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CALLIOPE AUTHOR READINGS
“Each listening experience is a delight.” Playboy
“The readings are superb.” John Ciardi
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Nelson Algren (1909-1981) was born in Detroit but grew

up on Chicago’s South Side, a
working-class neighborhood of Polish
immigrants. He is best known for his
compassionate portrayal of drifters,
petty criminals, drug addicts, and other
marginalized characters struggling to
stay alive. His most successful novel is
The Man With the Golden Arm (1949),
ArtShay Pictures winner of the National Book Award,
which chronicles, in a gritty lyrical style, the downward spiral
of young Frankie Machine, a morphine-addicted World War II
veteran, card dealer, and aspiring drummer.
The Man With the Golden Arm
Algren reads a passage about Frankie Machine’s wife, Sophie,
confined to a wheelchair since a drunk-driving accident caused
by Frankie. The narration implies that Sophie’s paralysis is
psychological in origin, and is unconsciously used to keep
Frankie with her. Algren planned the reading meticulously,
arranging various sections from the novel to form a coherent
whole. Frankie is in hiding, being sought by the police for
murder: Sophie waits anxiously for his return, recalling their
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posthumously), the three form a trilogy about which Jones wrote,
“It will say just about everything I have ever had to say, or will
ever have to say, on the human condition of war and what it
means to us, as against what we claim it means to us.”

early love, and drifting in and out of fantasies that foreshadow the
breakdown and mental institution that await her.

The Thin Red Line

Bernard Malamud

The Thin Red Line, Jones’s second war novel, is set in
Guadalcanal and is notable for its explicit and harrowing
depiction of battle. As in From Here to Eternity, its characters
are enlisted men and officers who feel trapped in a situation they
can neither control nor often understand. The book is a telling
commentary on the violence done to soldiers as well as by them.
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(1914-1986) grew up in Brooklyn, New
York, the son of Russian Jewish
immigrants. Many of his awardwinning novels and story collections,
including The Fixer, The Assistant,
and Dubin’s Lives, treat themes of
Jewish life, often told as parables
with overarching themes of sin and
spiritual redemption. His work earned
him a reputation as one of the most
probing, profound, and rigorous
storytellers of the century.
“The Mourners,” from The Magic Barrel
“The Mourners” comes from Malamud’s first prize-winning
collection, The Magic Barrel (1958), about poor immigrant Jews—
grocers, tailors, janitors, cobblers-- whose suffering transcends
the particular to become universal. Set in a cheap rooming house
whose landlord and janitor join forces to evict a poor and aged
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Jewish tenant, the story ends with Gruber, the landlord, morally
transformed by the sight of his tenant’s misery. As compassion
replaces cruelty, the two men mourn together. In Malamud’s
reading, the sudden descent of grace on the adversaries emerges
with poignant force.
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John Updike (1932-2009), born in Reading, Pennsylvania,

was one of the most highly acclaimed
writers of his era, as well as the most
prolific, publishing over 65 volumes:
novels, short stories, poetry, and art and
literary criticism. Many of his more than
100 short stories originally appeared in
The New Yorker. His first novel, Rabbit,
Run, introduces Rabbit Angstrom,
the middle-class, middle-of-the-road
character who reappears in four later
novels and comes to represent an American Everyman. Updike’s
fiction frequently charts the decline of the American dream, but his
religious faith and sensibility inform his work with optimism. He is
admired above all as a prose stylist, with a dazzling command of
language and imagery.
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“Lifeguard,” from Pigeon Feathers
The well-known story “Lifeguard” appears in Pigeon Feathers,
one of Updike’s earliest books (1962) and is narrated by a divinity
student at his summer job. From the heights of his wooden
throne, the fastidious and aloof young narrator delivers a silent
sermon addressed to the beachgoers, “the middle-aged, burdened
with children and aluminum chairs.” Though full of himself and
his mission, he appeals to us by virtue of his earnestness and
promise, and the call for which he waits. Updike reads with a
tender, ironic understanding of his haughty hero.

James Jones (1921-1977)
was born in Robinson, Illinois.
He enlisted in the army at 18
and served in Hawaii, where he
witnessed the Japanese bombing of
Pearl Harbor; he later saw combat
in Guadalcanal. His Hawaiian
experience was the basis for his
brilliant first novel, From Here to
Eternity (1951), which established
him as the emblematic World War II novelist. Jones’s second
war novel, The Thin Red Line (1962), explicitly portrays scenes
of battle in Guadalcanal. Together with Whistle (1978, published

