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WELCOME TO THE WORLD OF THRILLERS

David Hewson

Storytellers began thrilling their audiences before human beings learned to write. When a poet-singer called Homer entranced his listeners in the Mediterranean almost three thousand years ago, one of his staples was a tale that could fit on any airport shelf today: Odysseus fighting against extraordinary odds to return home from war to save his threatened wife and son.

Today, thrillers provide a rich literary feast embracing a wide variety of worlds—the law, espionage, action-adventure, medicine, police and crime, romance, history, politics, high-tech, religion, and many more. But old or new—and this vibrant field never remains still—all thrillers share certain characteristics. Like Homer trying to keep his audience captive while telling his tale in ancient Greece, thriller authors are constantly aware that their readers want them to provide the sudden rush of emotions: the excitement, suspense, apprehension, and exhilaration that drive the narrative, sometimes subtly, with peaks and lulls, sometimes at a constant, breakneck pace. By definition, if a thriller does not thrill, it is not doing its job.

But thrillers are also intensely human stories, allegories that find truths in fiction in order to tell us more about the world we inhabit and the kind of people we are. Sometimes, the protagonist will be a classical hero, focused on the challenge ahead, and perhaps a little damaged by his or her destiny in facing it. Other times, the protagonist will simply be an ordinary man or woman on the street, finding a steely thread of heroism inside, one that provides the strength to confront the challenge ahead.

That challenge may be personal, like that of Odysseus. Or, in our modern world, it will often be global, such as averting a pandemic or war or act of terrorism. It may even be both, seeking to crystallize a broader story by focusing on how it impacts the individuals who matter most to the protagonist. Whatever the canvas chosen by a thriller author, it must feel real, often through scrupulous research into science, crime procedures, or history.

Its authenticity will be found, too, through richly rounded characters who rise to challenges in the fictional world that mirror those we face in the real one: how to meet our responsibilities as human beings, even when there is a cost; how to lead a good life in a world where the line between right and wrong can sometimes be hard to discern. Being real means being honest, too. The best thrillers pull no punches. Happy-ever-after endings are, as in life, never guaranteed.

Odysseus, a battle-damaged warrior desperate to save his family. Beowulf, a king determined to protect his people, even at the cost of confronting a creature from hell. Robinson Crusoe, a shipwreck victim alone on a remote island, struggling to find the means of survival, but one day finding something else: footprints. The thriller is the oldest kind of story— rooted in our deepest hopes and fears, for ourselves, those we love, and the world around us.

David Hewson’s books have been published in more than a dozen languages. The sixth novel in his Rome-based Nic Costa series,The Garden of Evi l, was voted best mystery of 2008 by the American Library Association. His first novel,Semana Santa, won the WHSmith First Choice Prize for debut book of the year and became a movie starring Mira Sorvino. David is now a regular speaker at writing schools around the world, including International Thriller Writer’s annual Craft-Fest and the Book Passage Mystery Writers’ Conference in Corte Madera, California. He left school at the age of seventeen to become a cub reporter on one of the smallest evening newspapers in England, in his native Yorkshire. Later he worked as a journalist for the London Times and Sunday Times before becoming a full-time author.


ONE HUNDRED MUST-READ THRILLERS

David Morrell and Hank Wagner

In October 2004, at the Bouchercon conference in Toronto, Canada, a group of authors celebrated their common interest by creating the International Thriller Writers organization. ITW has grown considerably since then, but its goals continue to include educating readers about thrillers and encouraging ITW members to explore the creative possibilities of the form. Accordingly, ITW sought recommendations from various knowledgeable members and asked advice from several noted thriller reviewers in an effort to compile a list of one hundred thrillers that made a difference. That number was arbitrary. Obviously, more than one hundred important thrillers were published prior to 2000. We could easily have tripled the list, sometimes adding numerous titles by the same author, but practicality forced us to stop at one hundred, and individual contributors often decided which book by a prolific author would be included.

Books were chosen on the basis of the impact each had on the genre. Did the author contribute a new subject, direction, character, and/or technique that had a lasting effect? Did a work make such an impression that it was frequently imitated? After the final list was determined, ITW members were invited to choose a favorite thriller from the list and write an essay that analyzes the work’s importance.

Some authors, such as Sandra Brown, had a favorite that they asked to be included. In her case, the book was Evelyn Anthony’s The Rendezvous (1967), a work that greatly influenced Brown’s fiction but that is no longer in the public’s mind. Other “lost” novels—E. Phillips Oppenheim’s once widely read The Great Impersonation (1920), for example—are also on the list, filling gaps in thrilller history. R.L. Stine requested that P. G. Wodehouse’s Summer Lightning (1929) be included, using the interesting premise that a comedy could also be a thriller.

Brown and Stine are among twelve essayists who also have must-read titles of their own on the list. The others include: David Baldacci, Lee Child, Jeffery Deaver, James Grady, John Lescroart, Gayle Lynds, David Morrell, Katherine Neville, Justin Scott, and F. Paul Wilson. In addition, several essayists have a strong relationship with the topic of the novel they chose to write about. For example, Raymond Benson, author of many James Bond novels, analyzed Ian Fleming’s From Russia with Love. A. J. Hartley, a Shakespeare professor whose work includes some Shakespeare-based thrillers, wrote about Macbeth. Professional pilot Ward Larsen discussed Ernest K. Gann’s aviation thriller,The High and the Mighty. Emergency physician CJ Lyons wrote about Robin Cook’s medical thriller, Coma. Attorney M. Diane Vogt analyzed John Grisham’s legal thriller,The Firm. Sailor Christine Kling provided her thoughts about Erskine Childer’s nautical thriller,The Riddle of the Sands. Law enforcement officer James O. Born gave his views on Joseph Wambaugh’s police thriller,The Choirboys. Max Allan Collins, a friend of Mickey Spillane, discussed Spillane’s One Lonely Night. In many cases, the essayists also composed the biography of the author whose book they discussed. Those brief biographies should be considered part of the essay, providing essential background.

Where to begin the list? When first conceived, this project began with Wilkie Collins, whose contemporaries credited him with inventing “the novel of sensation” when he wrote The Woman in White in 1860. But sensational works obviously predate that novel. Next, we thought that Edgar Allan Poe seemed a good place to start. It was intriguing to consider that the creator of the mystery story might also have created the thriller in his only novel,The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym. Later discussions led us further and further back until, at Douglas Preston’s suggestion, we began the list with Homer’s Odyssey. But then Lee Child made the case that the ancient story of Theseus and the Minotaur (with its labyrinth, monster, and secret weapon of a ball of string) might own that distinction.

Where to end? With an obvious exception like Dan Brown’s phenomenally successful and influential The Da Vinci Code (2003), it’s impossible to assess the long-term impact of any recent thriller, simply because insufficient time has passed and we don’t have the perspective to determine what is influential and what isn’t. To prevent the list from becoming a mere reflection of current taste, we chose the year 2000 as an arbitrary and symbolic cut-off date, going beyond it only to include Brown’s novel.

To elaborate on this point, consider a currently (as of 2010) much-talked-about trilogy by the Swedish author Stieg Larsson, the first book of which is The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo (2005, translated into English 2008). Is it impressively written and exciting? Without question. But will it have staying power and be influential? It’s too soon to tell. Nonetheless, among recent works, we draw your attention to Kathy Reichs’s forensic-anthropology thrillers (Grave Secrets, 2002) as well as the eerie FBI Special Agent Pendergast thrillers by Douglas Preston/Lincoln Child, particularly The Cabinet of Curiosities (2002). Joseph Finder arguably invented a new genre, the corporate espionage thriller, with Paranoia (2004). Similarly, Vince Flynn (Memorial Day, 2004) and Brad Thor (Blowback, 2005) developed a post-9/11 counterterrorist thriller. Robert Littell’s massive fictional history of the CIA,The Company (2002) is a primer for any spy novelist. Other contemporary authors of interest are mentioned in the essays.

Henry James once wrote that “the house of fiction has many windows.” The same applies to thrillers. As David Hewson notes in his introductory essay, there are many types of thrillers: the spy thriller, the action thriller, the legal thriller, the medical thriller, the political thriller, the romantic thriller, the supernatural thriller, the mystery thriller, and so on. It’s an all-inclusive term that can apply to a vast array of genres. The common denominator is that, as John Buchan suggested when he called The Thirty-Nine Steps a “shocker,” they create excitement and quicken the reader’s heartbeat. That doesn’t necessarily mean a frantic chase or a devastating gunfight. An unsettling theme, a menacing tone, or an insistent pace—any of these can cause adrenaline to flow. Tastes change, of course, and what was a page-turner two hundred years ago might not seem so today, in which case the essayist puts the book in its historical context so that we can appreciate the effect that the novel had on readers of its era.

In “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” T. S. Eliot insisted that every writer had an obligation to learn the history of the literary tradition in which that writer worked. The point is to absorb that tradition and carry it forward, trying to add something new that later writers must take into account. In that way, they can strengthen their technical skills, going in new directions while building on the old. Readers, too, can benefit by understanding the tradition of their favorite kind of fiction and appreciating when a book is truly innovative rather than merely an imitation. Consider each title in this volume as part of a developing tradition, analyzed here in lively essays that we hope will make us better readers and authors.


THRILLERS
ONE HUNDRED MUST-READS


1
THESEUS AND THE MINOTAUR (1500 B.C.)

Lee Child

This ancient Greek myth originated about 3,500 years ago. It has been told and retold many times, by Greek and Roman writers, including Ovid and Plutarch. All versions are slightly different, but all are valuable. The most accessible is found in Plutarch’s Lives.

The story goes like this: Theseus, the son of the king of Athens, is a privileged but maverick warrior. At the start of the tale, he is away on the coast, attacking and burning enemy ships, in an action that is not fully authorized. He returns home to a crisis. Athens and Crete are in a state of uneasy truce, with Crete holding the upper hand. The price of peace is that Athens must periodically supply young men and women to be sacrificed to the Minotaur, a grotesque creature that lives in a labyrinth on the island of Crete. A demand for fresh victims has just arrived. Theseus insists that he be allowed to go, posing as one of the victims. He arrives on Crete and enlists—by seduction—the help of Ariadne, the daughter of the king of Crete. She supplies him with a ball of string, so that—if he survives the encounter with the Minotaur—he will be able to find his way out of the maze. Theseus descends, unwinding the string as he goes. He kills the Minotaur after an epic struggle. He retraces his steps with the help of the string. He emerges on the surface, ignores Ariadne, and returns home to a mixed welcome.

