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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Thrillers are part of the modern psyche. The genre is a relatively new one dating back to 1915 with the publication of John Buchan’s The Thirty-Nine Steps. The story has all the essential elements of a modern thriller: an ordinary man thrown into an extraordinary situation full of tension, danger and intrigue. The hero overcomes physical danger, fear and many other obstacles in his path as he races to complete his quest and unravel the mystery that surrounds him.

Dan Brown’s books have these same elements, which is what drew me into his stories. My thriller hero has always been Alistair MacLean, who wrote such masterpieces as Night Without End, Fear is the Key and When Eight Bells Toll. When I first came to Brown I didn’t want to read him, but his blend of fact and fiction in a modern style at rocket pace caught my attention.

What intrigued me was his ability to blur the boundaries so well that the reader ends up believing everything on the page. It is how he takes myths that are buried deep in our collective subconscious and explodes it onto his pages that I find so interesting.

Everyone was going crazy about The Da Vinci Code so I steadfastly refused to pick up the book. But one day I did and never looked back. The more I started researching this book, the more involved I became in Brown and his characters, plots and ideas.

Whether the information Brown uses in his books is correct or not is not as important as the man’s story. The facts he uses can be debated time and time again and they have been. There are dozens of books claiming to decode the mysteries in Brown’s books. Are these mysteries and strange facts true? Who knows? But that’s not the point. Brown is a master storyteller who has managed to tap into our collective psyche, draw us in and blend it all together with staggering effect.

I wanted to write this book to get to grips with the effect that his books have had on organisations like the Catholic Church and the Freemasons. That effect has been profound. The Church has gone to great lengths to refute everything that Brown claimed was a fact in The Da Vinci Code. Why did they do this?

It is the writer’s choice to wind fact into his fiction and in some cases to dress up fiction as fact to push the story forwards. If Brown hadn’t put a Fact page at the very beginning of The Da Vinci Code, it’s likely there would have been no outcry, no debate, as there has been since its publication.

The Dan Brown Enigma tries to unlock Brown’s methods of creating his mysteries, how he builds intricate puzzles while weaving in ancient texts, myths and legends into the stories. In a way he reminds me of Number Six from the cult Sixties TV series The Prisoner. We never really know who he is but we are hooked by his quest to escape the village and above all to find out who is really behind it.

Brown’s quest to find information and research that forms the basis of his novels is just as addictive. How does he do it? Why does he do it? Who is he?

Read on and enjoy the ride.



‘We want information.’

‘You won’t get it.’

‘By hook or by crook, we will.’



Graham A. Thomas
Warminster, March 2011
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INTRODUCTION



WORKS OF FICTION

It was a chilly, dry morning in 2009 that I found myself at Waterstone’s the booksellers in London’s Piccadilly to attend the official UK launch of Dan Brown’s The Lost Symbol.

Although the great man wasn’t there, there was still a strong media presence as devoted fans queued to get their hands on one of only 150 signed, book-plated copies of the first edition UK hardback. Each special copy had a colour flaming key pictorial plate with bold black signature – gold dust to the true fan and restricted to one copy per person.

I spoke to The Times and did some radio sound bites, answering such questions as: why is Dan Brown so popular? What sort of person reads Dan Brown? Do you think the new novel will live up to the notoriety of The Da Vinci Code?

I answered the questions while the fans looked on expectantly. Some smiled; others nodded their heads in staunch seriousness. At least they agreed with me, but the thing I learned from this experience was that Brown fans took his work very seriously. They believed in the threat of a Digital Fortress code, they believed in the Holy Blood line, they believed in ancient societies enduring from the Dark Ages to the present day.

Did I?

There is a difference between what one wishes for and what one suspects is true. And that’s where – for me and many Brown fans – Dan Brown exists. He is a storyteller of great power and works on the minds of enquiring people with his fervent imagination. When all is said and done, Dan Brown writes stories. There may be some hard facts there but there will also be some supposition, so one doesn’t really know what is the fact and what is the fiction. The resulting ‘faction’ is not a new concept. The creator of such work in modern times is Frederick Forsyth, with such key books as The Day of the Jackal and The Fourth Protocol.

When I left Piccadilly – still before most commuters’ breakfasts – I glanced at the queue of people eager to purchase their special copy of Dan Brown’s latest novel. For them, the latest book didn’t have to be The Da Vinci Code. It did, however, have to have Robert Langdon in it, and that’s where Dan Brown will endure: through his most popular character. He had waited long enough for the hype of The Da Vinci Code to calm down before releasing the next Langdon book. The book wouldn’t be as controversial, but then Brown didn’t set out to make The Da Vinci Code controversial in the first place. The media did that. He simply told his intricate chase novel and thrilled his audience.

With The Lost Symbol it was the Freemasons who were now under scrutiny, not the Catholic Church; but unlike the Catholic Church, the Masons didn’t respond negatively to the book, so there was no media circus and over-analysis of the text.

In short, Brown had created a new type of faction, which initially shocked certain people but as Tony Robinson found with his excellent programmes about The Da Vinci Code and The Lost Symbol, there’s little to get uptight about – just enjoy the story!

This book continues to break down the mystery surrounding Dan Brown and his works. It outlines the writer’s life and works and becomes an essential companion to the half-dozen books by the American author. It has not been released during the hype of The Da Vinci Code nor on the back of the The Lost Symbol. It sits in a space where we can soberly analyse the life and work of one of the world’s most successful writers, and I for one applaud its companionship.



Craig Cabell

London, March 2010


PART ONE



THE EARLY YEARS


CHAPTER ONE



JUST THE FACTS

Failure was not an option. For the longest time he stared at the blank screen in front of him; around him lay the books and papers he was using for his research. He and his wife had been through them all. Now was the moment of truth: the time to start writing.

He’d written three books so far, all well received but flops at the booksellers. Yet in his heart and his soul he knew they were good. This was what he was meant to do, wasn’t it? He’d even had his eureka moment which had showed him writing was his true calling. But they hadn’t sold. His music career in L.A. hadn’t worked out either, so now his fourth novel just had to work. The pressure was on. If this book didn’t sell then he’d be back teaching again. He knew he couldn’t face that.

