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EVENTS

This year’s top books challenge us to confront our world

BY DAVID L. ULIN
LOS ANGELES TIMES (TNS)

Books are not supposed to
be about the news — or so the
convention-
al wisdom ESSAY
goes. They
take too long to write; timeli-
ness is impossible to predict.
And yet in 2015 it was news, or
fallout from the news, that
kept emerging in works as di-
verse as Ta-Nehisi Coates’
“Between the World and Me,”
Maggie Nelson’s “The Argo-
nauts” and Masha Gessen’s
“The Brothers: The Road to an
American Tragedy.”

All of them illuminate the
issues, and the struggles, of
contemporary culture, wheth-
er in terms of race and gender
or the complex roots of terror.
Big issues, in other words, but
tracked, investigated, on high-

ly personal terms.

This of course is what writ-
ing, what literature, does; it
brings us directly into the mind
of the observer, collapsing the
boundaries that separate us.
Coates makes such an intention
explicit by framing his book as
that most intimate of forms, a
letter to his teenage son (a nod of
sorts to James Baldwin’s “The
Fire Next Time”), which makes
reading it feel almost like a
transgressive act.

The same is true of Nelson,
who opens “The Argonauts”
with a graphic bit of sexual
interplay, or Gessen, whose
portrait of the Tsarnaev
brothers incites a disquiet-
ing, and unexpected, sympa-
thy. Each operates like a
gauntlet, challenging us to
see beyond our preconcep-
tions, to drop our rhetoric
and try to understand.

“I would have you be a con-
scious citizen of this terrible
and beautiful world,” Coates
writes to his child, and by ex-
tension, he is speaking to
every one of us.

How can an appeal like that
not stir us? Although what
stirs me most is its specificity.
Coates’ experience is not, can-
not, be mine, and yet in read-
ing I begin to see a little bit
from his perspective, to recog-
nize the world through his
eyes. I am provoked, disturbed
— as much by what I have
previously taken for granted
as by the situations he de-
scribes. I am shaken, complic-
it, on both an individual and a
collective scale.

Let’s be honest: We are all of
us responsible for the society
we have built, for good or ill,
from Bernie Sanders to Donald
Trump, from the ACLU to the

NRA. As to which side we will
turn, which direction we will
g0, it is also up to us.

In that sense, the best books
offer a way to read the stakes
for what they are, no apologies,
no sugarcoating, just one
human addressing another, a
single conversation at a time.
This is how we take each other
seriously.

That’s true not only of 2015’s
nonfiction; I also think of nov-
els such as Kamel Daoud’s
“The Meursault Investigation”
or Lauren Groff's “Fates and
Furies,” as well as Adam John-
son’s story collection “Fortune
Smiles.” Talk about empathy;
talk about turning your head
around.

In the first of these books,
an Algerian writer revisits Al-
bert Camus’ “The Stranger,”
framing Meursault less as ex-
istential hero than perpetra-

tor, and (by extension) victim,
of colonialism. In the second, a
marriage is described and
then dissected, its secrets and
evasions, the most shattering
of which is that we are all
alone together, no matter how
close we think we are.

Asfor Johnson, hereveals a
full array of contemporary
desolation, from a man whose
wife is dying to a pedophile
struggling against his desires.
Perspective again, that odd in-
terplay of observation and ex-
perience, by which we are
drawn into a life that might be
unimaginable otherwise. I
don’t want to say we sympa-
thize with this character ex-
actly, any more than we sym-
pathize with Tamerlan and
Dzhokhar Tsarnaev, but we
do understand him for who he
is.

In the end, it is this under-

standing literature demands,
whether we want to accept it
or not. It’s a complicated
world, and what it requires
— imagination, empathy, a
willingness to listen, to take
in new information — sits at
the heart of the finest writing,
this year or any year.

I don’t read to be reas-
sured, but rather to be chal-
lenged, to be pulled out of
myself. I don’t read to affirm
my preconceptions, but rath-
er to be shaken free of them. I
don’t read for entertainment,
but because nothing else mat-
ters as much as the exposure
a rigorous piece of writing
can provoke.

That such provocations oc-
curred so regularly this year,
and through the intercession
of so many voices, remains
for me the most compelling
news of all.

Things to Do

BANGOR — Sargent Tyler
and West donation drive
to benefit Manna Minis-
tries, 8 a.m.-6 p.m. Mon-
day-Wednesday, Jan.
4-6, 60 Summer St., No.
1. Accepting canned and
nonperishable food
items, furniture, clothing,
cars and more.

BANGOR — Master of
Native American flute
Gareth holiday concert,
7-9 p.m. Tuesday, Dec.
29, The Green Gem
Holistic Healing Oasis,
900 State St. Features
music, hot cider and
cookies. $6 at the door.
Portion of proceeds ben-
efits St. Jude Children’s
Hospital. 615-944-8082
or greengeminme@
gmail.com.

BANGOR — Prints by
Maine printmakers, 9
a.m.-7 p.m. daily,
through Jan. 31, Boyd
Place Gallery, 21 Boyd
St. 941-2837.

BANGOR — Penobscot
Theatre Company pre-
sentation of “A Piece of
Her Heart: A Tribute to
Janis,” 6 and 9 p.m.
Thursday, Dec. 31, Ban-
gor Opera House, 131
Main St. 942-3333 or
penobscottheatre.org.