I first read this tale, in Latin, as a schoolboy. There was something about the story elements that nagged at me. I tried to reduce the specifics to generalities and arrived at a basic shape: Two superpowers in an uneasy standoff; a young man of rank acting alone and shouldering personal responsibility for a crucial outcome; a strategic alliance with a young woman from the other side; a major role for a gadget; an underground facility; an all-powerful opponent with a grotesque sidekick; a fight to the death; an escape; the cynical abandonment of the temporary female ally; the return home to a welcome that was partly grateful and partly scandalized.

I was reading Plutarch’s Theseus in the classroom, but on the bus home I was reading Ian Fleming’s Dr. No, and of course it eventually struck me that I was reading the same story. Theseus was a prince, and James Bond was a commander in the Royal Navy, about as close as Fleming could get to nobility within the confines of “realistic” fiction. For Athens and Crete, read West and East during the Cold War. Ariadne was Honey Rider; the ball of string was an ancient precursor of Q’s oddball arsenal; the underground location for the climactic scene and the fight and the escape were all obviously self-explanatory. And so on and so forth.

Even Bond’s basic character follows the myth fairly closely. His head-strong willfulness is always apparent—most of Fleming’s books (and certainly all the movies) open with a scene of gratuitous violence or action not related to the main storyline. Those are all echoes of Theseus on the coast, burning the enemy ships. Above all, the various bipolar tightropes that Bond walks are prefigured: Is Bond truly valued by M, or merely tolerated? Is he bold, or hot-headed? Is the Secret Service proud of him, or embarrassed by him? And so on and so forth.

Am I accusing Fleming of plagiarism? No, not at all, although I have no doubt that he read Plutarch in school. He came from a much grander family than mine, but our educations would have been very similar. He would have realized—as I did—that the Minoan myth of Theseus from 3,500 years ago is almost certainly a rehash of a constant stream of earlier folktales, but tied to a particular time and place. The story of Robin Hood is similarly instructive: I had always instinctively assumed that the Robin Hood myth was part-fable, part-historical, about that period of English history defined by the regency of Prince John. But serious academic studies show that there were three completely separate Robin Hood myths in England alone, each separated by centuries, and that every culture with a written record of narrative has its own series of “Robin Hood” myths. Equally, a third strand of mythic character exists—the mysterious stranger who shows up in the nick of time to save the day, sequencing through early Scandinavian legends, medieval knight-errant stories, and, as variants on “savior” myths, even religious fables.

What does this tell us? It tells us that certain mythic paradigms—the young, take-charge nobleman, the renegade campaigner for a larger justice, the mysterious loner—are very deeply rooted in our emotional culture. We invented them thousands of years ago because we desperately wanted them to exist. We continue to reinvent them in flimsily disguised forms because we need them to be there, as a matter of catharsis and consolation. Above all, it tells us that the best contemporary thrillers—whenever they are written—will in some way tap into ancient mythic structures. Hollywood variously claims that there are only seven stories, or five, or two, but however many there are, they have all been already written or spoken millennia in the past, in our desperate, insecure infancy as a species. All we can do today is tell them again, and hope to derive the same comfort and excitement we used to, deep in the past.

Lee Child was born in 1954 in Coventry, England, and spent his formative years in nearby Birmingham. He went to law school in Sheffield, England, and after part-time work in the theater, he joined Granada Television in Manchester as a presentation director during British TV’s “golden age.” During his tenure, his company made Brideshead Revisited, The Jewel in the Crown, Prime Suspect, and Cracker. But after being laid off in 1995 at the age of forty, he decided to see an opportunity where others might have seen a crisis and bought six dollars’ worth of paper and pencils and sat down to write a book,Killing Floor (1997), the first in the Jack Reacher series.Killing Floor was an immediate success and launched the series, which has grown in sales and impact with each new installment.


2
Homer’s
THE ILIAD and THE ODYSSEY (7th Century B.C.)

William Bernhardt

Both The Iliad and The Odyssey are attributed to Homer, about whom we have little information, none of it trustworthy. Scholars dispute exactly when Homer wrote these epic poems, but they are approximately 2,700 years old. The ancient historians Herodotus and Aristarchus of Alexandria both wrote about Homer, but their accounts differ on most details. Some ancient sources say he was from Chios, others from Smyrna. Most believed that Homer was blind, that he composed the poems himself, and that he sang them in live performances. Some modern scholars, however, have suggested that the poems may be the work of many poets, while Geoffrey Kirk and others have argued that the consistent brilliance of the writing mandates a single author. Although Homer worked in the centuries-old tradition of oral Greek poetry, some scholars, such as Bernard Knox, now believe that the author wrote the poems out first, probably on papyrus rolls, revising and refining his work, as one might expect from a gifted, professional writer crafting a masterpiece.

Since the dawn of humanity, people have loved thrillers. Long before the written word, men and women told tales that inspired and entertained, that passed information from one generation to the next, that gave their audiences the courage to face the great darkness. The earliest known works of art, among them the cave drawings in Lascaux, France, approximately 17,000 years old, tell stories. The Great Hall of the Bulls contains a painted narrative. Like a Paleolithic comic book, the drawings dramatize the chase and capture of a bison herd. All of the oldest surviving literary works, such as Gilgamesh, The Aeneid, and Beowulf, are ancient heroic thrillers.

Perhaps the greatest examples of these seminal thrillers, and certainly the ones most frequently read today, are The Iliad and The Odyssey. Both works are written in hexameter verse.The Iliad focuses on the character of Achilles, whose wrath—its origin, its execution, and its devastating consequences—have a dramatic impact on the tenth and final year of the Achaean conflict known as the Trojan War. Achilles is enraged when Agamemnon, the commander of the Greek forces at Troy, takes a slave woman given to Achilles as a spoil of war. In protest, Achilles stops fighting. As a result, the Greeks suffer a crippling loss to the Trojans. Achilles refuses the challenge of the Trojan hero, Hector, but his friend Patroclus fights in his place and is killed. In revenge, Achilles slaughters numerous Trojans, kills Hector, and defiles his body. In a moving scene, the repentant Achilles agrees to relinquish Hector’s body to his father. The story ends with Hector’s funeral.

The Odyssey follows a more traditional story structure: the quest narrative. The hero, Odysseus, a minor player in The Iliad, is the star of the sequel. After the ten-year war is finally over, he spends ten more years journeying home to the island of Ithaca to be reunited with his faithful wife, Penelope, and his son, Telemachus. The god Poseidon is angry with Odysseus and constantly throws storms, squalls, and other obstacles in his path. Odysseus encounters the one-eyed Cyclops, Polyphemus, the lazy lotus-eaters, the enchantress Circe, the nymph Calypso, and passes between Scylla and Charybdis. He eventually makes his way back to Ithaca where his wife is besieged by greedy suitors who are draining the family resources and plotting to kill Telemachus. After employing disguises, deception, and other tricks worthy of a modern-day thriller hero, Odysseus crushes the suitors and is reunited with his family.

Although these two poems are classical literature, I have no problem labeling them as thrillers, not only because they do indeed thrill, but because that was quite evidently the author’s intent.The Iliad is filled with what today we call “action scenes,” including blow-by-blow descriptions of the combat of Achilles, Hector, and others, some of which are extremely vivid and gruesome. Both poems are replete with ruses, plotting, crosses, double-crosses, and plot twists. There is also plenty of sex. The Trojan War, the setting of The Iliad, begins when Paris abducts another man’s wife, Helen, and takes her for his own. In The Odyssey, we learn of Odysseus’s sexual encounters with Calypso and Circe. The suitors sleep with house-maids (and are later hanged for it). Interestingly, Penelope only accepts that this stranger who has slain the suitors is her long-lost husband when he accurately describes their marital bed.

The narrative strength of these two epics captivated ancient Greek audiences. They may be challenging for some readers today, but they were the oral bestsellers of the ancient Greek era. Homer’s poetry, despite—or perhaps because of—having been written in an artificial, poetic language never spoken by the ancient Greeks or anyone else, was well known in Greece and elsewhere for centuries. Much of the continuing interest in these tales can be attributed to the author’s employment of exciting, larger-than-life plots, and heroic yet human characters, devices familiar to fans of the modern thriller.

The influence of these epic poems on all literature, including thrillers, is enormous. The plot of The Iliad has been borrowed by such diverse artists as Shakespeare (for Troilus and Cressida), John Latouche (for the Broadway musical The Golden Apple), the Led Zeppelin song “Achilles’s Last Stand,” and the recent action-adventure film Troy. The Odyssey inspired, obviously, James Joyce’s Ulysses and Margaret Atwood’s The Penelopiad, just to name a few. But the more obvious descendant of Achilles and Odysseus is the action hero, the protagonist of the modern-day thriller, as represented by Indiana Jones, James Bond, and Rambo.

I first read The Odyssey in the sixth grade, as part of a special humanities program offered to youngsters by a local community college. Reading Homer at the age of eleven may seem a daunting assignment, but our teacher, a very young woman named Marcia who dressed in the miniskirts and hip boots iconic of the era, inspired her students (particularly, I suspect, the male ones). We read Homer, Milton, Shakespeare, and anything else she wanted us to read. I devoured The Odyssey, this fantastic, comic-book-style story brought to life by characters who were not the perfect superheroes I knew from Saturday morning cartoons. These characters were deeply flawed, but even in Achilles’s greatest rage, or Odysseus’s most bloodthirsty encounter, I never lost sight of their essential nobility, their honor, their desire to do good. These heroic templates were lodged firmly in my subconscious when I created my series character, lawyer Ben Kincaid. Ben battles in the courtroom and the Senate rather than in the fields of war, but despite his many character flaws and foibles, he is essentially a hero who will not quit and always tries to do the right thing. In this sense, he is squarely in the Homeric tradition and could easily, at least in my mind, sail the seas of ancient Greece with these mythic heroes. After all, once Odysseus slaughtered all those suitors, surely someone had to represent him in court.