He felt the pressure keenly and he felt the failure deeply as well. It was now or never. He and his wife had travelled to Europe twice and investigated the Louvre museum in Paris as thoroughly as they could. He’d read countless books on religion and the Sacred Feminine. He stared at the keys knowing that they would not move by themselves. He looked at the headset that he used for dictating and which freed him to move around his little cottage. Now was not the time for that technology. Now he had to start typing.

The cursor blinked. He touched a key on the keyboard and the letter appeared on the screen. What was his big idea for this book? Though it wasn’t yet completely clear he knew it would come to him. This one just had to work.

And indeed it did. The book in question was The Da Vinci Code and the man behind it was Daniel Gerhard Brown – Dan Brown.

Brown has said he is a very private person, so to know the man we need to look at how he writes, because there must be something special about a man who has probably sold more books than any other writer.

How does he do it? Is it the fact that he hangs upside down in his anti-gravity boots two or three times a day? ‘You’re hanging upside down and you’re seeing the world through a different lens and I think you think differently,’ Brown said. ‘I may be crazy but I’ve solved a bunch of good problems upside down.’

To spend as much time as Brown does on researching his books – The Lost Symbol took six years – he must have an abiding passion in what he is researching. ‘If you are researching secret societies, abstruse science or all things ancient, it could take a lot of extra time,’ Brown remarked. ‘All things arcane interest me.’

But before we delve deeper let’s look at some basic facts about the man. He was born on 22 June 1964, in Exeter, New Hampshire in the United States. He is the eldest of three children and his father, Richard G. Brown, taught mathematics until he retired in 1982. Both his mother and father are musicians and singers, having served as church choirmasters and his mother as a church organist in the Episcopalian faith in which he grew up.

As a child, his home life was filled with puzzles, mysteries and secrets where codes and ciphers, created by his parents, were used to set up intricate challenges. As a boy he would spend many happy hours working out anagrams and completing difficult crossword puzzles. On family holidays he and his two younger siblings would go on treasure hunts devised by his father. At Christmas, instead of finding gifts under the tree, the children would take part in a treasure hunt for gifts throughout the house and sometimes through the town. Indeed, Chapter 23 of The Da Vinci Code was inspired by one of these childhood treasure hunts.

Brown’s high school years were spent at Phillips Exeter Academy, which gave him a real grounding for his life. To show how much this school meant to him, Brown made his main character, Robert Langdon, a graduate of Phillips Exeter.

After high school Brown went to Amherst College, where he studied art history and writing among other subjects. Here he was a student of visiting novelist Alan Lelchuk, sang in the Amherst Glee Club and was a member of the Psi Upsilon fraternity. In 1985 he attended the University of Seville in Spain, where he was enrolled as an art history student. The following year he graduated from Amherst.

Once he’d left college Brown attempted a career in music. Using synthesisers he first recorded and produced a children’s cassette, Synth Animals, that featured synthesised animal noises. It sold a few hundred copies.

Deciding to move on to the adult market, he formed his own record company and produced his first album, Perspective, but that too sold only a few hundred copies. Undaunted, Brown moved to Los Angeles in 1987 to pursue a career in music. His goal was to be a singer-songwriter and he taught classes at Beverly Hills Preparatory School to support himself while he did so.

His life changed when he joined the National Academy of Songwriters. He attended many different events held by the Academy and at one of them he met Blythe Newlon. Twelve years older than Brown, she was the Director of Artist Development for the Academy at the time.

The two quickly formed a bond and she helped to promote Brown’s musical projects. Although it was not officially part of her job, she set up promotional events, wrote and sent out press releases and put him in contact with key people who could help him in his musical career. While this was going on the pair formed a relationship they kept quiet from their friends and associates. It only came to light when Brown moved back to New Hampshire and Blythe went with him.

The aspiring singer-songwriter released his first CD, Dan Brown, in 1993 and followed that up with Angels & Demons the following year. Now his wife, Blythe was thanked in the liner notes for being his co-producer, co-writer ‘significant other and therapist’.

Back home in New Hampshire, Brown took up teaching English at his alma mater, Phillips Exeter, and also taught Spanish at Lincoln Akerman School to sixth, seventh and eighth graders.

But all this time Dan Brown had been writing. ‘In school I read all the classics through high school and university, and as a kid it was the Hardy Boys, but I never read any adult thrillers,’ he says. ‘I assumed adults read classics. But when I went on holiday to Tahiti I found a copy of Sydney Sheldon’s Doomsday Conspiracy and thought, “Wow, this is fast-paced and fun and interesting, and maybe I can do something like that.’”

Thus inspired, Brown began work on Digital Fortress, a thriller set in Spain and Maryland. The book was published in 1998 but before that he and his wife co-wrote the humour book 187 Men to Avoid: A Guide for the Romantically Frustrated Woman. It was under the pseudonym Danielle Brown but the copyright is attributed to Dan Brown.

In 1996 Brown gave up teaching to become a full-time writer. He wrote two more thrillers, Deception Point and Angels & Demons, before hitting the big time with The Da Vinci Code.

These are the basic facts. Now let’s dig a little deeper.


CHAPTER TWO



WHO IS DAN BROWN?

Some of us find our miracles in the pages of Holy Scripture and some of us find our miracles in the pages of Scientific American.

DAN BROWN

Dan Brown is an enigma, a very private man. Little is known about him and what makes him tick, other than what he himself has revealed. He is fascinated by puzzles, treasure hunts and all things arcane, which is apt since piecing together the facts of his life is like going on a treasure hunt for clues that reveal a little bit more about him.

Brown’s father, Richard G. Brown, taught mathematics at Phillips Exeter Academy and wrote a bestselling series of textbooks – the first was entitled Advanced Mathematics: Precalculus with Discrete Mathematics and Data Analysis, which is still considered an important tool for teaching advanced mathematics. Indeed, he was honoured by President George H. W. Bush in 1989 when he received a Presidential Award for Excellence in Science and Mathematics Teaching.

