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Smart, quirky
writing can’t
sustain debut

Elif Batuman’s novel has moments
of beauty, but dull plot holds it back

THE IDIOT

ELIF BATUMAN

By Canves Fivo ous,a skilled writer forcing “The Idiot
Chicago Tribuse el e contars of By ENf Batuman, Penguin,
would be 432 pages, $27

Does anything have to mnd it,
A R noel britts hmami‘lﬁ'im ita
be good? The most fashion-  sccond time.

able novels of this decade — “The Idiot" is narrated
the plotlessly watchfl by Selin, who seems to be
producs of he genrocalled - Batuman's Fcsimile,
autofiction, by Teju Cole,  American by birth ang
BenLerner, Rachel Cusk—  character but T\.lrln.'.h by

“The Idiot,” from its title
onward, tracks Batuman's
obsession with Russian
novelists, so maybe it's
worth quoting Naboko,
who, referring to his own

seem toanswer that ques-  parentage, dreamy, ambi- carly book “Mary” dismis-
yinthenegs  t i an sively cites “the beginner's
tive. But the answer isyes;  aspiring writer. (The au- well-known propensity for
in their cases, it's merely thor hersel obtruding upon his own
thatan suthor happens, writer at The New Yorker) privacy,” and then, most
rather than a narrative. Inthe ook’ first half she mLungh, recalls “the relicf
meets i’ ting rid of onesclf,
still decides on her classcs, goes ﬁ-c going on 1o better
B e hagenato on platonic dates with a
us intermittently in her friend who may be gny and The relicfof getting rid
debut novel, “The Idiot.” keeps a vague eye on an BEOWULF SHEEHANPHOTO  of oeself. Batuman's ac-
‘There are mica-glints of upperclassman named Auther Elif Batuman's novel tells the story of a young woman's first year at Harvard. knowledgments indicate
beauty everywhere init, the  Tvan. thatshe has worl
author’s voice eccentric, Her wit and acuity just fwguucn army from the Atocha Station” work, but It'sthe same problem “The Idiot” off and on for
funny, enormously intelli-  about keep this part of the where it's set. She's  not this one? Batuman mcs that besets, for instance, much of this century. That's
gent “Translucent min- book afloa, uﬂdmmo- iallcnhnrd(ﬂr[mnlvymw Caleb Crain's lovely averylong time. Now that
ankles’ and they exchange long, oo i tedious “Necessary Errors®  she's finished, it will be 50
she writes, sund.mgmdm doeclythclcclmg Dfln:mg dhpucﬂlﬁmaﬂg'hu[cvcn The mod, logyof  interesting to'see what she
shallows ofapond “They  youngand possiblyin love, particu- i foxperi-  novelslike this one begins, — chooses to write next. In
were soalive. Tt wasalmost  at the very least confused: I:m:y piven, ‘nstond e ences that felt profoundly imm‘mny with a back the meanwhile lerL‘s this
pure life in these little “Soon,” she writes of a most of the Hungarian s unfor-
bodies, therewassoliule  Cambridge day, “thesleet  charactess, peculiarity, i, she is writing some- Wwa:dnsdf Flaubert's getiable spikies oftruth
room for anything else.” wrned to snow and became  which is no substitute. thing like a traditional Education,” awasted plot.
This nbmh one of those. bca\\tjf\llnndwerythmg In general, in fact, B1m- college novel; she's tied to aboutayoungmanwhose  The book's clearest lesson
lelines thatthe  suddenly felt p v it it whiatmoever . aecbences Bl Swaiiler youth sems vitallyimpor-  is that we have to make our
book pives you flove sl tantind esigfil? onimiok ik ioses il viveaincrgcrosTiiory TN ol ey » st adds up to awnmlst::kns — that youth,
adeseription of how it feels Bm in I}m second halfof  one that's evident here, the  mer was in the air” toa almost Il “The
tospot them. book, it falls apart. Selin ~ Svetlanas and Bills and subplot where she wins a ard absm'vcd is a journey no-
But Batuman also at- gocstu teach Englishin Ferns as blurry in their fietion prize, to her. that eonclusion without body ean take for s, an
tempts to make “The Idiot” her account ourl.\nciasvwr ‘own fresh- i indis icvis Instead the cffort nobody can spare us.