BANGOR — “Limited Edi-
tion: Maine Printmak-

all levels of players and
listeners. Unplugged
stringed instruments
only. Wheelchair-acces-
sible. Food concession.
First Sunday is Blue-
grass Music Association
of Maine Eastern Jam,
$3 association members,
$5 others, Joan Richert,
989-5848. Third Sunday
is The Grange Bluegrass
Jam, $3, Sandra Moon,
827-3698.

BREWER — Blue Grass
Jam, 6-8 p.m. Tuesdays,
Between Friends Art
Center-Next Generation
Theatre, 39 Center St.
Pick or listen. $3. 989-
7100, nextgentheatread-
vertising@gmail.com or
nextgenerationtheatre.
com.

BREWER — Schedule a
Dog Ears appointment
to read to Copper or
Belle, canine tutors,
3:30-5 p.m. Jan. 6, 13,
20 and 27, Brewer Pub-
lic Library, 100 South
Main St. To sign up for a
15-minute segment, call
the library at 989-7943.

BREWER — Book club
discussion on Decem-
ber’s book of the month,
“The Fault in Our Stars”
by John Green, 5:45-
6:45 p.m. Monday, Jan.
4, Brewer Public Library,
100 South Main St. Pick
up the January book.
For information, call the

7-8:30 p.m. Tuesday,
Jan. 5, Camden Public
Library, 55 Main St.
Group will reflect on
challenges confronting
Sub-Sahara Africa in
joining global communi-
ty. 236-3440.

CAMDEN — Viewing of
“The Chronicles of Nar-
nia: The Lion, the Witch,
and the Wardrobe,”
6-8:30 p.m. Tuesday,
Dec. 29, Camden Public
Library, 55 Main St. 236-
3440.

ELLSWORTH — Interna-
tional Folk Dancing,
5:30-7:30 p.m. second
and fourth Mondays,
Moore Community Cen-
ter, 125 State St. Begin-
ners welcome; no part-
ners needed. Dances
taught first hour, fol-
lowed by requests. $6.
460-3408 or esher-
wood1@roadrunner.com.

ELLSWORTH — Book Dis-
cussion Group, 6-7:30
p.m. Thursday, Jan. 7,
Riverview Room, Ells-
worth Public Library. “All
the Light We Cannot See”
by Anthony Doerr will be
discussed. 667-6363.

ELLSWORTH — Ellsworth
Chess Club, 6-7:30 p.m.
Thursdays, Ellsworth
Public Library. 667-6363.

ELLSWORTH — Tightwad
Exchange, noon-1 p.m.

gregational Church, 101
Main Road North. 234-
4503 or windoverart@
gmail.com.

MACHIAS — Free family
activity, catapults and
modular origami with
STEM Guides Downeast,
noon-1:45 p.m. Thurs-
day, Dec. 31, part of
Downeast Lobstah Drop,
gymnasium, Rose Gaff-
ney School, 15 Rose
Gaffney Road. Axiom
Education and Training
Center, 255-4917 or
stem@aetc.us.

ORONO — Kathy Lena of
Twin Pines Photography
sharing her photos of
Maine’s wildlife, 1-2 p.m.
Wednesday, Jan. 6,
Orono Pubilic Library, 39
Pine St. 866-5060.

PORTLAND — Choral Art
Camerata rings in the
New Year with its Epiph-
any Celebration, 2:30
p-m. Sunday, Jan. 3, Wil-
liston-lmmanuel United
Church, 156 High St.
Features soprano Elisa-
beth Marshall and a
newly composed piece
by Jonathan David, win-
ner of The Choral Art
Society’s second annual
Carol Contest. $20; $10
students. choralart.org.

PORTLAND — Disney on
Ice presents “Treasure
Trove,” 7 p.m. Jan. 6-7;
11 a.m. Jan. 9-10; 3 p.m.
Jan. 9-10, Cross Insur-
ance Arena, 1 Civic Cen-
ter Square. $15 and up.
crossarenaportland.com.

PORTLAND — Ring in
2016 in pajamas and
with a giant balloon drop,
10 a.m.-noon Thursday,
Dec. 31, Children’s
Museum and Theatre of
Maine, 142 Free St.

ROCKPORT — Dr. Judy
Kahrl talking about
“Women of the New Afri-

ca,” 6:30-8 p.m.
Wednesday, Jan. 6,
Rockport Opera House
Conference Room. cam-
denconference.org.

UNITY — Unity Pharmacy
and Unity Barn Raisers
Walk-In Flu Shot Clinic,
3-6 p.m. Tuesday, Dec.
29, Unity Community
Center, 32 School St.
Mary, 948-9005 or pro-
grams@unitybarnraisers.

org.

For a complete listing of
calendar items or to submit
your event, visit www.ban-
gordailynews.com.

Gift Certificates
Available!

Tuesday prime time

HAPPY CHINA, BUFFET sess

STIR-FRY & SUSHI BAR NOW INCLUDED
IN ALL YOU CAN EAT BUFFET!

w: $2.00

Lunch Buffet for 2 Adults*

s $3.00

Dinner Buffet for 2 Adults*

* Must present coupon. Exp. 12/31/15

» OPEN SEVEN
DAYSAWEEK!

» ALLYOU
CANEAT!

» OVER
268 ITEMS
DAILY!

» NIGHTLY
SPECIALS
ON BUFFET!

*not to be combined with any other offers
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