Both Brown’s parents were creative. Both have been church choirmasters and members of a Symphony Chorus that toured the US and Europe. His mother, Connie, has a master’s degree in sacred music and was a professional church organist, while his father sings and acts in musical theatre. ‘This love of music, like many things my parents loved, was inherited by me. When I was at Amherst I was very interested in music composition and creative writing. I also loved languages.’

The Brown family lived on campus and young Dan – the eldest of three children, with brother Gregory and sister Valerie – grew up in an atmosphere of academia. Brown, however, had a very interesting childhood because he did not spend his time staring at the TV. The family didn’t have one. ‘I had a dog and we lived up in the White Mountains in the summer and I had no friends up there and I would go and play hide-and-seek with my dog and probably had some imaginary friends. They have since left and I spend my life now with a lot of other imaginary friends.’[1]

His life was also filled with secrets, puzzles and treasure hunts. Codes and ciphers were the order of the day as they tied into the mathematics, music and languages that were part of the work of his parents. He would spend hours working on crosswords or trying to devise anagrams. On holidays, the three children would go on treasure hunts created by their father to keep them occupied. As already stated, at Christmas, rather than just ripping open their presents in the usual way, the Brown kids would be foraging throughout the house and outside, following treasure maps drawn up by their father to find out where their gifts were hidden. The clues would include limericks or mathematical puzzles leading the kids to the next clue. ‘And so, for me, at a young age, treasure hunts were always exciting,’ Brown said.

Clearly this was something that has stayed with him, because at their core each of his novels is a treasure hunt: the protagonist is following a series of clues to figure out the mystery and save the day.

Writing came early to Brown. He was just five years old when he wrote his first book, The Giraffe, The Pig and the Pants On Fire. ‘I dictated it to my mum and I did all the illustrations,’ he recalled.

When Brown was nine years old he went to Washington D.C. with his parents and was fascinated by its museums. What he saw there also stuck with him and as he grew up his interest in art and architecture also grew. This fascination for the country’s capital would later show itself in the backdrop for The Lost Symbol.

Science and religion were bedfellows in the Brown household and as he grew up young Dan was torn between the two. ‘I was lost from day one,’ he said. ‘Where science offered exciting proofs of its claims, religion was a lot more demanding, constantly wanting me to accept everything on faith. Faith takes a fair amount of effort, especially for a young child in an imperfect world. So as a boy I graduated towards the solid foundations of science but the further I progressed, the mushier the ground started to get.’

Brown, who was raised Episcopalian, was very religious as a child but around the ninth grade he began to look beyond religion, studying astronomy, cosmology and the origins of the universe. When he tackled a church minister about the contradiction between science saying there was an explosion known as the Big Bang and the Bible saying God made the earth in seven days, and asked which was right, the response was a letdown: ‘Nice boys don’t ask that question.’ That was the point when a light bulb went on in Brown’s head and he decided the Bible was not logical. He gravitated away from religion to science, which made far more sense to him.[2]



Except it didn’t. The more he studied science, the more he saw that: ‘Physics becomes metaphysics and numbers become imaginary numbers. You start to say, “Oh, there is an order and a spiritual aspect to science.”’[3] This interplay fascinated Brown and drew him to Leonardo da Vinci, a man who also believed that science and religion complemented each other. It was an interest that would eventually play a big part in The Da Vinci Code.

As a child the Brown family lived on the campus of Phillips Exeter Academy but by the time Brown attended the school there the family was living off campus on Nelson Drive in Exeter and Brown was a day student studying English and Spanish among other things. ‘While at Phillips Exeter and [later] Amherst College, I pursued advanced writing courses and was published in school literary magazines,’ he explained. ‘At Exeter, I chose creative writing as my senior project. At Amherst, I applied for and was accepted to a special writing course with visiting novelist Alan Lelchuk.’

Brown also managed to get on to two exchange programmes, both for Spain. The first time was a two-month world tour with the Amherst College Glee Club in the summer of 1983 that brought him face to face with some of the great architecture and cultures of Europe. He fell in love with Spain when he first arrived and managed to get back again a few years later. After graduating from Amherst College, he decided that Spain was the place he wanted to be, so in 1987 he left New Hampshire for the sunny climes of Seville, where he spent the summer studying an art history course at that city’s university.[4]

‘This art course covered the entire history of World Art, from the Egyptians to Jackson Pollock,’ Brown recalled. ‘The professor’s slide presentations included images ranging from the pyramids, religious icons, renaissance painting and sculpture, all the way through to the pop artists of modem times.’

These studies opened Brown’s eyes to the idea of art as communication between the artist and the beholder, and he discovered a new language of symbols and metaphor. He could suddenly see the hidden meanings in Picasso’s Guernica and its violent images have stayed with him ever since. ‘The course covered many other works that resonated with me as a young man, including the horror of Goya’s Saturn Devouring His Son and the bizarre anamorphic sexual nightmares of Bosch’s Garden of Earthly Delights.’[5]

Brown discovered, too, that there were dark qualities to Da Vinci’s The Last Supper, which inspired him to find out about that painting and Da Vinci himself. He recalled: ‘I remember the professor pointing out things I hadn’t seen before, including a disembodied hand clutching a dagger and a disciple making a threatening gesture across the throat of another.’

It was not just the art course that influenced Brown greatly but the country of Spain as well. Years after taking that course, the architecture and streets of Spain became the backdrop for much of the action in his first novel, Digital Fortress.


CHAPTER THREE



ROCK MUSICIAN

Over the course of the ten years after college, I wrote and produced four albums of original music. I met my wife, Blythe, through the National Academy of Songwriters, where she was the Director of Artist Development. Blythe, like me, loved art. She also was a very talented painter. Despite the Academy’s best efforts to promote me, my music career never really took off.

DAN BROWN

Although Brown had been writing since he was a child, it was music that beckoned when he graduated from Amherst College in May 1986. He’d been taking piano lessons since he was 10 and now he wanted a shot at writing music. ‘I had two loves,’ he said, ‘writing fiction and writing music.’