the kind of novel that tells a erbeautiful  Perhaps the same is true for

story —sortof anyway—  willng “The Tdiot" iohateh probably are oyou. his sbandonmentoftha: - imageof Cabridge at some writers.

thestory of ayoungwom-  forward a year, evena Butisn't that just the ‘machinery. Batuman finds ht from high up in a

antsfsiyearat Horarl,  monthtoofferasurprise.  narcissismof theyoungt  herselfuspped between - dorm. thelihisof thecars  Charles Finch s  felance
and thestoryisn'tgoodat  Instead it marches gri Why does Lerner's year ‘maocking her autobiography  and sculls below “like o writer whose mosi recent
i The et hdfrate  mhmifiatbuis tosoms shroad s Leiog e and cherishingit. galaxy” novel is “The Inheritance.”
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After losing son, Ariel Levy’s
By HEIDI STEVENS unmoored, searching for
Chicago Tribune answers — both medical
{what went wrong?) and
It's an act of courage to metaphysical At a friend's
hunt for meaning within 40th birthday party, a
grief, particularly if the guest, upon learning that
search upends your life Eevyis hat riend,tells
andarlmk:]slo‘;‘u the g Exm”ﬁvmwh\'nghnppcgls
tents for. e world to areason.” It'sa terrible
sift throu, thing to say — the sort of “ﬁim-Wom“hySbr GEORGE KARL
Ariel Levy embarks on sentence phen
the hunt beautifully in her away a person's grief as Grob, s-mnwnl.n. 320 “Furlous George”by “Long Shot” by Cralg
noir, “T} partofalarger, divine plan. | pages,
“The Rules Do Not the his- Si H 256 i 220
Apply” is a search for toryof baschall better than ~ pages, $27.99 pages, 522.95
‘meaning, not reason. It the uniform. This coffee- Unlike most people in Craig Hodges always
Yorker essay for which she pl table book his position, George Karl ~ saw bas'kctb'LEI = avchicle
received the 2014 National - “The Rules Do tion (outside of the medi- womn jerseys of the biggest  was known forbeingex- o make an impact off the
‘Magazine Award for Es- 5 cal one) for the death of starsover oplay thogeme. tremely cancidas acoach.  sourt “Long Shot The
says and Criticism. Not Apply’ Levy's son, any more than Basehall historian John Soas the title suggests —  Triumph e Struggles of
[ fving inMon- gy il Levy, Random isotis tofplainaway the | Thomwritesintheintro-  “Rurious George My Forty  an NBA Froesiom Fighter?”
golia”isabout the deathof i 224 pages, 21 love, fear, frusiration and duction: “For generations,  Years Surviving NBADI-  the former Bulls player's
on. She gave i mhu experiences and |.anp1mr, identities have  vas, Clucless GMs, and autobiography co-written
birth at 19 woeks, and the. ——————— i take place tiedto  PoorShot Selection” — by Rory Fanning, docu-
baby died within minutes et e T gricf b g o R e Lo o (e £ many facetsof
“The Rules Do Not Apply”  globe and profiling the becomes a new part of her season’s worth of wear,of  his autobiography. The what was an intercsting,
isthe story of whatcomes  likesof NoraEphronand ~ — something to under- ‘blood, sweat and tears, coachwith 1,175 career and at times controversial,
isdeath.  Maureen Dowd. s::mdam‘l getused to. shows up onagame-wom  victorics (the fourthbest  career. Hodges wasa 3-
“Gricfis aworld you Inher mid-30s, she's ing s fabric  in league history) deliversa  point specialist on the
walk through skinned, ready to become a mather. mdu:welgjll of her wth unigue personal lively, frank account n[ Bulls’ first two champi-
unshelled” she writes. “Flrtiity meant noth st history” Indeed, itisin-  whativis ik hi 1991 and
What comes beforeds  ingtousinour20gitwas  likemanyofus,knewalife | toxicatingto seethe jersey  NBA team. The blgx\si 1092, He provides behind-
thestuffof early adulthood  something tobe secured  without i, when book Jackie Robinson wore challenge, he writes, is insights into
love, heartbreak, mar-  in the dungoon and left deals and new couches during the 1952 scason. tyingtogetplayerswho  what it waslike to play