Library Journal called William Bernhardt the “master of the courtroom thriller.” His twenty-eight books, many of them featuring attorney Ben Kincaid, have sold more than ten million copies worldwide. Bernhardt’s novels, which include Capital Conspiracy and Nemesis: The Final Case of Eliot Ness, are known for their unexpected twists, legal realism, breathless pace, humor, and insightful consideration of issues confronting contemporary American society. He has twice won the Oklahoma Book Award for Best Fiction as well as the Southern Writers Guild’s Gold Medal Award. In 2000, he was honored with the H. Louise Cobb Distinguished Author Award, which is given “in recognition of an outstanding body of work that has profoundly influenced the way in which we understand ourselves and American society at large.” In addition to his law degree, Bernhardt also holds a master’s degree in English literature. He founded HAWK Publishing Group as well as the HAWK Writing Workshops and Seminars, and is a highly sought writing instructor.


3
BEOWULF (between 700 and 1000 A.D.)

Andrew Klavan

Beowulf is the earliest epic poem in English and one of the greatest. Its Anglo-Saxon author is unknown. It may have been composed as early as 700 A.D., but the oldest copy was made by two scribes somewhere around 1000 A.D., the only Beowulf manuscript to survive Henry VIII’s destruction of monastery libraries. Ironically, though the poem has a hallowed place in the history of English literature, it tells a tale of sixth-century Scandinavia, and is largely drawn from Scandinavian history and mythology. It was, of course, from the language of Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian invaders that English evolved. These invaders were pagans originally, and Beowulf probably began its life as a pagan story. But by the time of its writing, the Anglo-Saxons had become Christians, and the interweaving of Christian morality with a tale of warrior courage is both fascinating and profound. In 1999, the Nobel Prize-winning poet Seamus Heaney translated the epic, winning critical praise as well as the prestigious Whitbread prize. I personally found it a bit too restrained and scholarly and much prefer the more heroic 1963 version by Burton Raffel from which the spellings and quotations below are taken.

Great works of literature often peel away the mask of our piety to expose the raw life underneath. So it is with Beowulf, a brooding, blood-soaked celebration of warrior manhood.

We in the modern West have been so powerful, so dominant, so safe in our homes for so long that we slip too easily into the illusion that we live at peace. We are never at peace, not really. When we go to the ballet or walk in the park or stop to smell a rose or read a book, we only do so by the good graces of the fighters who stand ready to kill and die to defend us. Soldiers on our borders, police officers on our streets—only the threat of their physical force keeps those who would murder, rob, or enslave us at bay. Every moment of tranquility and freedom implies the warrior who protects it. The world of Beowulf is the real world.

And what a wonderful poem it is, a tale and a tone of such ferocious, melancholy virility that it shocks the sometimes overdelicate modern mind. It’s the story of the Scandinavian hero Beowulf and his battles with monsters. It begins when Beowulf travels from Geatland in what is now Sweden to Denmark to come to the aid of King Hrothgar in his towering mead hall Herot. The Danes are being plagued by the swamp monster Grendel, “that shadow of death,” who hunts their warriors in darkness, “lying in waiting, hidden in mist, invisibly following them from the edge of the marsh, always there, unseen.” Beowulf is such a tough Geat, so bent on winning fame for his courage and prowess, that he disdains to use a sword to kill the beast and wrestles him bare-handed, ripping his arm off by main strength. Grendel slouches home to his swamp to die, thus sparking the rage of his mother, who comes for her revenge.

There’s plenty more—including digressive tales of war, betrayal, and tragedy—all set on misty fens and under murky waters and in broken, crumbling towers and halls that seem the earliest inspiration for the setting of many of today’s video games. Which is fitting, because really you have to turn to those games to find anything in modern art that so boldly elevates and celebrates the warrior and his drive to “win glory and a hero’s fame” in battle.

If you want to see how completely more “sophisticated” modern artists have lost the ability to understand those virtues and their ever-present necessity, take a look at the 2007 CGI film Beowulf by director Robert Zemeckis and screenwriters Neil Gaiman and Roger Avary. Note how entirely it subverts and corrupts the vision of the original. In the film, the warriors are drunken thugs and Grendel is King Hrothgar’s bastard child. This implies not only a measure of responsibility on the part of the Danes for their own slaughter, but also a tiresome Freudian psychomachy underlying the action. In the poem, conversely, Grendel is the child of “those monsters born of Cain, murderous creatures banished by God.” He is roused from his slumber by the music and rejoicing in Herot, especially a poet’s song of the world’s genesis. The implication in the poem is far more insightful and unflinching than that in the film. The poem’s Grendel is a primal force of evil spawned by sinful human nature itself and now perennially at war with the creation. The guilt is not sexual and personal but general in terms of mankind’s instinct toward fraternal violence.

That general guilt gives Beowulf’s heroism its context. It tells us that evil is woven into human nature, but that individual men may choose to stand against it. The film Beowulf descends into moral equivalence and relativism as Beowulf, in his turn, is seduced by Grendel’s mother, a slinky CGI version of the likewise slinky Angelina Jolie. “I know that, underneath your glamour, you’re as much a monster as my son, Grendel,” she tells him. Which is blithering nonsense. In the poem,she’s the monster and he’s the guy who’s got to kill her so that men may live in peace. That may not be nuanced or urbane or pseudo-deep, but it’s actually more honest, more like life as it is lived. The evils of this sad world are not always susceptible to analysis or negotiation. Some monsters are really monsters and just have to be taken down. That’s why poets write—or used to write— epics honoring the warriors who do the job.

And that’s why it’s fair to trace the thriller novel’s pedigree back to Beowulf and to include the epic in a list of thriller must-reads. It may not be a thriller in the modern sense of the word, but it holds the kernel of the idea that gives our genre one of its key reasons for being. In modern fiction, only genre novels—crime, horror, fantasy, sci-?—regularly dramatize the existence of evil, the need for courage, and the glamour of physical strength and fighting skill. It’s an essential and too often neglected role of the arts to portray these things. If they don’t, it becomes too easy for us to forget them, too easy for us to be self-satisfied with our lives of compassion and peaceful loving kindness without paying tribute to the warriors who make those lives possible.

Andrew Klavan has been nominated for the Mystery Writer of America’s Edgar Award five times and has won twice. He is the author of such internationally bestselling thrillers as True Crime, filmed by Clint Eastwood, and Don’t Say a Word, adapted into a film starring Michael Douglas. His novel,Empire of Lies, was number one on the Amazon thriller list. He has written many screenplays, including the adaptation of Simon Brett’s novel,A Shock to the System, which starred Michael Caine. He is a contributing editor to City Journal, the magazine of the Manhattan Institute. His essays have appeared in the Wall Street Journa l, the New York Times, the Washington Post, the Los Angeles Times, and elsewhere. Along with new novels for adults, he is currently working on a series of thrillers for teens.


4.
William Shakespeare’s
MACBETH (1605–1606)

A. J. Hartley

Despite whisperings to the contrary by assorted conspiracy theorists, William Shakespeare was born in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1564 and died in 1616, after retiring from the stage a very wealthy man. His income was made primarily as a shareholder in the London theatre company called The Chamberlain’s Men and renamed The King’s Men on the accession of King James in 1603, and although he acted in the company, his primary responsibility was as a playwright. Between the late 1580s and his retirement in 1613, he wrote almost forty plays in various genres—an average of about two per year—an extraordinary output that has forever stamped literary culture. The plays—and his sonnets and long poems—are noticeable for their linguistic invention, their depth of character, their radical and ambiguous treatment of sociopolitical ideas, and their meticulous structure. They continue to be read, studied, and performed more than the work of any other writer. From the grotesque horror of Titus Andronicus, to political and military works such as Julius Caesar, and from domestic intrigues like Othello to Hamlet’s realm of court intrigue, ghosts, and revenge, few writers loom so clearly over the history of the thriller.

Composed around 1605–1606, probably only months after Guy Fawkes and the Gunpowder plotters tried to blow up King James,Macbeth taps right into the contemporary anxiety about regicide and its consequences, political, spiritual, and psychological. Though king of England, James was a Scot whose mother, Mary Queen of Scots, had been executed for treason by Queen Elizabeth, and who traced his descent from Banquo. James had also published important treatises on the powers of the monarch (which said, among other things, that no one had the authority to remove a king but God, regardless of his tyrannical misdeeds) and on witchcraft, which he associated with civil as well as spiritual subversion. Shakespeare’s play was thus topical—perhaps dangerously so since it walks a typically Shakespearean line, never coming down clearly on one side or the other of key issues—and some scholars think its unusual brevity (by comparison to his other tragedies) shows signs of heavy state censorship. What is clear is that few writers before or since have managed to so shrewdly sketch the mind of someone drawn by ambition and paranoia into acts so terrible that they tear him and his relationships apart long before his head is severed from his body.

Shakespeare had explored assassins before, particularly Brutus in Julius Caesar (c. 1599), but never before had he given such weight and attention to a killer who knew the moral enormity of his act before he did it, nor had he given the killer so distinctive and chilling a spouse. Lady Macbeth looms over the first half of the play like the ravens on her battlements, though to blame her for what happens is to deny Macbeth what Shakespeare is so careful to give him: the power of choice. All the same the scenes in which she spurs him to act, using all her powers of persuasion anchored in their intimately personal history, and those after the deed itself in which they grope bloody handed for each other in the darkness, are as riveting today as when they were first written.

Lady Macbeth’s subsequent collapse, overwhelmed by the guilt she bears, is marked not just in those memorable and uncanny sleepwalking scenes when she fruitlessly washes and rewashes her bloody hands, but in her steady separation from her husband, who deals with his past by stifling all capacity to feel. At the end of the play, having performed or authorized the slaughter of countless men, women, and children, he cannot even respond to his wife’s death, seeing it only as the end of something meaningless: a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing. Whatever its value as a protoexistential statement on the futility of life by a particular character in particular circumstances, the speech has become iconic, an emblem of the play’s durability and relevance.

Macbeth is perhaps Shakespeare’s most atmospheric drama. From the weird sisters emerging out of the fog on the blasted heath, to the strange sounds carried on the air before Duncan’s murder, the play is stiff with dread and the scent of blood. Even when there are no sounds, the killers think they hear them, the terrible knowledge of what they have done turning to panic and apprehension:

Macbeth: I have done the deed. Did’st thou not hear a noise?