Singing with the Amherst College Glee Club enabled him to sign up for a world tour which took a few months and covered more than a dozen countries. ‘I would never have seen those countries otherwise,’ he said. ‘It was amazing.’ Indeed, this exposure to new cultures was the most important part of the trip for him.

Brown doesn’t do anything by halves. When he graduated from Amherst College he decided to make his mark on the world of pop music, and stayed in Exeter to teach himself the basics of composing and recording music. He could have gone totally unprepared to the West Coast with a dream, as many people do. But he didn’t. His education had prepared him to be confident enough to try all kinds of things and to be a well-rounded individual who could be competent at almost anything. So Brown purchased some recording gear, bought a synthesiser and set out to become a singer-songwriter.

He toiled away for several months, learning everything he could about recording and all things related to making electronic music. Experimenting with the synthesiser, he discovered that if he played the keyboard using a certain combination of settings, he could make a noise that sounded like a frog croaking. Using this idea, he composed a piece that sounded like a whole pond filled with frogs and called it ‘Happy Frogs’. The floodgates had opened and he began experimenting with other animal sounds, coming up with such pieces as ‘Suzuki Elephants’, ‘Swans in the Mist’ and ‘Rats’. From this he created an entire cassette for children called SynthAnimals.[6]

Through dogged determination Brown went round to all the local music and record shops in Exeter and got them to take copies of his work. Some of the local papers did short pieces on it but sales were in the low hundreds.

Yet for Brown this was a success. It was a good exercise in recording, producing and distributing his own material. Now it was time to step up to the plate and make music for adults. Using a backup band of two of his friends who played keyboards, guitar and bass, as well as adding backing vocals, he recorded his first album, Perspective, and released it via his own record company, Dalliance, in 1990.

Although the CD sold only a few hundred copies locally, Brown was happy with the result. He categorised it as being Top 40 but with a twist: the music was lyrical and the songs tried to tell a story. Perspective was good enough to show the producers and distributors in Hollywood what he could do.

So in the spring of 1991, like so many aspiring musicians over the years, Brown moved to L.A. He knew his music was good but it needed to be improved; he also knew that meeting people who could kick-start his career was even more important.

Once in Hollywood, he took an apartment at the Franklin Regency, a low-rent apartment complex ‘whose hallways overflowed with unusual individuals – aspiring rock stars, male models, drama queens and stand-up comics.’ Some of these characters would later be found in his first published novel.[7]

Brown knew he couldn’t just walk in the door and expect a million-selling album – he had to work hard at it. He also had to make ends meet while he spent every available moment on his music, so he got a job teaching Spanish at the Beverly Hills Preparatory School. Juggling his day job and his evening/weekend job of working on music would become a routine that lasted for several years.

Once he was settled in, Brown contacted an organisation that distributed material from independent artists through a catalogue that went nationwide. This organisation was called the Creative Musicians Coalition and Brown sent in a copy of SynthAnimals to see what reaction it might get. To his surprise the owner, Ron Wallace, put it into the catalogue.

While this was a positive step, Brown knew it was just a tiny one on a very large ladder. He had to get his foot in the door of the influential crowd and then behave as if he was a bona fide member of it. This was one of the many lessons he’d learned in his private-school education: to believe in himself enough to fit into any environment and thrive by making friends and building business relationships. He felt that once he was in that crowd, the natural instinct of the established members to protect or nurture a new person would kick in and he would be accepted.

So he looked around and joined the National Academy of Songwriters, that boasted famous members such as Prince and Billy Joel. The Academy’s purpose was teaching songwriters the ins and outs of the music business as well as providing guidance in musical technique. Keen to get on, Brown attended many courses and workshops and spent much of his time at the Academy as he felt increasingly comfortable there. He struck up friendships with some of the students and the staff, one of whom was Blythe Newlon.

In her book The Man Behind the Da Vinci Code: An Unauthorized Biography, Lisa Rogak tells us that as Director of Artistic Development at the Academy, it was Blythe’s job to provide him with advice and guidance on how the business worked. Blythe helped him hone his musical style and also showed him the technology involved in making modern soft rock music, which was his style.[8]

Suddenly, however, Blythe stepped outside of her day-to-day role and took Brown on as his manager, something she had not done with any of the other songwriters who were members. The staff at the Academy were supposed to be impartial and Blythe’s direct involvement on Brown’s career was frowned on by her colleagues, but that didn’t stop her. As Brown’s manager, she began arranging bookings as well as setting up meetings and auditions with the great and the good of the music industry.

The first thing she did for her new protégé was book him into the Acoustic Underground, the talent showcase run by the Academy at the club At My Place in Santa Monica (and later at The Troubadour in West Hollywood). Most people had to audition for this, but Brown didn’t, as Blythe was his manager and co-producer of the event.

Blythe’s co-producer was Paul Zollo, who also hosted the event. The editor of the Academy’s magazine SongTalk, which was published and distributed to the membership, he was also the author of two books, Conversations with Tom Petty and Songwriters on Songwriting. The latter was a compilation of interviews that had originally appeared in SongTalk and had received a lot of attention from the press when it was published in 1991. Zollo worked in the office next to Blythe and was used to seeing Brown come and go. When Zollo came in to tell people about the press coverage for Songwriters on Songwriting, Brown’s ears pricked up. So that was it. Now he understood that getting a lot of positive attention in the press was key to getting ahead in the music business.

With Blythe working hard to get his career off the ground, Brown soon got a chance to record his second CD, using some of the best musicians in Hollywood. Blythe paired him with one of Hollywood’s top producers, Barry Fasman, who had won the British Record Producer of the Year back in 1982. Fasman did not come cheap, nor did the studio musicians hired to back Blythe’s friend.[9]

Brown did everything he could to raise the money. According to Rogak, he went into ‘overdrive’ to ensure he could meet the bills needed to get the CD done and distributed. He begged and borrowed from everyone he knew, working as many hours as he could tutoring students outside of his teaching.

