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Russell Banks’ new book, Lost Memory of Skin, is about a young sex offender struggling in an unforgiving world.

After nearly half a century as a professional writer, you would think the fears and uncertainties that
plague authors prior to publication would eventually begin to subside.
But bestselling American novelist Russell Banks admits he battled anxiety in the days and weeks
leading up to the release of his latest novel, Lost Memory of Skin. The 71-year-old was no doubt fully
aware early on that a book about a young sex offender’s struggles would certainly be breaking taboos.
But the apprehension didn’t strike as he was writing the book.
It was only as the publication date loomed that he began to fret about how the public might react to the
novel.
“The content, the material and the characters arise out of a world that people would rather not think
about,” he says. “When writing the book, I didn’t have much anxiety about that. But once the book is
done and makes it’s way out into the public, it’s hard not to think about it. That, more than anything
else, has been on my mind in an anxious way.”
Banks has certainly never been one to shy away from difficult material and unpleasant themes. His
1991 novel The Sweet Hereafter delved into incest and death with its harrowing story about a fatal bus
crash that kills off most of a small town’s children.
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His followup, 1995’s Rule of the Bone, also examined the impact of family dysfunction and sexual
abuse when chronicling a drug-dealing homeless boy’s perilous journey to self-discovery. But even
compared to those plot lines, Lost Memory of Skin seems to ask a lot from its readers. At the centre of
the novel is The Kid, a young man in his early 20s who is forced into exile after being convicted of a
sexual offence involving an underage girl. Equipped with a GPS anklet and ordered to keep 2,500-feet
away from anywhere that children may gather, he lives among a colony of sex offenders in a tent city
under a south Florida causeway.
He is approached by a mysterious and massive man known only as The Professor, who has his own
dark secrets and wants to use the Kid as research into homelessness and recidivism. All in all, despite
the odd flashes of Banks’ trademark humour, it’s one of the more bleak worlds the author has created;
one that often seems bereft of compassion and hope.
But Banks paints the Kid with delicate shades of grey and fierce empathy; a brave notion in a country
obsessed with zero-tolerance and punishment when it comes to sex offences. The novel seems to
make a compelling argument against the tough sanctions imposed on offenders like the Kid. While he is
undeniably guilty of arriving at an under-aged girl’s house with condoms, booze and pornography, he
doesn’t seem all that likely to reoffend, nor does his unconditional banishment appear to be doing
anything productive in preparing him for an uncertain future. But Banks insists he didn’t approach the
novel with a social or political agenda. He’s a storyteller. Public policy doesn’t interest him that much.
“I don’t start out with an attempt to change anybody’s mind or even go out there with a sense of there
being an audience,” Banks says. “I’m writing for an audience of one, which is myself. And it’s only when
finally the book reaches publication that I begin to turn myself into a reader and begin to think about
‘How can I talk about this? What really is going on here?’ Then I’m looking with a little bit of detachment
and distance from the point of view of reader. But up until that point, I’m really trying to puzzle my way
through this material for my own, I won’t say satisfaction, but my own enlargement. If it works for other
people, that’s all well and good.”
As with many of his books, there are certainly deeper issues to discuss beneath the surface of the plot.
Banks was fascinated with how increased digitization — particularly when it came to sex and physical
connection — can lead to further alienation of those already likely to be disconnected from society. The
Kid is presented as having spent most of his adolescence addicted to online pornography As with his
1998 historical novel Cloudsplitter, which told the story of abolitionist John Brown, Lost Memory of Skin
also examines how a society’s good intentions to protect the vulnerable can occasionally have bad
consequences.
But, deeper issues aside, the first glimmer of inspiration for the book was actually quite literal, Banks
says.
The author spends six months a year in Miami, where he can look out from his terrace and see the
causeway that connects the mainland to Miami Beach. Articles began to appear in the local media a
few years ago about a colony of convicted sex offenders living under the bridge. Banks went down to
visit the community, which at one point had grown to almost 100 people.
Some were “sociopathic serial rapists” and others had simply been deemed sex offenders after being
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charged with indecent exposure for urinating in a public place. One young man, who would be an early
inspiration for the Kid, was there because he had sex with his high-school girlfriend who was under 18.