Lady Macbeth: I heard the owl scream and the crickets cry. Did not you speak?

Macbeth: When?

Lady Macbeth: Now?

Macbeth: As I descended?

Lady Macbeth: Ay.

Macbeth: Hark! Who lies in the second chamber?

Imagined sounds give way to real ones, the pounding at the castle door that the porter imagines to be the gates of hell itself. Part of what Shakespeare does so well, of course, is the marrying of great, even mythic events, with something recognizably human, familiar, even domestic. Ordinary things—as all good thriller writers know—become crucial and telling. Lady Macbeth’s sleepwalking and the things she says while doing so (“Yet who would have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him,” “The thane of Fife had a wife. Where is she now?”) stand out, but just as important is Macbeth’s inability to sleep at all. The act that can barely be uttered causes a breach in nature, and the world is turned upside down: hospitality becomes deadly, night that should bring rest bears only horror, and the nation itself is torn apart. Even at the end, with the tyrant dead, it is far from clear that all will be well. The crown of Scotland has passed to Malcom, about whom the play has shown us little, much of it conflicted, and the promised line of kings descended from Banquo is no nearer.

Part of the play’s heart is the struggle to balance free will and a sense of destiny or cosmic purpose. For Shakespeare’s original audience, this might have been particularly stamped by ideas of rigid social stratification or a Calvinist sense of predestination, but there was also a powerful current in the period—the beginning of what we might call capitalist individual-ism—to take charge of one’s life decisively. So Macbeth’s decision to kill for the crown is a seizing of what the witches suggest will come to pass anyway, leaving us with the problem most thriller heroes—and ordinary people—wrestle with: when and how to act decisively, when to let things happen, and when to walk away.

Macbeth is not a novel, of course, but a play, and as such is a must watch as well as a must read. On stage, a production invariably finds the tension, suspense, and horror, which the reader’s eye—enmeshed by tricky Jacobean diction and thick metaphor—can sometimes miss. However we experience the play, it’s clear that little in literature can match its study of political murder, its consequences, and the impulse to confront a world that seems to be conspiring against our future.

A. J. Hartley is the Distinguished Professor of Shakespeare Studies at the University of North Carolina, Charlotte, the editor of the performance journal,Shakespeare Bulletin, and the author of The Shakespearean Dramaturg as well as numerous academic articles on Shakespeare and Renaissance drama. He is also the USA Today and New York Times best-selling author of the archaeologically inflected thrillers,The Mask of Atreus and On the Fifth Day. His What Time Devours centers on the hunt for a copy of Shakespeare’s lost play,Love’s Labour’s Won. In addition, he is the author of a fantasy adventure series, the first of which is Act of Will.


5.
Daniel Defoe’s
ROBINSON CRUSOE (1719–1722)

David Liss

Daniel Defoe (generally thought to have been born in 1659–1661 and to have died in 1731) was a hack writer. In the world of British publishing in the late seventeeth and early eighteenth centuries, there was an explosive growth both in literacy and the popular press. Writing for money was hack writing, and most authors did it proficiently and prolifically. Defoe earned his living by writing political pamphlets (sometimes on both sides of an issue), observations on culture, histories, books on “projects” (useful innovations), and, of course, celebrated works of fiction. These generally took the form of memoirs, for there was no strong market yet for prose fiction, and his works were often believed to be about actual people. In 1719, he published the first of these,The Life and Surprising Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, one of the most influential works of fiction ever written. Thereafter, he published numerous other pseudo-autobiographies, many of which are still read today, including Moll Flanders (1722), A Journal of the Plague Year (1722), and Roxana (1724). In addition to writing at an astonishing pace, Defoe also involved himself in numerous, frequently unsuccessful, business projects, including a disastrous effort to extract perfume from civet cats. He spent time in the pillories for authoring a now-famous satire, “The Shortest Way with the Dissenters.” A genius who was often his own worst enemy, Defoe died in debt while hiding from creditors.

Anyone who is not a scholar of eighteenth-century British literature would likely be surprised to learn how much ink has been spilled over the question of which book can be called the first English-language novel. The major contenders are Aphra Behn’s 1688 romance Oroonoko, Samuel Richardson’s 1740 epistolary narrative,Pamela, and, of course, Daniel Defoe’s 1719 fictional memoir,Robinson Crusoe. While all three have strong claims, my informal survey (taken over many years) suggests that most eighteenth centuryists give Defoe the prize. I find it remarkable that the first English-language novel also contains so many of the structural elements of the thriller.

To grasp fully why Robinson Crusoe is so important, it is necessary to spend at least a moment discussing the history of the novel. Fiction, as we understand it today, developed from the prose romance (not to be confused with the romance novel), which focused on action and on broadly drawn stock characters such as knights who rescue maidens from giants (Don Quixote parodies this type of fiction). Think of a fairy tale in which you have a clear sense of character, but there is no depth. By contrast, the novel, as it takes shape over the eighteenth century, injects psychological realism into fiction, producing characters who are broad and deep, well rounded, and emotionally complex. When Defoe set out to write his first work of fiction, he was not attempting to reinvent the romance, but rather he was writing a counterfeit version of another established literary genre, the Protestant spiritual autobiography.Robinson Crusoe pretended to be a real memoir, and many people, for a long time, believed it to be so.

Few works of fiction can claim the enduring influence of Robinson Crusoe. It spawned two sequels—now read only by the most masochistic of Defoe scholars—and countless imitators. Like Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes or Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan, Robinson Crusoe is a character so firmly embedded in popular culture that most people can tick off elements of the story even if they’ve never read it or seen an adaptation. Everyone knows that he is cast away on an uninhabited island for a long period of time (twenty-seven years, from 1659–1686), and is befriended by a native whom he names Friday. Readers who have absorbed the story only through cultural osmosis might be surprised that Crusoe has a fair number of adventures both before his shipwreck—when he is made a slave by Barbary pirates—and after—in an extended sequence of fighting wild animals while traveling through Europe. Much of the novel is taken up with Crusoe’s spiritual musings as he learns to thank God for what he has rather than curse fate for what he does not.

In other words, by any contemporary novelistic standards,Robinson Crusoe is unfocused and disorganized. It is also repetitive and sloppy, and Defoe as often as not will correct things he’s already written about in the text rather than going back to rewrite points he wished he’d clarified earlier. He was a phenomenally fast writer. When I first read the book in graduate school, my professor said it would likely take me more time to read it than it took Defoe to write it. He was, of course, joking, but not by much.

And yet for all its many structural faults, Crusoe endures and has cast an indelible mark on fiction in general, and the thriller in particular. There are two principal reasons for this. The first is that Robinson Crusoe often operates on the level of what we would call today a novel of “tradecraft,” like a spy novel that derives energy from revealing to the reader secrets of a hidden world. The bulk of the action is a surprisingly engaging account of how Crusoe cultivates livestock and crops, how he makes clothes and builds shelters, how he dries his grapes and stores his rice and learns to craft basic comforts with few tools. Only an Englishman would spend as much time as Crusoe does in figuring out how to make a pot so that he might enjoy his meat boiled. The account of Crusoe’s self-reliance is what made the book such a staple of boy’s literature for so many years. There is something almost addictive about watching this character discover how to function and thrive while so completely isolated.

The second great influence of the book is its pioneering use of the plot twist to create suspense and tension. When Crusoe has been alone on his island for more than two decades, and indeed grown quite used to, if not happy with, his solitude, he travels down to the beach one day and finds a solitary footprint in the sand. In a single stroke, Defoe tells the reader that everything he knows about this universe, every assumption he has made up to this point, is wrong. Other forms of narrative, particularly stage plays, had previously offered readers surprises and turning points, but Defoe stumbled upon the incredible power of the unexpected twist in a fictional narrative. We are inside this character’s head, and we are with him while he must understand how to process this new revelation. Religious writers operating the popular press had long known that the intimacy of reading had the power to move and persuade. It was Defoe who discovered how to use this intimacy to surprise and thrill.

Crusoe is a seventeenth-century man, and so he spends perhaps more time than would a modern person in convincing himself that the footprint was probably not left by Satan. This leaves the likelihood that it was cannibals, whom he knows to inhabit a nearby island and occasionally visit a distant portion of his own island to cook and eat their victims. The discovery of the footprint leads to his rescue of one of these would-be cannibal victims, the famous Friday, who becomes his companion for the remainder of his stay on the island and eventually follows Crusoe back to Europe.

There is much that can be said, and has been said, about the problematic relationship between Crusoe and Friday—not to mention the relationship between Crusoe and the boy Xury, with whom our hero escapes from their Moorish captors in the first part of the novel, and whom Crusoe later sells into slavery. Indeed, Crusoe is shipwrecked on his island after he sets out aboard a ship on a slaving expedition, but while he spends a great deal of time reflecting on how wrong it was for him to leave England against his father’s wishes, he seems to have no regrets about his abysmal treatment of non-Europeans. He is, in short, a man of his time, and a flawed and complex one at that, but one whose adventures helped to shape thriller fiction.

David Liss’s bestselling books include The Devil’s Company, The Coffee Trader, A Spectacle of Corruption, The Ethical Assassin, The Whiskey Rebels, and A Conspiracy of Paper (winner of the 2000 Edgar Award for Best First Novel). His books have been praised for demonstrating the historical roots that led to contemporary flashpoints of injustice, inequity, and corruption. In 2008, at the United Nations Convention against Corruption in Bali, Indonesia, he was named an Artist for Integrity by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. No one is really sure why or what this means, but it very possibly makes him the Bono of historical fiction. Liss’s novels have been translated into more than two dozen languages. Both A Conspiracy of Paper and The Coffee Trader are under development as film projects. He lives in San Antonio, with his wife and children.


6.
Mary Shelley’s
FRANKENSTEIN, or THE MODERN PROMETHEUS (1818)

Gary Braver

Mary Shelley (1797–1851) was born to the first great feminist philosopher, Mary Wollstonecraft, and novelist and political journalist, William Godwin. Ten days after Mary’s birth, her mother died. Too poor to raise his children alone, Godwin married Jane Clairmont, whom Mary never liked nor did she like her stepsiblings. Expected to emulate her dead great mother, Mary educated herself throughout a lonely childhood. Exposed to members of Godwin’s intellectual circle, she met Percy Bysshe Shelley. Although still married, the poet eloped with Mary to Switzerland when she was fifteen. In 1816, following the suicide of Shelley’s wife, they married, and in a cottage near Geneva the story of Frankenstein was conceived. The 1818 novel was published anonymously, creating curiosity about the author’s identity. When subsequent editions listed Mary as the author, critics found fault with the novel because its author was female. Nonetheless, from the start, the book was a popular success, but life soon turned cruel with the death of two children, then Shelley’s drowning in 1822. Mary wrote several other books and short stories, but none rose to the greatness of Frankenstein.