But Ron Wallace thought the Academy were supporting Brown directly and couldn’t understand why they would when they represented so many other members. ‘Why would they put the money into him?’ Wallace wondered. ‘I guessed that maybe somewhere, sometime, there was a sugar daddy involved.’ Instead it was Brown working like a man possessed that raised the cash for the CD. [10]

Throughout this period Blythe had become more to Brown than a friend who was helping him with his musical career. Love had found its way into their hearts and they were a couple, but they kept their passion for each other as quiet as they could. Blythe held an important position at the Academy and as she was guiding Brown’s musical career, she could have been open to accusations of misuse of her influence and position.

Then there was the age difference. She is 12 years older than Brown and even today, when an older woman gets involved with a much younger man, it doesn’t seem right to many people. When Dan and Blythe got together in the early 1990s there were many disapproving stares, so this could have been their main concern. [11]

As the final mix and mastering of the album took place Blythe fired out press releases to all the magazines and newspapers interested in new talent. She set up interviews with reporters, got articles in the trade press and did her best to get him an agent. ‘Brown was being moulded and promoted as a brainy but sensitive young singer who had a bit of the tortured soul about him.’ [12]

In due course the CD, Dan Brown, was released on his own label, DGB Music. In a press release to the trade Blythe wrote that the National Academy for Songwriters had decided to take a hands-on approach to managing Brown’s career. One has to wonder how much of the Academy was actually involved in this production, or if this was just Blythe working through the Academy.

Dan Brown has elements of smooth dinner jazz, lush arrangements and professional instrumentation. The songs are full of intelligent lyrics and romantic and spiritual imagery. Already he was experimenting with themes that would appear in his novels. ‘Birth of a King’, for example, could be Brown’s first attempts at writing something around the search for the Holy Grail. The lyrics are full of mystical symbolism and talk about a traveller arriving from a distant land to give the listener power and majesty.

Despite all this effort the album didn’t sell. The main reason, according to Rogak, was because Brown didn’t want to be up on stage. He was content to be making the music but didn’t want to perform for people. He didn’t want to be in an industry where his image had to be created or moulded so he could be classified and indexed in a specific genre. ‘The problem was,’ Rogak states, ‘that his music was pop, and it put him in a position where he had to be a Barry Manilow in order for his music to be heard.’

Could it be that he resented people less intelligent or educated than he was telling him how he should behave and look, and what was best for his music career?

Before the CD was out, Brown was already working on the next one but he was growing tired of Hollywood. His educational background and the values instilled in him by Phillips Exeter and his parents meant he behaved differently than most people trying to make it big in the music industry. He wore a shirt, tie and jacket to meetings with producers and agents, making him stand out like a sore thumb. Most of the successful people he needed to talk to were self-made and many had dropped out of high school. Long hair, jeans, drugs, alcohol abuse, poor education – they were the embodiment of everything that Phillips Exeter was not. The only way for him to deal with such a gulf was to spend as much time teaching as he could. ‘With all the Hollywood hype, classrooms have a way of keeping you grounded in reality,’ Brown said. ‘Everything I’ve accomplished in my life I owe to my education.’ [13]

But he did one thing in Hollywood – he learned to speak the language of the music business by making everything positive and by exaggerating or spinning the various realities to suit the occasion. This talent for exaggeration and for putting his own unique interpretation on facts would become a trademark of his fiction. Perhaps the core of the mystery of Brown’s writing can be seen in a statement by Lisa Rogak: ‘His propensity for stretching the facts while steadfastly maintaining he spoke nothing but the truth would later provide significant fuel for his most rabid critics.’

In 1993 Brown suddenly announced to his friends that he would be moving back to New Hampshire because he’d secured a publishing deal in New York and he’d be going back for a year to write. In truth, the deal was for a very small humour book, but Brown headed back to Exeter. Once there, he began teaching English and creative writing to students at Phillips Exeter Academy, supplementing his income by teaching Spanish to sixth, seventh and eighth grade pupils at the Lincoln Akerman School, a bicycle ride away in Hampton Falls. Blythe went with him. Four years later, at Pea Porridge Pond near Conway, New Hampshire, the couple were married.


CHAPTER FOUR



ONE DOOR CLOSES, ANOTHER OPENS

And so Brown came full circle. The couple arrived back in Exeter where Brown immediately felt at home. His memories of growing up here were good ones. He was home again in the bosom of his family and friends.

Living in the Franklin in Hollywood, Brown had been exposed to many different characters right on his doorstep, from rock stars who still hadn’t made it to stand-up comics and everything in between. These were people he would never have met back home in the conservative society of Exeter. From this natural source of material Brown decided to put together a list of some of the most bizarre people he’d seen.

This manuscript was called 187 Men to Avoid: A Guide for the Romantically Frustrated Woman, and included such perceptive observations to steer clear of as ‘men with their initials shaved into their sideburns’ and ‘men who consider Cream of Wheat a home-cooked meal’. ‘Blythe thought the list was hilarious,’ Brown said. ‘She quickly wrote to several literary agents and included a portion of the list. To my astonishment, I immediately got calls from a number of agents, including George Wieser, who told me he had already spoken to Putnam Books and could get me $12,500 for the manuscript.’ [14]

This new success surprised Brown. He’d been plugging away at the music with little success and now, suddenly, here was what he’d been looking for. The book was written by Brown but under a female pseudonym, Danielle Brown – the author profile on the jacket sleeve reads, ‘Danielle Brown currently lives in New England: teaching school, writing books, and avoiding men’ – but the copyright is listed as Dan Brown’s.

As with Brown’s music it was Blythe who made all the moves to get it sold. Using the skills she’d honed at the National Academy for Songwriters, she fired off the necessary notices and letters, only this time the letters were going to book publishers. [15]

Lisa Rogak states that it was Elizabeth Beier who picked up 187 Men to Avoid for Berkley Publishing Group. It was published in 1995 but sold only a few thousand copies, despite the press releases sent out by the publishers. Brown put it down to experience and looked forward to his next publishing venture. The book then went out of print.