“They were dropping them there because there was no place they could live in the county that was
within 2,500 feet of an urban area,” Banks says. “So there was nothing they could do but put them
under a bridge like they were trolls. That was the door that opened up the material. And I just started
imagining someone like the Kid who could end up there.”
Perhaps not surprisingly, many critics have compared Lost Memory of Skin to Rule of the Bone, not
only because the latter is among Banks’ most popular books but because it seems to deal with similar
issues. Alienation, detachment and the struggle to build a home in an uncaring world are common
themes in both novels. Both the Kid and Bone will eventually arrive at new levels of self-awareness,
although without the help of traditional authority figures.
But Banks says he leaves comparisons between works to the academics and critics. His main
motivation for beginning any novel is to break new ground.
“As much as I’m fond of Rule of the Bone, I realized there were places in that book I didn’t go where I
did go in this one: the taboo subjects of pornography and Internet addiction and the criminality of sexual
offences,” he says. “It’s in some ways a bigger book with wider ambitions.”
evolmers@calgaryherald.com
© Copyright (c) The Calgary Herald

Russell Banks’ new book, Lost Memory of Skin, is about a young sex offender struggling in an unforgiving world.
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MIAMI BEACH — Russell Banks, whose new novel, “Lost Memory
of Skin,” is set here, first came to Florida in 1958. He was 18, had
just dropped out of Colgate and was hoping to join Fidel Castro and
his rebels in Cuba. He never made it off the mainland, Mr. Banks
recalled recently, but just being in Florida felt revolutionary.
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palm trees, and people who didn’t look like me, sound like
me. Half a century later, I still get off the airplane and
feel the same rush, that same hit. ”
Mr. Banks is now 71. Burly and white-bearded, he looks a
little like Hemingway, if Hemingway could have been
persuaded to wear a diamond chip in his left ear. He still
speaks with traces of a New Hampshire accent, and when
not in Florida he lives in Keene, N.Y., 100 miles from the
Canadian border. “I guess I just like the extremes,” he
said. “Not the middle.”

Oscar Hidalgo for The New York Times

From his balcony, Mr. Banks can see the Julia Tuttle
Causeway, linking Miami Beach to the mainland. In
2007, from a series of articles by Julie Brown in The Miami Herald, he became aware
that a colony of homeless sex offenders was squatting under that highway. County law
prohibited people convicted of sex crimes from living within 2,500 feet of any place
where children congregate, like schools or playgrounds, and in a city as crowded and
compact as Miami, that didn’t leave a lot of available real estate.
Russell Banks in Florida.

ADVERTISEMENT

“You had to see it to appreciate the juxtaposition of this horrible poverty — shanties
with signs saying ‘Help’ — right under the bridge on the way to glamorous Miami
Beach,” Ms. Brown said recently. “No one wanted to do anything about it because it was
political suicide to ask for help for sex offenders.”
In novels like “Continental Drift,” “Affliction,” “The Sweet Hereafter” and “Rule of the
Bone,” Mr. Banks has specialized in characters who live on the margins — the poor,
runaways, illegal immigrants — and so, curious about the people who lived under the
causeway, he drove over for a closer look.
The place became the inspiration for his new book — Janet Maslin, writing in The
Times, said it was “destined to be a canonical novel of its time” — and for its main
character: a 22-year-old known only as the Kid, who though he has been convicted of
attempting to have sex with a minor, is actually a virgin. He’s an innocent whose
greatest failing is an addiction to Internet pornography and a cluelessness that leads
him not to suspect that the 14-year-old girl he flirts with online might be a police
officer.
“Russell likes a good fight and always roots for the underdog,” said Daniel Halpern, Mr.
Banks’s editor at Ecco Press. “He does what he wants, without concern for the market —
not that anyone understands the market anyway.”
The novel’s other important character is a brilliant, mysterious and enormously fat
social scientist (another marginalized creature) who becomes the Kid’s protector but
also treats him as an academic resource and cultural canary: a harbinger of how the
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Internet has warped and disconnected us, as the title suggests, from genuine sensual
experience.
Mr. Banks doesn’t necessarily subscribe to all the Professor’s theories, he said, but the
character inserted himself into the novel as an alternative to the Kid’s very limited view
of things.