age, carcer —albeittold  there to molder,” she ed like ife's big deals. Therc s Babe Ruthsroad  are making millions to with Michacl Jordan
through the lensof some-  wites.In our carly 305, “When I was young” jersey from 1920, his first_ actually put forth the cffort  Hodges, though, thought
she writes. “When Thadno |  year with the Yankees, and  to win, Karl writes: e had a higher duty than
foralivingand forwhom  and wos idea thatall over the eity, Sandy Koufaxswiththe  “There'salwaystrouble  tojust play basketball. He
“career” means, for exam- -Jmuu L'Ivoclmnu_nnd all over the world, there 1966 Dodgers, his last when T have a player was often outspoken on
ple, traveling to rural South people walking season before retiringar  whosecommitmentisto  social issues. When the
‘Africa to track down Cast- ubcc;mmlugv:m. around sealed intheirown | 30 Frank Chance, thelast  his mumbersor hismoney  Bulls visited the White
erSemenya, a fomale body find thardragon! 1. universes ofloss nde- manager toguide the Cubs  orhisbrand — andnotte  House after winning their
Olympic runner whase was time to rouse it, getit  pendent solar systems of {othe World Series e the team Karlreally takes. it e, Hodges aously
gender has been ques- ready for action. suffering closed off from before Joe Maddon, is thetorchto CarmeloAn-  wore a dashild and handed
tioned around the world. “But the beast had not the l\:g||.|;|r world, where represented with his home Lhnn the superstar he aletter to President George
L rks as a contrib- during th sense and eiform from 1909-10, Ao coached for #x years n FLW. Bush expressing his
utingeditor at New York  decades of hibernation. By language muym. need to fentured is M Cub”Frmie  Denver. He said Anthony is o for the country,
magazine for 12 years. In the time we tried to wake mll the truth” Banks'jersey from 1957. the best offensive player he ges said he ahways
2008she’s hiredasastaff i, the dragon was weak- She's brave and gener- ‘The book details the sto- -.vcn.om.hml buthe alsa ]ab'iucd for Jordan to use
writer at The New Yorker.  ened, wizened. Old* ousto share her story, ies of the great player “ his status more to press for
David Remnick, thestoried  Suddenly whatever which managratobybuu- | whowore thescundforms.  aidicted tthasptight,  chamgo, o cveniamt
New Yorkereditor,sends  timeshe and her friends  tiful, evenas it's stark and Butthereal funisseeing  and very unhappy whenhe  public during the 1992
Leabouqueroffowers  spentnotgeningprogus:  wrecchlog, the evolution of these Hadtoshare it Tervific  NBA Finals withcriticsm
towelcome her sboardand  in their20sand 30s seems  *“The 10 ar 20 minutes T uniforms, from the heavy  stuff Also, Karl details how  of Jordan's reluctance to
signs it, “As ever, David um:rlysqu:mdgred, Levy  wassomebody's mother flannels with mostly when he was coach of get involved. Hodges con-
Remnick” were black magic,” Levy muiedcolorsintheearly  Seattlein1994,the Bulls  tends thase comments
“Are you sure it docsn't ey she gets preg- writes. “There is nothing I days, to the bold, if not wsstioak ootk were protof the e
Asif? "Levyswife,  nant,butthatpregnancy  would trade them for. garish styles of the 19705 n Fornp:u:k:lgc zh-n why the Bulls cut him
kns. endsabruptlyand tragi- ~ Thereisno place I would and '80s. Ultimately, base-  included Shawn K shartly thereatter. Despite
jowhere to gobu cally, whenshe'sin Mon-  rather have scen” ballrerurned toitsroots  the last minute, Seattle being only 31, he never
down: her fatharellsher.  golisona New Yorker T'm grateful she takesus | somewhat with more nixed the deal. Imagine ~ played another game.
It a dream gig, and assignment. there too. traditional jerseysinto-  how history would have
Levy relishes i, telling ‘Her grief is all-encom- day’s game, albeit with been different had that Ed Sherman is a freelance
stories fromall overthe  passing and leaves her [E——— muchbetter fabrics. trade been made. writer.
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