Frankenstein is one of the most recognized names in English fiction. A name that conjures up iconic images of the flat-headed Boris Karloff monster in ill-fitting clothes and neck electrodes being chased through fields by villagers with pitchforks. A name synonymous with well-intentioned projects going horribly wrong. Clipped to prefix, it is a metaphor of horrific potentials—e.g.,Frankenfood or Frankencat.

Frankenstein is also the title of an English novel that has been in print since 1818. Yet, although most people are familiar with some of the story’s elements through the hundred or so movies,Frankenstein is a book that few people have read. One reason is that Hollywood has unfortunately made people think that they know the novel’s plot, leaving them ignorant about its remarkable insights into human nature, moral responsibility, compassion, justice, and suffering. These insights are especially applicable to the monster, a sentient creature created artificially and forever an outsider to nature and human society, a creature who, in spite of Hollywood, has no name—which is Shelley’s point—but who is referred to as monster, as well as demon, vile insect, phantasm, abhorred form, etc. by his own creator, Victor Frankenstein.

There are many reasons why Frankenstein is a must-read if for nothing else than appreciation of the brilliant vision of the nineteen-year-old girl who penned the tale. Unlike other gothic narratives of Mary Shelley’s day, Frankenstein is not a linear narrative but contains, like Chinese boxes, stories within stories told through multiple points of view via diaries, letters, and reported conversations. Together they are organically linked and thematically bound into a coherent artistic whole, which like any thriller, keeps the reader turning the pages as the dread mounts.

The most important storyline is that of Victor Frankenstein, the son of a wealthy Swiss family. From an early age, he hungers for knowledge, but not ordinary classroom knowledge. He yearns to “chase nature to her hiding place.” Just before he departs for his studies, untimely death claims his mother. Victor cannot bring her back, but at the University of Ingolstadt, he hopes to conquer death. Rejecting the warnings of his professor, he applies modern scientific methods to the lofty dreams of ancient al-chemists. After two years of self-imposed isolation in his lab, disregarding communiqués from his father, his betrothed Elizabeth, and best friend Henry Clerval, Victor discovers the secret of life and animates a lifeless corpse assembled from charnel-house body parts. On a stormy November night the creature comes alive, but Victor is horrified by the enormity of his creation and flees.

For the rest of the book, Frankenstein suffers the consequences of his creation and the dereliction of his responsibility to the monster and those he loves. When the creature begs Victor to befriend him, Victor refuses. When the creature pleas for a female companion, he is denied. Though ugly, the creature is pure in heart and spends two years in the woods, secretly doing chores for a family of cottagers, all the while learning language and admiring their humanity and loving bonds. But when in desperation the monster attempts to befriend the blind patriarch, he is discovered and driven with sticks from the home.

Like Adam banished to the wilderness, the monster is enraged at his existence and decides that he too “can create desolation” and strikes back at his creator, not to murder Frankenstein but to deprive him of all that he has been denied—family, justice, friendship, and love. He kills Victor’s young brother, William, frames cousin Justine for the crime, murders Clerval, then strangles Elizabeth on her wedding night. Once his revenge is complete, the creature flees to the North Pole where Frankenstein pursues him, dying in the process, while the monster disappears in the frozen gloom, taking his own life.

Beautifully written, the tragic tale explores such universal themes as the need for friendship and love. On a psychological level, Victor’s fate explores the themes of dehumanization and desexualization. Cutting himself off from friends and lover, Victor nearly wastes away in his obsession; and his rejection of Elizabeth in order to create life artificially underscores the desexualization of himself and his fiancée. Likewise, he denies the creature his humanity and a mate. A dark logic plays out when the creature kills Elizabeth moments before she and Victor can consummate their marriage.

Also, the novel explores the difference between knowledge and wisdom. With conscious parallels to Genesis, Victor Frankenstein is both Adam picking the forbidden fruit and God who creates life, then abandons the creature to fend for itself. This hubris, the reckless pursuit of glory and forbidden knowledge, is the cautionary theme of the novel.

Frankenstein has a unique claim in the history of literature as the progenitor of modern science fiction, demonstrating that thrillers can be found in many genres. Written early in the modern scientific age and on the threshold of the Industrial Revolution, the novel is the forerunner of every cautionary tale about science without foresight or ethics, knowledge without wisdom, the abuse of power, the dereliction of responsibility, and the dehumanization and desexualization that results in our slavish dependence upon technology. Likewise, Frankenstein’s monster is the prototype of every sci-? machine, robot, and computer in revolt.

Frankenstein is a manifesto of the dilemmas of living in our scientific age—dilemmas expressed in today’s anxieties over genetic engineering, nanotechnology, and other innovations. In essence, the book says that because we can make something, it doesn’t mean we should.

Gary Braver is the best-selling author of seven critically acclaimed thrillers including Elixir, Gray Matter, and Flashback, the only thriller to have won the prestigious Massachusetts Book Award. His Skin Deep has been called “a gripping, twisty thriller that deserves a wide audience” (Booklist). His novels have been translated into five languages, and three have been optioned for movies. He is the only writer to have three books listed on the top-10 highest customer-rated thrillers on Amazon.com at the same time. As Gary Goshgarian, he is an award-winning English professor at Northeastern University where he teaches science fiction, modern bestsellers, horror fiction, and fiction writing. He has taught fiction-writing workshops throughout the U.S. and Europe for over twenty years. He is the author of five college writing textbooks and has written book reviews and travel articles in the New York Times, the Boston Globe, the Christian Science Monitor, and elsewhere.
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James Fenimore Cooper’s
THE LAST OF THE MOHICANS (1826)

Rick Wilber

James Fenimore Cooper was born in 1789 in Burlington, New Jersey, and died in 1851 in Cooperstown, a village founded by his father on the shore of Lake Otsego in upstate New York. One of the earliest American novelists, Cooper is best remembered for his pioneer Leatherstocking Tales and for his sea adventures, though in the course of writing thirty-two novels and several naval histories, he ranged widely in theme. He is said to be the “American Scott,” since much of his work followed the example of Sir Walter Scott’s successful invention of the historical novel.

James Fenimore Cooper wasn’t interested in inventing a new kind of book when he sat down to write his first novel sometime in late 1819; he just wanted to prove that he could write a better book than the one he was reading, a new novel from England (as almost all of them were at the time).

And so he did. By 1820, Cooper’s tale,Precaution, was published, and the novel did well enough that he decided to write another,The Spy: A Tale of the Neutral Ground (1821), which was set in America during the Revolution. This was a daring literary gamble during a time when most American readers still wanted to read English novels by English writers about events happening in England.

More success followed as Cooper continued to write other novels set in America, and then, in 1826, came the book for which he is best remembered, the terrific thriller The Last of the Mohicans.

That’s right—Mohicans is a thriller, the seminal story that began the thriller genre in America. It is also the generally accepted best novel by an author who is important for a number of reasons, including being among the first American novelists, and one of the first to write about American themes using distinctly American characters going through their paces in a distinctly American setting.

The hero in The Last of the Mohicans is the taciturn frontier scout and woodsman Natty Bumppo; a man utterly at home in the primeval forest of pioneer America, a man unafraid to do what needs to be done to rescue women—or men—in peril, whether it’s being a crack shot, masquerading as a bear, tracking footprints through a streambed, outtalking a venerable and thoughtful tribal chief, or earning the respect and admiration of good-hearted but bumbling British officers. Natty is a man of action, utterly confident and superbly capable, willing and able to use violence when he must, but otherwise soft spoken and serene, a man of quiet strength. He is the first great fictional hero in American literature and sets a pattern for many of today’s thriller heroes.

Natty has many names. Cooper calls him variously Deerslayer, Hawk-eye, Long-Rifle (or, in French,Le Longue Carabine), Leatherstocking, and Pathfinder. These names serve as useful descriptions of Natty’s competence as a hunter, his aim with a rifle, his attire, and his ability as a tracker. Having created this seminal adventurer in his third novel The Pioneers (1823), Cooper decided to put him into action in four more novels, The Deerslayer (1841),The Last of the Mohicans (1826),The Pathfinder (1840), and The Prairie (1827).

Read in this sequence and not in order of publication, the five novels give us Natty as he grows from an earnest young man to a grizzled veteran of several wars and any number of conflicts with various villains from the 1740s to 1804. But of all the Leatherstocking Tales (as the novels are known collectively), the most enduring has been The Last of the Mohicans, a story so engaging that it’s been made into several effective films, including the 1993 Michael Mann directed version starring Daniel Day-Lewis as Natty and Madeline Stowe as Cora, the woman-in-peril.

The story follows several main characters during the French and Indian War in 1757, when the French and the British fought for control of North America using various native tribes as allies. (Note that Cooper wasn’t only a thriller author but also a historical one inasmuch as the events in his books occurred years earlier than when he wrote about them.) The British lieutenant colonel George Munro, who has his two adult daughters with him, is defending Fort William Henry from a massive French attack. When British reinforcements don’t arrive, Munro is forced to surrender. But the honorable surrender turns into a massacre when French-allied Indians attack the unarmed British column as it leaves the fort. Nearly two hundred are killed. (The extensively described massacre is based on historical accounts.)

In Cooper’s version of the event, Munro escapes, but his daughters are captured, and the heart of the novel dramatizes the pursuit of the villainous Huron chief, Magua, who has the women. The pursuit is led by Natty, along with Munro, the earnest and brave British army major Duncan Heward, a slightly dotty (if ultimately courageous) preacher named David Gamut, and Natty’s two Mohican friends, Uncas and his father, Chingachgook. Natty and his friends risk their lives repeatedly in order to save the two women. In the action-filled climax, the heroic Uncas dies while rescuing the women, leaving his father, Chingachgook, as the eponymous last of the Mohicans, another stage in the closing of the frontier, one of Cooper’s main themes.