But before the book’s publication Brown had a eureka moment – one that would set his life on the path to becoming the bestselling thriller writer of all time. Shortly before returning to New Hampshire in April 1993, he and Blythe had gone on holiday to Tahiti. Mooching around on the beach, Brown found a tattered copy of Sidney Sheldon’s Doomsday Conspiracy. It was the first time he’d read any commercial fiction since reading the Hardy Boys (children’s adventure books) as a child. ‘Up until this point, almost all of my reading had been dictated by my schooling (primarily classics like Faulkner, Steinbeck, Dostoyevsky, Shakespeare, etc.),’ he said. ‘The Sheldon book was unlike anything I’d read as an adult. It held my attention, kept me turning pages, and reminded me how much fun it could be to read.’

Brown was inspired by its simple prose and efficient storyline. This was very different from the complicated and intense novels he’d read throughout his schooling. ‘I read the first page… and then the next… and then the next. Several hours later, I finished the book and thought, “Hey, I can do that.” [16] I began to suspect that maybe I could write a thriller of this type one day.’ And so the seed was planted.

Around the time that 187 Men to Avoid was published, Brown had lunch with his new literary agent, George Wieser, who had come across an article Brown had written for the school magazine at Phillips Exeter. It was entitled Goodness and Knowledge on the Sunset Strip and was about what it was like for Brown, describing himself as a preppie-geeky-nerdy kid, to live in the heart of the music industry, a fish completely out of water. ‘I wrote it just for kicks,’ he recalled, ‘and I got a call from a literary agent in New York.’ Wieser told Brown he thought his writing style was unique and that he loved his powerful use of observation. ‘I’ve been in the business a long time and I know a novelist when I see one,’ Wieser had told Brown. The budding novelist explained: ‘We talked about an hour, and I told him stories. He said, “You should write a novel.” I basically said, “I can’t imagine what I would ever write about.” This guy looked across the table and said, “You’re a storyteller. I can tell. There will come a day when you know what you want to write about, and then you will write a novel.” I sort of said, “OK, sure, nice to meet you… crazy old man.” And went home.’ [17]

Brown had not yet entirely given up music. Since his return to New Hampshire in 1993 he had been working on the second CD but this time he had none of the professional people who had been part of his debut album to help him. He was, essentially, on his own.

The new CD, Angels & Demons, was in stark contrast to his debut. It was almost entirely Brown himself, using synthesisers with friends backing him up on a variety of different instruments to fill out the sound. The only musical credit was Brown himself as writer, producer and arranger. Acknowledgements went to John Langdon, Macintosh Computers and a software company called Digidesign that produces ProTools, an advanced music sequencing software. Blythe, who added backing vocals, got a double acknowledgement.

On the first album the majority of songs had been love songs. On Angels & Demons the love songs were gone. Instead, the darker feel to the album reflected his disillusionment with Hollywood and the music industry.

Religious imagery runs through many of the songs on the album, as on ‘All I Believe’. The title track, especially, shows the struggle Brown had been having with religion and science and which would surface in his books. The lyrics reflect his difficulties reconciling these two disciplines, as well as good and evil, because in the song he is unable to tell the difference between angels and demons.

The liner notes also again credited his wife for her involvement. But perhaps more of note is the album’s artwork, an ambigram by artist John Langdon, which he later used for the novel Angels & Demons. Ambigrams are words that, written in a certain graphic way, can be read upside down or right way up. Langdon’s gothic style had caught Brown’s attention so he decided to use it for the cover.

The new CD was released in 1995. It was to be his last. Its sales were not as high as Brown had hoped, but Lisa Rogak states in her book that Brown maintains one of the tracks from this was performed at the 1996 Olympics. Although the track, called ‘Peace in Our Time’, doesn’t appear anywhere on the official Olympic collection of songs, there were many that were performed at Olympics events and ceremonies that were never officially recorded, so there is no reason to assume that Brown was not telling the truth. It may well be that his track was performed at a smaller event or two away from the cameras and crowds.

But whichever way it was considered, Dan Brown’s music career was over. As he continued teaching, he turned his efforts now solely to writing.


CHAPTER FIVE



THE BIG IDEA

I was taught early on at Phillips Exeter that one must writewhat one knows. Like many aspects of my life, scenes from my childhood, my relationship with my parents and family, my student years, and my time in Spain all later emerged in my books.

DAN BROWN

The novels of Dan Brown are thrillers that skilfully blend fact and fiction and support this with technical and historical information. They are books that send the reader on a quest, but they are written to a formula.

On 20 April 2009 an article appeared in The Guardian newspaper in which British writers Matt Lynn (the author of Death Force, a military thriller), Alan Clements (a TV producer who penned Rogue Nation, a political thriller) and Martin Baker (the author of Meltdown, a financial thriller) railed against what they called ‘American production-line’ writing. The trio called themselves the Curzon Group and the authors they singled out for criticism were John Grisham, James Patterson and Dan Brown, with Lynn stating that ‘authors such as James Patterson – who writes, with the aid of a team of co-authors, up to eight books a year – have drained a lot of the life out of the market.’

‘There haven’t been any new writers coming through. It might be because there aren’t any very good writers, or maybe it’s because publishers and booksellers have been neglecting it – they’ve become obsessed with the big names, and because they’ve got a new James Patterson or John Grisham four to five times a year to put at the front of the bookshop, it crowds out all the new British authors who are coming through.’ [18]

Authors such as Grisham, the Curzon Group claimed, produced excellent thrillers in their first few novels but as their popularity grew, Grisham’s output had become ‘very, very formulaic’. Tom Clancy and James Patterson were included in this criticism. ‘Good writing should be done well, with passion and originality, but [the thriller genre is] becoming very cynical, which is what we’re protesting about,’ said Lynn.

What makes the Curzon Group particularly interesting is that they came up with five principles of good thriller writing. These are that the book must first entertain the reader; it should also reflect the world around it; that for popular fiction to be thrilling it doesn’t need to follow formulas; that at the heart of every thriller should be an adventure both for the writer and the reader, and finally an edge-of-your-seat thriller can be written in an insightful, witty and stylish way.

