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Let’s get ‘Metaphysmal’

Author waxes philosophical
on his unlikely bestseller

By MICHAEL GILTZ

ben  author  Lasuls

Mrnand lcgan

working on his criti

cally s laimmed
boak, *The Mrtaphyuical
Club,™ he EBolasczed the
project would take three
yeurs, I lasted 10,

He thought i1 wouwld
focun on the idea of prag-
matlam and intellectuals
like Joha Dewey amd (-
wver Wendell Holmes |r.
The ook grew 1o cncom-
pass  the Ciwil
War and (briefly)
the Cold War. He
thaoagght if would
be several hun-

diyear-old  author  has
been. A favoriie of inde-
pendent booksiores, “The
Metaphysical Club® has
pone back to press five
times and has 30,000 cop-
bes in print. an sstonishi
number for a serious boo
that ix a story of [deas

That makes it one of the
unlikeliesd succoss siories
of the year in publishing.

*l thought i would be
pilly to dream about a
bestaclier on Mh-century
philosophy.” lsughs Me-
maml "t
waan'lt  fe-
z|.|‘r a parl
of what I
was niming

dred pages Ii's at. But it's
actually AED bermi
Illmug;n with Ereal”
mesbes, it comes in M Fmand
al S Ia e
It was bard 10 sranger to
know where o a wide au-
l-hl:a‘ n.u'!h MT_- -.II:‘Inul:.
nand, lrom his of- &'y on
fice st CUNy, FomwStmussdBimm o0 o g
where he leaches 460 pages. &7 MNew
Englich “That Yorker,

was one of the big chal-
lenges — trying to figure
oul how many things |
could cram in there with-
oul making it impossible
to read. And impossible to
wrile, lon”™

Bul opr thing he never
canabdeoed was hiring the
bentselber lise

“In the scademic world,”
explilng  Menand, “there
are certaln rewards that
came with having a bk
published; it doesn't mai-
ter Il It doesn't scll a copy
as long & it's dope.™

Bui the bestseller list In
rxactly whele the

and is a contribuling ed-
Itor &t The New York Re-
view ol Books, where be ia
sometimes mentioned as
the possible editor,
Menand, who was born
in Syracuse and grew up
around Boeston, was raised
an atheist, or “lapsed Muri-
tan." a8 he jokingly puts i
Like most intellectuals of
their day, his parents
couldn't be bothered with
popular culture (they only
rented a TV 1o waich the
Democratic conventions).
But Menand has focused
on pop cullure, and mov-
tes and rock "n° roll Ggude

“in the
doesn "l matter I‘I'Itﬁm"lﬂ.

in miich of khis wiiting.

That helps explain why
“The Metaphysical Clhub"
is 30 marvelously readable
— he knows how to tell a
siory in a way that has
mans apysral

His book begins wath the
future Supreme Court jus-
tice Dfiver Wendell
Holmes |r, being tesiesl
durligg the Civil War, then
moves Into  porirails of
Willinm James, the father
of madein psychology and
brother of the suthor

Heniry; and Jolim "rwm_r..

wilvo would become the pa-
tron saint of librarians and
was perhaps the mast [a-
mout intellectual of his
Ihmee.

All of them would attend
or be influenced by a
ahaert-lived ditcussion
Eroup called the Metaphy-
sical Club, one of many
mectings educated people
allended in the days when
universities were just pet-
ting an their leet

Ome Guisthen remalis

Louls Menand, auther of "The Mctaphysical Club™ [lefT), *Rt
a copy as long as I done. "

Why did it take Menand
S |u|l||: to wrlie the book?
He's mol saying.

=Tt 'hl:-ul!.l. have taken
lomger i 1 hadat learned
bow 1o edit mywell” be of-

fers

Dot  blame Menand:
he's  jusl taking after hia
parenis.

My mother ls an histo-
rl.lll.il. Elul nol an l:lt:’I:';'ﬂl."..
and she's writlig a i
phy of Sumuel Adams,” he
says “She’s been working
o it for 28 yearn”