The epic scope of this chase novel cements Cooper’s and Natty’s positions as the first great thriller author and hero in the American literary canon. Cooper’s storytelling skills weren’t always matched by stylistic ones, however, with the result that critical opinion has waxed and waned about him. In one famous and wonderfully amusing assessment, Mark Twain took Cooper to task for his failings in any number of areas in his essay “Fenimore Cooper’s Literary Offences.”

But then there’s an equally famous essay from Pulitzer Prize winner Carl Van Doren in which he writes that Cooper’s imagination “is almost supreme among romancers, and (it) lifts him solidly above all his faults . . . (There is) an intensity (to his writing), by virtue of which he so completely realized imagined, and often imaginary, events.”

Today, Cooper is read mostly by students and teachers. His language sounds a little stiff to our ears (as it did to Twain). Also, his descriptive writing sometimes seems a little overwrought. His plotting occasionally relies on the unlikely to fool the bad guys and help the good guys succeed. But the situations and characters found in The Last of the Mohicans are completely recognizable to modern-day thriller readers. Replace birch bark canoes with motorcycles and high-performance European automobiles, and the chase scenes are exquisitely familiar. Replace the tomahawk, bow and arrow, and the muskets with sniper rifles, Uzis, and Glocks, and the plot could have been conjured up by any of today’s most successful thriller authors.

That’s the point: James Fenimore Cooper created an exciting, page-turning, character-driven, audience-pleasing, action-packed kind of writing that found a large audience in the nineteenth century and influenced directly or indirectly countless later thriller writers. Natty and his friends are still a ton of fun to encounter. Go rent the excellent 1993 movie. Better yet, pick up the novel. It’s a must-read for anyone who enjoys thrillers.

Rick Wilber first encountered Cooper and Natty Bumppo during study hall in high school and nearly flunked algebra as a result of too much Deerslayer and not enough studying. Rick is the author of the thrillers Rum Point and The Cold Road; a memoir about his family’s life in professional baseball and the challenges of care-giving,My Father’s Game: Life, Death, Baseball; two short story collections and more than fifty short stories and an equal number of poems published in a wide variety of magazines and anthologies. He has also published several hundred magazine and newspaper travel articles, essays, profiles, and reviews, and is the author of several college textbooks on writing and media studies. He lives in St. Petersburg, Florida, and teaches journalism and mass media at the University of South Florida.
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Edgar Allan Poe’s
THE NARRATIVE OF ARTHUR GORDON PYM OF NANTUCKET(1838)

Katherine Neville

Edgar Allan Poe (1809–1849) is both the inventor of the detective story and a towering force who raised horror fiction to literary heights. Born in Boston to a pair of theatrical troupers who died by the time he was two, Poe was adopted by the Allans of Virginia—possibly the origin of the “Allan” in the author’s name. John Allan was a merchant and took his young ward to England, where Poe was schooled for several years. After their return to Virginia, Poe’s life wavered from tragic to maudlin. He had a drinking and gambling problem, and was tossed out of the University of Virginia and West Point, where Mr. Allan had paid the bills. Enraged, Allan stopped supporting his adoptive son. The chaos continued: Poe’s succession of jobs, his marriage to his teenage cousin, her death of consumption, his despair, his death at the age of forty, possibly due to alcohol. Throughout, he revolutionized American literature and become a force that the Encyclopedia Britannica described, one century after his birth, as “a world author more purely than any other American writer.”

My earliest encounters with Edgar Allan Poe were scarcely auspicious. Through years of grammar school, we beleaguered children were force-fed Poe’s dark poems and stories almost as a daily diet, until we could regurgitate any of them from our memories at the push of a button. Poe seemed to provide the only tool that teachers found, ready-to-hand, to demonstrate concepts like alliteration and assonance. If I close my eyes, I can still hear the “silken sad uncertain rustling of each purple curtain,” and my head still clangs with the “tintinnabulation” of the “bells, bells, bells, bells, bells, bells, bells.” Even today, there’s scarcely a Poe plot device I can’t call upon to furnish some slow, gruesome torture—like bricking someone up into a wall. Indeed, there were times during those endless exams, when I fancied bricking Poe himself up into a wall! So it came as a real surprise when I was twelve or thirteen that the young adventurer Arthur Gordon Pym (himself age sixteen)—hero of Poe’s only novel—accidentally sailed into my life and swept me off on a voyage of discovery as no other fictional character had before.

Poe was definitely a man ahead of his time. Today, his writing seems so fresh that it’s difficult to imagine just how far ahead of his time he must have seemed during his own life. To place this within historical context: On January 19, 1809 (when Poe was “born in a trunk” in Boston), Thomas Jefferson was still the sitting president of the fledgling United States, Napoleon was trying to conquer Spain, and fewer than twenty years had elapsed since the dawn of the French Revolution. Then, just three days after Poe’s birth—on January 22, 1809—something occurred that would impact the world into which Poe was born in a fashion no one could have conceived. On that morning, an obscure young British noble attained his majority: George Gordon, Lord Byron, turned twenty-one and took his seat in the House of Lords. A few short months later, Byron would sail for the Continent, a voyage that—upon the publication of his first adventure/quest,Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage —would launch a revolution in epic poetry, would electrify Western literature, and would make Byron himself immortal overnight.

Poe’s life is often compared to Byron’s—their debauchery and massive debts while they were at school, their love of swimming, of shooting, of “manly feats of daring.” Interestingly, Poe spent his formative grammar school years in England, just at the time when Byron’s reputation raged as “mad, bad, and dangerous to know.” At the age of fifteen—in the same spring during which Byron died in Greece—Poe swam Virginia’s turbulent James River, comparing this feat to Byron’s youthful conquest of the Hellespont. While at West Point, he studied Byron’s poetry and became such an admirer that his adoptive father blamed Byron for Poe’s excessive behavior. Numerous allusions to Byron appear in Poe’s work.

According to Poe, a poem is the perfect vehicle for expressing “Beauty,” but as he tells us in his 1842 review of Hawthorne’s Twice Told Tales, only the short story can convey “terror, or passion, or horror, or a multitude of such other points.” He takes great pains to stress the inferiority of the “ordinary novel [which is] objectionable, from its length . . . As it cannot be read at one sitting, it deprives itself, of course, of the immense force derivable from totality.” Any outside interruption by “worldly interests intervening”—even just setting the book down for a moment—would “be sufficient to destroy the true unity.” Poe contrasts this handicap of the novel with the chief advantage of the short story, which can be read in under an hour, during which period “the soul of the reader is at the writer’s control.”

Given this stance, it is not surprising that, amid Poe’s astonishingly prolific body of work—newspaper articles, literary critiques, essays, editorials, puzzles, poetry, mysteries, horror stories—he wrote only one novel: The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket. (Byron’s family name was Gordon.) This complex book—three stories in one really—describes the adventures of a young man who stows away in the hold of a ship, is kidnapped by mutineers and pirates, suffers starvation, encounters cannibalism, explores the little-known Antarctic, and finds a riddle that dates back to ancient Ethiopia, Arabia, and Egypt, providing the key to Western mystical traditions. It is a triumph of swashbuckling-yet-erudite Byronic self-indulgence.

The story at first seems disjointed. It is bracketed by two “testimonials.” In the prologue, Pym confesses that he has told his tale to an editor, Mr. Poe, and some “gentlemen from Richmond, Virginia,” and that Poe has published some of the tale in the newspapers, under the guise of fiction. Pym is now going to set the record straight with his own true narrative of his adventures. Then, at the apparently dangling end, we suddenly learn that Pym is unable to continue his story: he was killed in an unfortunate “accident.” The last vision that Pym recorded in his narrative was of a huge figure, perhaps a divine spirit, rising from a mist of white ashes in the Antarctic Ocean.

Given all these multiple plots, the large cast of characters, the testimonials by others, the diaries, and theatrical asides that we find sprinkled throughout the book, what happened to the rigorous control that Poe demanded over the reader’s attention—even his soul? And despite all such baroque qualities, why does this story still live and breathe, some two hundred years later, as surprisingly fresh as the day it was written?

The secret may be revealed in a peephole glance at a fascinating exchange between Poe and Charles Dickens, where Poe states, “There is a radical error, I think, in the usual mode of constructing a story. . . . Nothing is more clear than that every plot, worth the name, must be elaborated to its denouement before anything be attempted with the pen. . . . [It is only then] that we can give a plot its indispensable air of consequence, or causation, by making the incidents, and especially the tone at all points, tend to the development of the intention.” The genius of Pym is that, not only does the author have foreknowledge of the end, we the readers possess it, too—though when it comes, it is still a complete surprise.

We are informed that the editors discovered something just before going to press with Mr. Pym’s memoir. Now this surprise discovery is revealed: three caves in the shape of ancient letters, forming a secret code that chillingly points us toward something sinister involving darkness and light. Readers are left to draw their own conclusions about what it means. This mysterious ending—which is presented almost as an afterthought— is both shocking and thrilling, for we suddenly realize that this cryptic revelation is the very denouement toward which the narrative has been hurtling since before page one.

This literary technique—revealing something critical to the audience that the characters, the “editors,” and perhaps even the author do not know—is one of the oldest and perhaps most powerful, dating back to Lord Byron’s own mentors, the ancient Greeks. It is irony, a device used with chilling effect in The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket. As fresh now as the first time I opened its pages, the novel never fails to excite— one of the American progenitors of the modern adventure thriller.