At the heart of every Dan Brown novel is what he calls ‘a big idea’. The inspiration for his first novel came from an unexpected source: while teaching at Phillips Exeter he heard of a student who’d been in trouble for writing an email jokingly threatening the President. ‘The US Secret Service came to the campus and detained one of the students claiming he was a threat to national security,’ Brown said. ‘As it turned out, the student had sent a private email to a friend saying how much he hated President Clinton and how he thought the President should be shot. The Secret Service came to campus to make sure the boy wasn’t serious. After some interrogation the agents decided the student was harmless and not much came of it.’[19]

The incident stuck with Brown. How could the Secret Service have known what the student had written in his email? How would they have known where that person was, where he lived, and that he was a student if they hadn’t been monitoring all traffic on the web? ‘Email was brand new on the scene, and like most people, I assumed email was private,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t figure out how the secret service knew what these students were saying in their email.’

Intrigued by the story, Brown began digging and discovered that the National Security Agency (NSA) was able to read people’s email. The more research he did on the NSA and the moral issues surrounding civilian privacy and national security, the more Brown realised he had the basis of a brilliant thriller. ‘I remember Blythe commenting that life seemed to be trying to tell me something,’ Brown said. ‘The music industry was clearly rejecting me, and the publishing industry seemed to be beckoning. The thrill of being a published author (187 Men To Avoid), combined with George Wieser’s words of encouragement, my newfound fascination with NSA, and the vacation reading of Sidney Sheldon’s The Doomsday Conspiracy, all had begun to give me confidence that I could indeed write a novel.’ [20]

And so he began writing his first novel Digital Fortress even though he had no firm commitment from any publisher. ‘I literally woke up one day, sat up on the end of the bed, and said, “It’s time to write a novel.” My wife sort of just patted me on the head and said, “You go ahead. That’s nice, dear. Have fun.” I was working two jobs at the time. I would get up at four o’clock, write until eight, bike 12 miles to a junior high school, teach Spanish, bike 12 miles home, shower, race over and teach two afternoon classes at Phillips Exeter and then get up and do it all over again.’[21]

However, writing a book on spec is extremely difficult. Not knowing if anyone will ever be interested in it or if it will ever get sold can sap an author’s spirit and many would-be writers have lost their way because they didn’t have the motivation to keep going. Brown did and he had Blythe’s support and encouragement. After more than a year of researching and writing the manuscript was as ready as it would ever be, but he had also decided that this was the last time he would write anything without having a publisher.

The manuscript now needed to be sold but the publishing industry had changed and companies now only wanted submissions from unknown authors through literary agents. The Browns turned again to George Wieser, who had secured an offer for 187 Men to Avoid. He been running a small literary agency (Wieser and Wieser) with his wife Olga since 1975 and their claim to fame was that George had bought the film rights to Mario Puzo’s The Godfather. They offered to send the Digital Fortress manuscript around to the publishers and three weeks later it was sold to St Martin’s Press for one of their imprints, Thomas Dunne Books. At Dunne, editor Melissa Jacobs took the manuscript and worked with Brown to get it into shape for publishing.

Sadly, George Wieser died of cancer in 1998, but Digital Fortress was published that same year. It sold only a few thousand copies but it was a step forward for Brown. He was sure his next would be better: now that his first novel had been picked up by publishers, he could leave teaching and concentrate on writing full time and so he dived into the research for the second thriller that would become Angels & Demons.

It was in Digital Fortress that Brown began blending fact with fiction, stretching the facts to suit the story and the situation. In each novel he has honed this ability and perhaps that’s the secret of his success: that he can tell a story in such a way that the reader is lost in a world that is, completely fictional on one hand but on the other still based in reality. ‘I write in a very specific intentional way to blend fact and fiction and that’s part of the fun,’ he explained.

Bond author Ian Fleming suggested that for writing good thrillers, some part of the story should be based on fact so that there is an authenticity to the work that rings true and carries the reader along. In his first book, Casino Royale, he said, ‘there are strong incidents in the book which are all based on fact. I extracted them from my wartime memories of the Naval Intelligence Division of the Admiralty, dolled them up, attached a hero, a villain and a heroine, and there was the book.’[22]

For Fleming the line between fact and fiction is a narrow one. ‘I think I could trace most of the central incidents in my books to some real happenings,’ he said. He also suggested that the author should know ‘thrilling things’. ‘Imagination alone isn’t enough, but stories you hear from friends or read in the papers can be built up by a fertile imagination and a certain amount of research and documentation into incidents that will also ring true in fiction.’

Almost all Fleming’s books were written when he went to Jamaica every year, and he pointed out, ‘Your lack of friends and distractions will create a vacuum which should force you into a writing mood and, if your pocket is shallow, into a mood which will also make you write fast and with application.’ Having a hideaway, as Fleming called it, is essential for creating this vacuum. While some may not be able to go to Jamaica every year to write, there are other alternatives: ‘I can recommend hotel bedrooms as far removed from your usual life as possible.’

Fleming also said that a routine of writing is essential. He wrote for three hours in the morning and then another hour in the evening. ‘The whole of this four hours of daily work is devoted to writing narrative. At the end of this I reward myself by numbering the pages and putting them away in a spring-back folder.’ [23]

Fleming wrote his novels in a very short space of time without correction or looking back or checking anything. That came later, as he explained: ‘If you interrupt the writing of fast narrative with too much introspection and self-criticism, you will be lucky if you write 500 words a day and you will be disgusted with them into the bargain. By following my formula, you write 2,000 words a day and you aren’t disgusted with them until the book is finished, which will be in about six weeks.’

However, Brown takes a very long time to work on his novels, which is why he’s turned out only five in 12 years. Because the research is so intensive, the subject matter has to hold his attention. Usually, there is a moral argument to each of his stories that he presents in such a way that the reader has to decide what is right and what is wrong, and Brown hopes they will go on a quest to discover the truths for themselves. Indeed, many books have been written since the success of The Da Vinci Code, trying to debunk the claims he makes in his books, or trying to explain and expand on some of the ancient myths, legends and mysteries that permeate each Dan Brown novel. The internet is full of people either searching for the facts that Brown includes in his novel or debunking them.

