up recently on the recom-

mendation of a dear old friend, and found myself immediately press-

ing it on other kindred spirits. In a dark season, sharing the existence

of a story as propulsive and transportive as this one is practically a

moral duty. And did I mention its impeccably satisfying ending?

—RUTH GRAHAM, NATIONAL CORRESPONDENT COVERING

RELIGION, FAITH AND VALUES

New & Noteworthy / Visual

WHAT WE’RE READING

Uncover
Your Path
to Success

With stories on building the ideal skill set, profiles in leadership and

stirring examples of those who broke the mold, this special edition will

help you be a motivator, build results and succeed.

The New York Times Leadership special edition is now available

from your favorite retailer, magazine.store, or Amazon.com

©2020 Meredith Corporation. All rights reserved.

A Special Edition On Sale Now

0



T H E N E W Y O R K T I M E S B O O K R E V I E W 23

Revisited / A History of the Comedian Memoir in Eight Books / By Jason Zinoman

A syllabus of sorts for exploring some of the funniest books of all time by the funniest people.

JASON ZINOMAN is the comedy critic for The Times and the author of “Letterman: The Last Giant of Late Night.”

TREADMILL 

TO OBLIVION, 

by Fred Allen (1954)

Allen, a giant of 20th-
century comedy, left
behind this splen-
didly cranky portrait
of the golden age of
radio comedy in the
1930s. He argues
television ruined
comedy, and almost
convinces you. A pio-
neer of insult com-
edy and topical hu-

mor, Allen includes transcripts of his famous feud
with Jack Benny, the roast battles of their day.

HARPO SPEAKS!, by Harpo Marx (1961)

Taking readers on a glamorous trip from vaude-
ville to Broadway to
Hollywood, Marx wit-
tily exposes the
chasm between public
persona and private
personality. In his act,
he was all silent appe-
tite and id. But on the
page, he’s a refined ro-
mantic, an intellectual
who never finished
the second grade. This
is the gold standard of
the comedian memoir.

HOW TO TALK DIRTY AND INFLUENCE PEOPLE,

by Lenny Bruce (1965)

Writing in the tumultuous last years of his life,
Bruce set the template for the antihero comic,

cheerily mapping the
birth of a rebel, raging
against hypocrisy and
moralism, mocking the
comedy of the previous
generation before be-
coming a free-speech
martyr, sent to trial for
obscenity. It’s a master
class in mythmaking,
with Bruce’s staccato
delivery translating
beautifully to the page.

ENTER TALKING,

by Joan Rivers (1986)

There’s more raw terror
in this book than in a
thousand suicide notes.
The ferociously funny
Rivers wrote many
books, but none distilled
her warrior mentality as
much as this account of
her tortured childhood
and early career. In her
view, comedy is a by-
product of suffering and
struggle, requiring desperation, an unappeas-
able need to succeed and an unimaginable toler-
ance for humiliation and rejection. Sounds fun,
huh? For the reader, it actually is.

I FEEL BAD ABOUT MY NECK, by Nora Ephron (2006)

This witticism-packed book is not a memoir. Nor
is it written by a comedian. So what is it doing on
this list? Ephron defies easy categorization, but
her massively influen-
tial prose has made her
a titan of modern com-
edy. Her reflections on
aging, parenting and
New York are classic
comic set pieces. She
even gets her origin
story down to two sen-
tences: “I wrote a mag-
azine article about hav-
ing small breasts. I am
now a writer.”

BORN STANDING UP, 

by Steve Martin (2007)

Most comedian mem-
oirs are baggy, ram-
bling affairs, but this el-
egant chronicle of the
beginning and end of a
meteoric stand-up ca-
reer is the rare one
with the precision of a
joke. A ton of wisdom
packs into this slim
book. Martin breaks
down the mechanics of

the art with a rigorous analytic mind, then de-
scribes how he subverted them, choosing to make
comedy without punch lines, to create tension but
never release it, to bomb with a smile.

BOSSYPANTS, by Tina Fey (2011)

More than any other book, with the possible excep-
tion of Howard Stern’s “Private Parts,” this block-
buster created the mod-
ern comedy memoir
boom. Many imitations
have followed but what
makes Fey so singular is
her sharply self-mock-
ing, wry voice and boun-
tiful punch lines. What
holds this book together
is the sneaky density of
jokes, one after another,
some better than others,
but very few duds — a
ruthless feat of comedy.

PRYOR CONVICTIONS, 

by Richard Pryor (1995)

When Pryor was 5
years old, he acciden-
tally stepped in dog
poop. His mom laughed.
So he did it again, this
time on purpose. “That
was my first joke,” he
writes. From these
humble beginnings
grew the career of the
greatest stand-up comic
who ever grabbed a mi-

crophone. The outlines of his now famous story
have been chronicled many times, but never in
more raw, blunt detail than here.
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