Katherine Neville was born in the Midwest and attended school in Colorado. From the age of eighteen, she worked full time, often taking any job she could get, including computer analyst, commercial photographer, portrait painter, busboy, waiter, and model. These and her postgraduate studies in African literature provided details to enrich her novels. Her twenty years as an international computer executive and consultant in finance and energy took her to six countries on three continents and half of the states in the U.S. After her first novel,The Eight, was published in 1988, Neville was described as the female Umberto Eco, the female Alexandre Dumas, and the female Steven Spielberg. Her books, including A Calculated Risk, The Magic Circle, and The Fire (a sequel to The Eight), have been bestsellers in nearly forty languages. In a poll by the noted Spanish journal El Pais,The Eight was voted one of the top ten books of all time.
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Alexandre Dumas’
THE COUNT OF MONTE CRISTO (1845)

Francine Mathews

Alexandre Dumas (1802–1870) had a life as outrageous and remarkable as his fictional characters. Born to a Santo Domingo slave girl and a Napoleonic general who was the mulatto son of a marquis, Dumas was a child of fortune from the moment of his father’s death, when he was only four. A penniless and ill-educated orphan, Dumas joined the household of the future king of France, Louis-Philippe, where he read extensively and observed the habits of the aristocracy. Following the revolution that placed Louis-Philippe on the throne, Dumas embarked on a career as playwright, then turned in his late thirties to historical novels, producing two of his most famous—The Three Musketeers and The Count of Monte Cristo —in 1844. In that decade alone, he penned twenty-three plays, forty-one novels, a plethora of travel literature, and tales for children. Possessed of huge appetites for travel, food, and women, Dumas wrote prolifically to pay his constant debts. He claimed to have invented the serial novel (although Charles Dickens might argue the point), and may be the first “franchise” author the marketplace rewarded.

When one lives among madmen, one should train as a maniac.
—Alexandre Dumas

Let’s be frank from the get-go: The Count of Monte Cristo, published in 117 installments over the course of two years, from 1844 to 1845, is a really long book. The Penguin Classics edition, translated from the French by Robin Buss (1996) with a stormy image of a nineteenth-century beach on the cover, clocks in at 1,243 pages. Most people will heft the volume, observe that it’s about as long as Tolstoy’s War and Peace, and decide to order one of several movie versions from Netflix.

This would be a sad but perfectly comprehensible mistake.

Viewers are forced to choose between a forgettable feature-length 2002 version, the chortle-out-loud pleasures of a Richard Chamberlain television miniseries dating from 1975, and a variety of artier fare that stretches all the way back to 1918. This is a book that, like its brother The Three Musketeers, has served as epic rip-off fodder for more than a century. That is, in itself, the ultimate argument for retrieving the tome from its current use as a doorstop and sitting down—preferably by a good fire with a better bottle of wine—for several nights of complete reading bliss.

The Count, as we’ll call it for the sake of brevity, is like a caravan through the desert with Scheherazade riding shotgun. It’s a collection of tales each more fantastic than the last, with the overarching theme of implacable revenge providing a sense of unity. Like the revolutionary times it was meant to evoke, it’s a chaotic mix: infanticide, illegitimate heirs raised in orphanages, a countess who systematically poisons her stepfamily, a girl who runs away with her lesbian lover, smugglers, suicides, and aborted duels, fabulous caves filled with jewels, drug-induced erotic dreams, sex slaves, gruesome public executions, and of course, a wronged man whose innocence is rewarded.

Kind of.

Edmond Dantès, the antihero at the heart of the novel, is nineteen when three jealous rivals frame him as a Napoleonic sympathizer. He’s pulled without explanation, charge, or trial from his betrothal feast, and buried alive for fourteen years in the island dungeons of the Chateau d’If, off the coast of Marseille. While he’s presumed dead, his rivals make fortunes and win titles. One even marries his fiancée, Mercédès. Meanwhile his beloved father dies of starvation. Dantès, on the other hand, tunnels under his dungeon wall nightly to meet up with an aged priest, Abbé Faria, who spends a decade teaching the young sailor everything he knows—languages, philosophy, mathematics, science. Faria shares his last secret only on his deathbed, however: the key to an immense fortune buried for centuries on the island of Monte Cristo. If Dantès survives, Faria insists, he must claim the treasure and put it to good use. Dantès swears instead to seek his revenge.

The next scene is one I have never forgotten, the one that remains with me through all the books I have ever read or will ever write, the one that registers The Count in the annals of great thriller fiction: the old priest dies. And Dantès takes a risk. Dantès takes his place.

He carries the corpse to his own cell and lies down inside Faria’s shroud. He sews it shut from the inside. At midnight, his jailers tie a thirty-six pound cannon ball to his feet, and toss him off the Chateau d’If’s cliffs into the Mediterranean Sea.

No matter how comfortable your chair or how safe your circumstances, no matter where you read this particular chapter (and remember, it was first read as a newspaper installment, ending with a literal cliff-hanger), Dumas’ writing will chill your blood and raise the hair on the back of your neck.

The Dantès who cuts himself free of that watery grave and rises gasping to the surface is a Dantès transformed, a god resurrected: he is the Count of Monte Cristo, an omniscient superhero, from that moment forward.

This all occurs in the first four hundred pages of the book, and in many ways they’re the most critical. They provide the reader with an anguished and completely compelling portrait of a good man perverted and destroyed by the randomness of his victimization. It’s a profoundly modern concept— Kafka used it a hundred years after Dumas, and the character of Jason Bourne embodies it in our own age. That sense of the modern—of a victim fighting a faceless conspiracy—predisposes us to sympathize and justify everything Dantès does in the years that follow. It’s a bloody progress: one enemy shoots himself in the head, another goes bankrupt, a third is driven insane. The collateral damage is immense. Through it all, the count is a model of aristocratic brio. He dresses beautifully. His horses, his houses, his tables are of the finest. He is feared and admired as another Lord Byron, or perhaps—as one woman believes—a vampire. His performance is a perfectly sustained example of heartless cool.

In the end, that’s what brings us back to Alexandre Dumas: his accessibility. It doesn’t matter that The Count of Monte Cristo was written 165 years ago, about a dangerous political time that has long since faded from memory. Its storytelling is pitch perfect, its revenge plot intricate and swiftly paced. This is rollicking entertainment that keeps us on the edge of our seats. And on that twelve hundred and forty-third page, as Edmond Dantès sails off into the sunrise with his freed sex slave, Haydée, you just might find yourself wishing for a few more installments.

Francine Mathews spent four years as an intelligence analyst at the CIA, which provided some of the material for her spy novels The Cutout, The Secret Agent, and Blown. Her The Alibi Club was named one of the fifteen best novels of 2006 by Publishers Weekly. As Stephanie Barron, Francine writes the critically acclaimed Jane Austen mystery series. As Barron, she is also the author of A Flaw in the Blood, set in Victorian England, and The White Garden, about Virginia Woolf.
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Wilkie Collins’s
THE WOMAN IN WHITE (1860)

Douglas Preston

Wilkie Collins (1824–1889) is widely credited with having invented the modern thriller with The Woman in White. The son of a well-known Royal Academy artist in London, Collins spent part of his teenage years in Italy, an experience that influenced him greatly; he studied law at Lincoln’s Inn, and dabbled in painting before taking up writing. In 1851, Collins met Charles Dickens, thus launching a lifetime collaboration and friendship. The two wrote plays, short stories, and nonfiction works together, and Dickens serialized several of Collins’s novels in his weekly publication,All the Year Round. Their relationship, dramatized in Dan Simmons’s Drood, was so close that Collins was later nicknamed the “Dickensian Ampersand,” but at the height of his popularity, Collins was the more famous, more beloved, and better-selling writer. Suffering from rheumatic gout for much of his life, Collins grew addicted to laudanum, the notorious Victorian tincture of opium and alcohol. He suffered hallucinations and labored under the delusion that he was being shadowed by a doppelgänger he called “Ghost Wilkie.” After the 1868 publication of his celebrated novel,The Moonstone, his writing declined as his drug addiction, gout, and corpulence increased. Following Dickens’s death in 1870, Collins produced a series of increasingly wretched books until his own death in 1889, at age sixty-five. He left behind a literary legacy of more than two dozen novels, over a hundred nonfiction works, fifty short stories, and at least fifteen plays—and one of the greatest thrillers,The Woman in White.

There are literary moments one never forgets. Keats memorialized one in his poem, “On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer,” when he compared the experience of reading Chapman’s translation of Homer to Cortez discovering the Pacific Ocean. One of my memorable literary moments occurred when I cracked a dog-eared paperback of The Woman in White I’d bought from a street vendor on Broadway in New York City for twenty-five cents. I was in my early twenties; it was lunchtime, and I sat on a bench next to Central Park Pond, opposite the Museum of Natural History, where I worked as a writer and editor.

After struggling through an unpromising first chapter, I began reading the passage that opens:

There, in the middle of the broad, bright high-road—there, as if it had that moment sprung out of the earth or dropped from the heaven—stood the figure of a solitary Woman, dressed from head to foot in white garments; her face bent in grave inquiry on mine, her hand pointing to the dark cloud over London, as I faced her.

I was spellbound, and from that moment until I finished, I lived and breathed the novel, walking around in a daze. Dickens called the passage one of the two most dramatic descriptions in all of literature. It is a chapter that every thriller writer should study.

The first installment of The Woman in White was published in Charles Dickens’s weekly magazine,All the Year Round, on November 26, 1859, starting on the same page as the final words of the last installment of Dickens’s novel,A Tale of Two Cities.

It was an enormous success. Over the course of the serialization, the circulation of All the Year Round tripled, and lines formed at newsagents when the next part was due. Thackeray stayed up all night, devouring The Woman in White, and William Gladstone cancelled an important engagement to finish it. It was one of the biggest selling novels in English up to that time.

The Woman in White created a new genre of fiction, the “sensation novel,” which was the direct precursor to the twentieth-century thriller. The sensation novel dealt with extreme subjects: murder, violence, bigamy, insanity, kidnapping, illegitimate children, nefarious legal machinations, adultery, forgery, fraud, and dark labyrinthine secrets—not in exotic, faraway locales, but seething beneath the placid surface of English domestic life. Because many sensation novels were published in parts, each section had to end with a flourish, a cliff-hanger, a dark note of violence or mystery to keep the reader eagerly awaiting the next installment. The sensation novel was the progenitor not only of the pithy chapter structure of the modern thriller, but also of the episodic nature of most television dramas , thus exerting a vast and subtle influence on modern storytelling.

Collins got the idea for The Woman in White from a story recorded by Francois Gayot de Pitaval in his 1735 book, Famous and Interesting Cases. Pitaval recounted the ordeal of a woman who was bundled off to an insane asylum by her heirs bent on acquiring her estate. (The story of Martin Guerre was another of Pitaval’s cases.) In The Woman in White, a brutal baronet and a devious Italian count steal a young woman’s inheritance by forcing her marriage to the baronet, who then switches her with a woman in an insane asylum, where her protestations to be a lady of quality become further proof of her insanity.