“Then I realized this was part of a very classical pattern,” he added. “The younger
person on a journey towards self-awareness, and the older figure perhaps not as pure as
he first seems. I found myself thinking a lot about ‘Treasure Island.’ ”
From his visits, Mr. Banks learned that not everyone under the causeway fit the
stereotype of a sex offender. “The trouble with the law is that it lumps everyone
together: serial rapists, pedophiles, guys convicted of indecent exposure because they
got caught urinating outside, some 18-year-old boy who has oral sex with a
15-year-old,” he explained.
He added that most sex crimes are committed not by violent predators but by family
members or close relatives of the victim, and that although some pedophiles are thought
to be incurable, the recidivism rate for sex offenders in general is actually quite low.
“It’s become a national preoccupation, this fear of sex crimes,” he went on. “It’s almost
like the Salem witch trials. But where is the fear coming from? I don’t think it’s about
sex so much as some deep-seated sense that we’ve failed to protect our children.”
The causeway homeless were evicted in 2010 after they became too visible and
embarrassing, Mr. Banks said, and there is now a chain-link fence and a No
Trespassing sign barring access to the area.
“It feels sort of ghostly,” Mr. Banks said one humid, drizzly Monday morning, peering
through the fence while traffic whizzed by overhead. “But there used to be a whole
shantytown here. There were pup tents, lean-to’s made from old sheets of plywood. I
think there was an old camper van, and there was even a generator, because they had to
be able to charge their electronic ankle bracelets.”
He pointed to a concrete embankment that slanted up to just under the roadway. “That
was the most prized spot, because it was the driest. Just like real estate anywhere: it’s
all about location, location and location.”
Another Miami place that figures in the novel is an old fishing compound that the Kid
retreats to after a storm washes out the causeway. In the book it is called Benbow’s, but
to anyone local it’s instantly recognizable as Jimbo’s, a different kind of shantytown, at
the end of Virginia Key.
Facing a mangrove swamp, the place is a collection of brightly painted but falling-down
shacks and sheds, flanked by mildewed lawn chairs. There is an open-air bar next to a
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bocce court covered with a corrugated tin roof, and signs advertise the availability of
essential foodstuffs like beer, cigarettes and smoked fish. An abandoned school bus sits
at one end of the property, and tied to a pier, some houseboats appear to be slowly
sinking. The few people in sight looked not homeless, necessarily, but bleary and
spacey: surely strangers to neither booze nor weed.
Looking around, Mr. Banks sipped on a Corona and said, cheerfully, “You know that
you’ve come to the bottom of the continent here.” Jimbo’s had originally been a stage
set — some of the shacks had been built for the horror movie “Island Claws,” which was
filmed there — and it was still used as a backdrop for fashion shoots and music videos,
he pointed out.
“If you think about it, all of Miami is artificial,” Mr. Banks added. “The whole place is
one big work of fiction.”
A version of this article appeared in print on October 15, 2011, on page
C1 of the New York edition with the headline: A Novelist Bypasses the
Middle to Seek Out the Margins.
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standing in front of the Marriott Hotel Brooklyn Bridge, smoking his first cigarette of the day. In a few
hours, he'll be onstage at the Brooklyn Book Festival, across Adams Street in Borough Hall Plaza, but
at the moment he's a little tired — the result of a late night with his friend, novelist Paul Auster, a
longtime Brooklynite.
Still, at 71, Banks looks fit, hair and beard white and close-cropped, eyes sharp behind a pair of
frameless glasses that sit like windows on his face. Wearing a blazer, carrying a galley of his 12th
novel, "Lost Memory of Skin" (Ecco: 417 pp., $25.99), he chats briefly with a reader, then stubs out his
cigarette and moves back inside, taking the escalator up to the hotel restaurant.
Banks is in Brooklyn to kick off the book tour for his new novel, the story of a 22-year-old homeless sex
offender known only as the Kid. Although it takes place, for the most part, in the Kid's shadowy world,
the novel is primarily about the inability to connect, to find a place for oneself in a society that seems
increasingly disembodied. "That's what the title is referring to, in a way," Banks says. "There's a lost
memory of the physical reality of other people's beings; the digitalization of the body has occurred."
Certainly, that's true for the Kid, who spent three months in jail for an indiscretion with an underage
girl. Even before he got into trouble, he was addicted to pornography, addicted to the computer,
alienated from the people around him, alone and adrift.
"This is not an uncommon condition," Banks suggests. "Especially among young males. Or even
middle-aged and older males. There has been this gradual creep over the last several decades, so that
where there was once a sharp line between fantasy and reality, especially regarding the erotic, there's
now just a fuzzy gray zone between the two."
