
May 5, 2021 
 
Dear fellow readers, 
 
What a treat to read and then discuss Hamnet, and I’m grateful for the many insights you all 
shared with the group. I often hear that you like a book better after our discussions—after 
you’ve seen new angles and learned new things—and you should know that the same is true 
for me. I’m enriched by our meetings because my understanding is always increased. 
 
I can’t resist saying a last time that Maggie O’Farrell’s book is brilliant and original in revealing 
what the imagination is capable of. It is true that she created Agnes completely from the 
almost-nothing we know of Shakespeare’s wife, compared to which you would recognize 
nothing of O’Farrell’s Agnes—or, for that matter, her Shakespeare. But imagination in a gifted 
artist is a marvelous faculty; it truly has the god-like power to create. As Theseus says in the last 
act of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, “The poet's eye, in a fine frenzy rolling, / Doth glance from 
heaven to earth, from earth to heaven; / And as imagination bodies forth / The forms of things 
unknown, the poet's pen / Turns them to shapes and gives to airy nothing / A local habitation 
and a name.” Thus O’Farrell’s Agnes, who in my opinion will endure in our own imaginations. 

 
In retrospect, I should have left Hamnet as the last book of the semester, 
for what could compete with it? As it is, though, Leave the World Behind 
is original and brilliant in its own way: a story of apocalypse that seems 
not to want to arrive at its inevitable end. The novel’s point of view is 
omniscient, but Rumaan Alam gives it an intriguing twist: he lets us in on 
what’s beneath the initially normal, but increasingly alarming surface, 
whether we want to be or not, so by the time we get to such remarks as 
this from Ruth—“The boys will start there [school], goodness, in only a 
couple of weeks” (104)—we read it with an ironic eye: are there two 
weeks left?  
 

But our ironic advantage is only partial, because Alam keeps us away from the whole truth even 
as he grants us status as privileged observers always knowing more than any of the characters. 
In a readerly sense, this tactic at once induces anxiety and gratifies our desire as readers to 
know. As we read, we are, to use the lexicon of anthropology, “betwixt and between.” We feel 
for Amanda and Clay, G.H. and Ruth, not to mention Archie and Rose, and at the same time 
somehow envy them their ignorance. But that’s because we think with growing certainty that 
we know how this will all end. The only question is whether it will be with a “bang” or with a 
“whimper,” to quote snippets from the end of T.S. Eliot’s disturbing 1925 poem “The Hollow 
Men.” True, this book is not Hamnet, but I think we’re in for some lively discussion when we 
meet next.   
 
I hope to see you on May 11th or 19th, 
Larry 
 