Structurally,The Woman in White is daring and avant garde. The story is mostly told by four narrators, presented through their letters, diary entries, and written statements. Some of the narrators in The Woman in White are unreliable, even suspect, which adds to the novel’s atmosphere of menace and deception. This shifting of narrative points of view anticipated the literary experimentation of the twentieth century, and in many ways it was more radical than, for example, Faulkner’s narrative shifts in As I Lay Dying and The Sound and the Fury.

The plot of The Woman in White is fantastically complex, as ornate and dark as a Victorian wig dresser. After the book was published, one critic analyzed the various timelines and gleefully announced that it was impossible for the events to have taken place. A chagrined Collins ordered the presses stopped and rewrote the book to fix the problem, but modern critics have pointed out further inconsistencies. Despite that, the book moves swiftly and surely, the pacing is perfect, and each terrible scene is like the slow winding of a spring, building up an unbearable tension.

What makes The Woman in White a great novel, however, is more than plot and structure: it lies in the extraordinary characters Collins created. Two in particular are unforgettable: Count Fosco and Marian Halcombe, the heroine’s best friend.

Collins created deep and powerful portraits of real women in his novels, and Marian Halcombe was his crowning achievement. She is a completely original character, the anti-Victorian woman—independent, sarcastic, highly intelligent, loyal, strong, and courageous; she roundly disparages the idea that women are delicate and weak and in need of protection. Underlying the novel is a subcurrent of outrage at women’s lack of rights, particularly property rights, and these are clearly Collins’s views, too, a man more than a century ahead of his time. Marian Halcombe is—do I dare say it?—a more fully realized depiction of a woman than anything to be found in English literature before, and that would include the novels of Jane Austen and the Brontë sisters. She is magnificent.

And then there is the exquisite Count Fosco, the corpulent Italian nobleman of refinement and taste, an aesthete and wit who pets and kisses the tame mice that scamper about his enormous person while remaining monstrously indifferent to the suffering of his fellow human beings. He combines prodigious charisma and charm with a cool, pleasant, and utterly amoral world view; he is one of the most perfectly realized Machiavellian figures in English literature. And yet the reader finds, to his own shock, something deeply attractive about the man. One of the best pieces of advice I ever received as a novelist came from an editor who insisted that a great thriller must have a great villain; Fosco is a villain for the ages, and any writer who aspires to the genre should study him.

When Lincoln Child and I were in the early stages of plotting our novel Brimstone, we needed a villain who was an Italian nobleman. Linc brought up Count Fosco, saying we needed a character like him. As we debated who our villain would be, enumerating his traits, arguing about his habits, his looks, and his manners of speech, we kept coming back to Fosco. Finally I said, “Damn it, Linc, why don’t we just steal him?” And so, with trepidation (and due credit given), we purloined the adipose count— pet mice and all—for our novel. There he appears, exactly as conceived by Collins, updated only slightly into the twenty-first century. It is our little homage to one of our favorite authors, Wilkie Collins, and his greatest novel,The Woman in White.

Douglas Preston was born in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and grew up in the deadly boring suburb of Wellesley. He worked as an editor and writer for the American Museum of Natural History in New York. He also taught writing at Princeton University. His numerous books, both fiction and nonfiction, include Tyrannosaur Canyon (2005) and Blasphemy (2008) as well as Cities of Gold: A Journey across the American Southwest (1992). Some of his novels were coauthored with Lincoln Child, featuring FBI Special Agent Aloysius X. L. Pendergast, among them The Cabinet of Curiosities (2002). His nonfiction book,The Monster of Florence (2008, coauthored with Mario Spezi), chronicles the story of Italy’s most notorious serial killer, who ritually murdered lovers in the hills of Tuscany. Preston writes occasional pieces for the New Yorker, the Atlantic Monthly, Smithsonian, and other magazines. He served on the board of directors of the Authors Guild and International Thriller Writers.
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Jules Verne’s
THE MYSTERIOUS ISLAND (1874)

D. P. Lyle

French author Jules Verne (1828–1905) is the father of the science-fiction genre and, with The Mysterious Island, penned one of the great thrillers. Verne’s unique gift lies in his ability to meld science fact, fantasy, and speculation with incredible adventure stories. He has taken millions of readers to the center of the Earth, 20,000 leagues beneath the ocean’s waves, around the world aboard a balloon in eighty days, the surface of the moon, and all points in between. He imagined navigable aircraft, an electric submarine, and a space rocket long before these existed. He presaged such things as the FAX machine, aerial warfare, astronauts walking on the moon (his were also launched from Florida), and even the now ubiquitous camera phone and text messaging.

The desire to perform a work which will endure, which will survive him, is the origin of man’s superiority over all other creatures . . .
—Jules Verne,The Mysterious Island

It’s 1864. The Civil War rages across the rolling hills and fertile farmland of Virginia. Richmond is besieged. Five prisoners commandeer a balloon and escape from a Confederate prison.

“Are we rising again?”
“No. On the contrary.”
“Are we descending?”
“Worse than that, Captain! We are falling!”

With those lines one of the great adventures in all of literature begins. The Mysterious Island follows the fate of the five Civil War prison escapees. They are an eclectic group—an engineer, a sailor, a journalist, a young boy, and a black man, who might have been a slave (Verne chooses to refer to him as a loyal butler). The storm carries them from Virginia, across an angry ocean, and deposits them on an uncharted volcanic island in the South Pacific.

Like Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe and Johann Rudolf Wyss’s The Swiss Family Robinson, The Mysterious Island echoes the true story of Alexander Selkirk, a sailor stranded on an island off the Chilean coast for five years. As did Selkirk, Crusoe, and the Robinson family, Verne’s castaways, who prefer to call themselves colonists, survive by their own ingenuity. They use watch crystals to create fire; manufacture matches from materials found on the island; mold bricks, build a kiln, and fabricate pottery; smelt iron from ore, using a sealskin bellows to stoke the fire, and ultimately make steel; produce various acids to tan hides and make soap; mix up gunpowder and then nitroglycerin, which they use to blow an opening in a rock wall, which releases a waterfall and a steady supply of fresh water; farm; raise animals; build an elevator; and set up a telegraph system.

Each process used by the colonists, and every device they create, are meticulously explained by Verne, revealing the breadth and depth of his scientific knowledge as well as his ability to explain complex subjects to even the most naïve reader. He explores everything from chemistry and physics to zoology and botany, from geology and climatology to celestial navigation, from metallurgy to mathematics and trigonometry, from architecture to hydrodynamics, and even then-current medical knowledge when one of the colonists develops a “pernicious fever.”

If The Mysterious Island were merely an educational adventure story, it would still rank among the greatest thrillers. But Verne seasons his plot with intrigue, and it is this mysterious element that adds depth and texture to the tale.

The island holds a secret. They are not alone.

Someone or something is out there.

The initial clues are passed off as serendipity or good luck. A large amphibious creature is found slain, a slash across its neck. By what weapon? By whose hand? Maybe the sharp coral sealed its fate. A pig is found dead in one of their traps, yet when it is cooked, a bullet is discovered in the fiesh. Where could it have come from? A harpooned whale appears on the beach. A rich source of oil for them, but who launched the harpoon? A chest washes ashore, presumably from a passing or perhaps foundering ship. It contains weapons, tools, scientific instruments, books, maps, and clothing. Exactly what they need. As if someone had packed it specifically for them.

A ship with fifty pirates arrives. They launch a furious attack on the colonists. Death seems imminent, until the vessel suddenly explodes. Surely, it was the powder magazine. But when they inspect the partially sunken ship, the magazine is intact, and it appears as if a mine destroyed the enemy. This fortuitous event convinces them that they are being watched. Six pirates, who were on shore at the time of the explosion, survive, and a cat-and-mouse chase ensues with the colonists being both hunter and hunted. Until the pirates are found dead. Who could have slain them?

Thinking they are now safe, they discover that the island has yet another trick for the colonists. It awakens, spewing smoke and fire, threatening to explode with volcanic fury. On the verge of destruction, the island’s true secret is revealed in the person of Captain Nemo, one of the most enigmatic characters in literature. In The Mysterious Island, the amazing story of Nemo and his remarkable submarine the Nautilus, both initially introduced in Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, comes full circle. To discover the fate of the colonists, the Nautilus, Nemo, and The Mysterious Island, you’ll need to read the book.

Mr. Verne truly achieved his “desire to perform a work which will endure,” not only in The Mysterious Island, but also in each of the other fantastic novels he wrote. His influence on fiction writers is both long lived and profound.

I first met him on a cool, cloudy October afternoon in 1960 in my hometown of Huntsville. I had just finished football practice—a sport played by most fourteen-year-old Alabama boys—and walked downtown to wait at the library for my dad, who would swing by to pick me up after leaving his job at the post office. The library, built in 1915 by Andrew Carnegie, held row after row of book-stuffed shelves. This day I had no homework, so I wandered through the musty stacks. I had never read a real novel. Just those high-school-sports-hero-wins-the-game-on-a-last-second-miracle-play-and-gets-the-girl books. What we would today call young adult. But never a real novel. A thick, heavy one.

My rummaging ended at a shelf lined with books by Jules Verne. I had seen the Disney production of 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, so Verne was not an unfamiliar name. I picked up Journey to the Center of the Earth, took it to a table, and began to read. The first page set the hook. When Dad arrived, I got a library card—my first—and took the book home. A week later, I exchanged that one for The Mysterious Island. More Verne as well as H. G. Wells, Edgar Rice Burroughs, Hemingway, Steinbeck, and a lifelong love of reading followed. Thank you, Mr. Verne.

D. P. Lyle, M.D. is the Macavity Award-winning and Edgar Award-nominated author of the nonfiction books,Murder and Mayhem, Forensics for Dummies, and Forensics and Fiction as well as the thrillers,Devil’s Playground and Double Blind. His other works include Howdunnit: Forensics: A Guide For Writers, from Writers Digest Books. He is a practicing cardiologist in Orange County, California, and has worked with many novelists and with the writers of popular television shows such as Law & Order, CSI: Miami, Diagnosis Murder, Monk, Judging Amy, Peacemakers, Cold Case, House, Medium, Women’s Murder Club, and 1-800-Missing. Visit his Web site, The Writers’ Medical and Forensics Lab, at www.dplylemd.com
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