Such a tension has been a factor in Banks' fiction going back 25 years or more. His 1985 novel
"Continental Drift" revolves around a 30-year-old repairman named Bob Dubois, who throws over his
old life in New Hampshire to move to Florida, with unexpectedly tragic results. A similar impulse
motivates "Rule of the Bone" (1995), in which a 14-year-old runs away from a treacherous home
situation to fend for himself: This is, in many ways, a parallel story to the one Banks tells in "Lost
Memory of Skin," a narrative about what happens when there's nowhere left to turn. What both books
share, Banks suggests, is a sense that "the structures and the bonds of society have broken down to
such a point that [the main characters] end up as pariahs and totally marginalized."
As to where this comes from, he continues: "Maybe I have a vision of society as being so fragile and the
bonds of community, the attachments, being so easily broken — in fact, being almost nonexistent —
that you end up either faking your life or living on the margin. Both Bone and the Kid are like that."
To make the connection explicit, he weaves a couple of references to "The Adventures of Huckleberry
Finn" into the new novel; "Rule of the Bone," after all, was "very explicitly an hommage to Twain," as
Banks admits. But there are other resonances also — to his 1991 novel, "The Sweet Hereafter," whose
school bus driver character, Dolores Driscoll (herself no stranger to tragedy), makes a brief cameo in
these pages and, most important, to Robert Louis Stevenson's "Treasure Island," which establishes
many of the archetypes on which "Lost Memory of Skin" depends.
"There's this older male figure, who's sort of outsized and is endearing and nurturing, but also a little
threatening," Banks explains, referring both to Long John Silver and his own character of the
Professor, a heavyset sociologist who takes an interest in the Kid. "And this young kid who's innocent
and not innocent. Jim Hawkins is really interesting — he's not sweet and innocent but subtler and
more complicated, closer to how we imagine ourselves when we're young. So there are a lot of parallels
to Stevenson's book, more than to Twain or my own Huck Finn."
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For Banks, this relationship between books is as "vivid and inescapable" as the act of storytelling itself.
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"My life," he says, "was changed by literature, almost more than anything else I can point to. It's the
guiding star for me. All I have is the entire body of the stories, of the poems, the plays, the literature
that have existed for as long as human beings have been preserving their stories. So I can't avoid it in
my work." Yet equally essential is the power of literature to evoke empathy for other lives.
That's a key component of "Lost Memory of Skin," which can't help but touch on issues that are
discomforting, even taboo. "I knew I was entering material most people rarely speak about," Banks
says, "and when they do, they speak about it in absolute terms. But you can't do that if you're writing a
novel. You have to be forgiving and compassionate and look for shades of gray."
The book was inspired, in part, by news coverage of an encampment of registered sex offenders living
under Miami's Tuttle Causeway and also by Banks' experience, a few years earlier, as a jury foreman
in upstate New York.
"The trial," he recalls, "involved a guy accused by his 10-year-old daughter and her friend of having
exposed himself to them and fondled them. It was the first time I ever had to confront this reality in a
personal way. The guy was clearly guilty. But he was basically a confused, stupid alcoholic, and it was
so easy to imagine this poor stumblebum, in a cloud most of the time, in a world that has been
eroticized to such a degree, sitting there and he's sexually inadequate with his wife, and he's a loser,
he's out of work, he has no sense of any power in the world whatsoever, so this beast in him starts to
arise."
What Banks is getting at is the democratic impulse of the novel, the way "it breaks down the barrier
between the self and the other, which is the basis for democracy, the basis for humane society." That's
a broad claim for the power, or the role, of fiction, but it's one that Banks' career has borne out. From
the beginning, he has been concerned not just with character but also with the intersection of
character and society, the question of how circumstance helps shape identity.
This is the situation with the Kid, who comes out of "Lost Memory of Skin" if not redeemed then a bit
more self-aware, conscious of his choices if not quite his desires.