But back when he had just started writing Digital Fortress, Brown was juggling his writing time with teaching at Phillips Exeter. He had no choice but to set up a writing routine and it’s interesting that that he still sticks to it today. That routine means he gets up at 4am every day and walks to his writing cottage which, he says, ‘is not in the house – I have to walk to it. But there are times when I’m so excited I’ll get up and go out in my pyjama bottoms and sweatshirt, because it is pitch black outside and no one is around.’ [24]

According to some sources Brown keeps an antique hourglass on his desk so each time the sands run out, he stops to briefly do some exercises, such as sit-ups, push-ups and stretching to keep the circulation flowing.[25]

Another Brown legend says that he practises inversion therapy and hangs upside down in anti-gravity boots when he runs into difficulty with writing and can’t find a solution to a problem. ‘Not only does it increase the circulation to the head but you think differently upside down,’ he said. ‘I have this habit of painting Robert Langdon into a corner and saying, “You know what? I know I’ll find a way out of this” and if you don’t, you hang upside down and think about it from a different perspective and sometimes it works.’ [26]

This practice is not for the faint of heart, or those people who have high blood pressure or heart disease. The idea is that hanging by the feet not only sends blood rushing to the head but each joint in the body is loaded in an opposite way to standing in the identical position. Proponents of inversion therapy say hanging upside down is good for the spine because it relieves pressure on the discs and the nerves, enabling the spine to return to its original shape.

There is no indication that Brown has back problems, so his use of anti-gravity boots is to see things from a different point of view. His writing cottage has no phone, email or internet but it does have his anti-gravity boots. ‘It’s a different perspective. You’re hanging upside down you’re seeing the world from a different point of view and you think differently,’ he said.

Now we know how Brown writes, let’s take a closer look at his literary formula. We have seen that the Sidney Sheldon book was Brown’s eureka moment and inspired him to write thrillers, but he has also been influenced by Robert Ludlum’s Jason Bourne series. ‘Ludlum’s early books are complex, smart, and yet still move at a lightning pace,’ he pointed out. ‘This series got me interested in the genre of big-concept, international thrillers.’[27] He has recurring themes that he brings into each of his novels – the hero pulled out of his or her familiar environment and plunged into a dangerous, unforgiving new setting where a life-and-death struggle needs to be resolved within a very short space of time.

Brown writes stories where good and evil battle it out. ‘In all the ancient myths there are monsters that haunt your hero,’ he said. ‘I am always fascinated by the mythological resonance of these villains and they are by far the most interesting and pathetic. They are almost monsters but they are almost superhuman too and they are going up against somebody and your hero on some level is a little bit more than ordinary.’[28]

In three of his books the protagonist is symbologist Dr Robert Langdon, an academic and the kind of man the Brown would like to be. Largely because Langdon is prepared to take risks in order to solve his puzzle, Brown puts his character into danger so he can find the solution. ‘He’s very curious,’ Brown said. ‘Intellectually curious and that’s what I hope these books will do for readers is make them intellectually curious. He’s not an action hero and yet he finds himself in these situations where he finds himself uncovering ancient historical truths and having to decipher codes and puzzles to solve mysteries.’[29]

He has also said that he loves building tension in his novels. Having a female lead in his novels, either as a companion to Langdon or as the heroine of the story, gives the novel romantic and sexual tension, which in most cases is implied. This adds an extra dimension while also building the tension. Brown finds smart women very attractive so he has given Langdon that same trait.[30]

Brown also says his character must have some form of Achilles heel, some weakness otherwise he is simply a cardboard cutout. ‘The classic weakness is hubris and Langdon doesn’t have that. I would say that his fault is that he is curious to a fault. He puts himself in dangerous situations to find things out and that is something I would not do.’

Brown is fascinated by veiled or hidden power – those organisations that operate in the shadows. ‘The idea that everything happens for reasons we’re not quite seeing. It reminds me of religion a little. The power that religion has is that you think nothing is random. If there’s a tragedy in my life, that’s God testing me or sending me a message. That’s what conspiracy theorists do. They say, “The economy’s terrible? Oh, that’s not random. That’s a bunch of rich guys in Prague who sat down and…”’

Yet Brown still remains a sceptic. He is not a conspiracy theorist and doesn’t believe in UFOs. ‘I think one reason my books have found mainstream success is that they’re written from a sceptical point of view,’ Brown said. Langdon is a sceptic as well, which connects the reader with someone who will not take anything at face value but whose first reaction is disbelief. ‘If I’m doing my job,’ says Brown, ‘then what happens is that you, the sceptical reader, move through my stories and start to say, “Oh my God. Maybe. Maybe.”’[31]

The astonishing success of The Da Vinci Code not only propelled him into the spotlight but also brought detractors out of the woodwork. ‘I am aware there are those out there who disagree with me,’ Brown has said, ‘who say awful things about me, who make little pictures and I know that a lot of them have published long lists of my shortcomings, my errors and my mistakes.’[32]

Because of that success people came out of the shadows to hang on Brown’s coat-tails in any way they could. ‘There is something that comes along with success that you have people who are gunning for you, who want to say, “That’s not worthy. Why is everybody enjoying that?” and it comes with the territory.’[33]

Critics claim that his writing is awkward and that he is no literary genius. Brown’s response is that he never set out to be a great literary author. The point is for the reader to have fun. ‘There are some people who understand what I do and get on the train and go for a ride and have a great time, and there are other people who should read something else.’[34]

How Brown measures his success is how well he connects with his readers. His official website regularly gets hundreds of emails and most of those are complimentary. ‘The nicest thing I ever hear and I often hear it and it makes me happy is that somebody will say, “After I got out of high school I really didn’t read much but somebody made me read The Da Vinci Code – they hit me over the head with it and finally I read it and now I can’t stop reading. You reintroduced me to the love of books” and for me that’s the most gratifying and rewarding thing about it.’[35]
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