"It's epistemological," Banks says — of both this novel and the novel in general. "It tries to deal with
one key question: How do we know what we know? Basically, it's trying to validate the subjective
experience of an individual. That's why it's the most democratic form in literature, because it raises up
to the level of significance the subjective experience of an ordinary human being."
david.ulin@latimes.com
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“Lost Memory of Skin” is a major new work by Russell Banks
destined to be a canonical novel of its time. That is not to say it is
without problems. It engages the reader in one long wrestling
match. It is sometimes marred by condescension. But it delivers
another of Mr. Banks’s wrenching, panoramic visions of American
moral life, and this one very particular to the early 21st century. It
tells of a plugged-in, tuned-out Internet culture “lost in the misty
zone between reality and imagery, no longer able to tell the
difference.” And it explores the terrible, dehumanizing
consequences of choosing to live this way.
Enlarge This Image
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“This is how a good man loses his
goodness.” That was the thought that made a masterpiece
out of Mr. Banks’s “Continental Drift,” and it is one to
which he has frequently been drawn. In “Lost Memory of
Skin” it surfaces at full force in a character who is called
the Kid. He is in some ways as unremarkable as his
moniker. “The Kid is one of those people who have made
up the mass of mankind since the species first appeared
on the plains of East Africa two or three million years
ago,” Mr. Banks writes. As a Cro-Magnon or Russian serf
or an American Indian unacquainted with Europeans, he
would have faced many dangers. But none would have
been as elusive, unreasonable and devastating as the Web
has been in destroying his past and poisoning his future.
As “Lost Memory of Skin” begins, the 22-year-old Kid
walks into a library. He wants access to a computer. He
wants to confirm that, yes, his real name appears on the
National Sex Offender Registry. His whereabouts are
public knowledge too, since it is a condition of his parole
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that he wear an electronic ankle bracelet and not allow it
to run out of battery power. And although he lives in
Calusa, a big city that sounds like Miami, his place of
residence is determined by geography. The places in
Calusa where sex offenders can stay — 2,500 feet from
anyone under 18, as the law stipulates — are the
uninhabitable outskirts of the airport and a makeshift
camp under a causeway that they call home.
Early parts of this novel introduce the camp’s other
residents. All are sex offenders except for Iggy, who is an
iguana. Iggy is the creature the Kid loves most in the
world, and it is a world that includes his mother. His
mother didn’t know the Kid’s father for long. She had a
lot of boyfriends who found the Kid inconvenient. And
Patricia Wall/The New York Times
she abandoned him once he committed his crime,
although Mr. Banks is slow to reveal exactly what the Kid
did or why he did it. “Lost Memory of Skin” unfolds suspensefully, deriving an eerie
moral tension from the question of just which laws the Kid actually broke. He knows, in
his at first exaggeratedly innocent way, that Man, God, the Army and Shakespeare are
each responsible for laws of some kind. But he has no idea which is which.
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When Mr. Banks gives the Kid access to a Bible and lets him read Genesis and imagine
Adam as a homeless man and his mother as Eve, this book is poised to preach. Now and
then it does. But it also turns gripping and stays that way. Along comes a huge, strange
character calling himself the Professor and espousing a strictly sociological interest in
the Kid’s troubles. All we know, from bizarre scenes like the one describing the Professor
standing before a full refrigerator like a conductor before an orchestra, is that he cannot
be as harmless as he seems.
Mr. Banks depicts the Professor as “a man with two bodies, one dancing inside his
brain, a hologram made of electrons and neurons going off like a field of fireflies on a
midsummer night, the other a moist quarter-ton packet of solid flesh wrapped in pale
human skin.” In the interests of so-called research, he gradually coaxes the Kid to
explain why he was forced to leave the Army and exactly how damaging the Kid’s
addiction to online pornography has been. The title, “Lost Memory of Skin,” refers to the
way real flesh has been supplanted by the virtual kind. The Kid is still a virgin and
knows more about the touch of iguana skin, and the lousy acting of performers in porn
films, than he does about anything human.
Poor Iggy. He is wrenched away from the Kid early in the book. The scene in which he
disappears is a reminder of how profoundly gut wrenching Mr. Banks’s writing can be.
When catastrophic weather hits the Calusa camp midway through the novel, he creates
a scene of unforgettable anguish, very reminiscent of such moments in “Continental
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Drift,” in which characters simply reach the end of their capacity for hope and struggle.
The rest of the city can follow FEMA guidelines for emergency preparation. The lost
souls with whom the Kid lives have no such option. “When you are in fact not a member
of the citizenry,” Mr. Banks writes, you are not equipped for self-preservation.
In a book with strong echoes of “Huckleberry Finn,” with the Kid as the Professor’s idea
of Huck “long after he lit out for the Territory, grown older and as deep into the
Territory as you can go,” the Kid’s growing capacity for self-knowledge becomes a
driving force. Mr. Banks coaxes the Kid from helpless innocence to enlightened dignity,
from all-consuming shame to glimmering self-knowledge. Mr. Banks also draws
narrative urgency from his vision of a world in which sex offenders slide downward on
the Internet’s continuum. When he charges his monitor battery, “the Kid feels
intimately connected to the millions of other convicted sex offenders,” as if they were all
“trembling leaves on the branches large and small of a vast electrical tree that casts its
shadow across the whole country.”
This book expresses the conviction that we live in perilous, creepy times. We toy
recklessly with brand-new capacities for ruination. We bring the most human impulses
to the least human means of expressing them, and we may not see the damage we do
until it becomes irrevocable. Mr. Banks, whose great works resonate with such heart
and soul, brings his full narrative powers to bear on illuminating this still largely
unexplored new terrain.
A version of this review appeared in print on September 26, 2011, on
page C1 of the New York edition with the headline: A Man Entrapped In
a Host Of Webs.
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By SAM SACKS

Russell Banks is a chronicler of American untouchables. In his 17 works of fiction he has depicted illegal
immigrants, trailer-park dwellers, drug addicts and runaways. His brilliant new novel, "Lost Memory
of Skin" (Ecco, 416 pages, $25.99), is about a homeless colony of convicted sex offenders living on
the south Florida coastline. It may be his boldest imaginative leap yet into the invisible margins
of society.
The novel tells the story of a 22-year-old called only the Kid who has been found guilty of soliciting sex
from a minor. At one point, the Kid reflects on how deeply his anonymity ran even before he was caught
for the crime and expelled from society: "He was no more or less than what he seemed to be—a fatherless
white kid who graduated high school without ever passing a single test or turning in a single paper, a kid
who could barely read and write or do math beyond the simplest level of arithmetic, who was hooked for
years and maybe still hooked on porn . . . and never had a girlfriend or a best friend and belonged to no
one's posse."
The racing run-ons of the Kid's inner monologue make "Lost Memory of Skin" read like a continuation of
Mr. Banks's scarily exhilarating 1995 coming-of-age classic "Rule of the Bone," about a homeless boy's
odyssey among biker gangs and drug traffickers. But the two novels are better thought of as opposite
sides of a coin. The narrator of "Rule of the Bone" is a 14-year-old victim of sexual abuse; the Kid has
been busted after showing up at a house where he expected to have sex with a 14-year-old girl he met in
an Internet chat room. The girl turned out to be a police officer.
The Kid's punishment, after a short jail sentence, is a 10-year probation period during which he must
wear a tracking monitor and isn't allowed to live within 2,500 feet of any place children regularly gather.
Because he also can't leave the county, there is effectively only one place he can go: a rat-infested strip of
land beneath a causeway where other sex offenders have erected a shantytown. Mr. Banks is superb at
individualizing these "Bridge People," as they're called, who range from public flashers to child rapists.
(The creepiest is a former state senator nicknamed the Shyster, who talks about his pedophilia with
unnerving sangfroid.)
Even in this clan, though, the Kid is an outsider. He's a sex offender but also, uniquely, a virgin (the one
time he ventured beyond pornography he was arrested). He's guilty of a heinous offense, but his status as
a pariah gives him a striking purity of vision—since the scarlet letter of his crime is visible in his ankle
monitor or in online registries, he has no secrets or hidden shames to cover up. Mr. Banks introduces the
novel's richest motif when the Kid reads the Adam and Eve story from the state senator's Bible. His first
reaction is to wonder whether "the whole tree of knowledge of good and evil thing was set up by God as a
kind of prehistoric sex-sting with the snake as the decoy." He himself is abjectly fallen, yet he retains a
strange prelapsarian innocence and honesty.
The story is driven by the appearance of a social scientist called the Professor, who is himself a social
outsider because of his intelligence—he is reputed to be the smartest man in the county—and his extreme
obesity (he weighs nearly a quarter-ton). When the Professor waddles down to the encampment, the Kid
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is put in mind of "God stopping by to visit the Garden of Eden." The Professor wants to interview the Kid
and help him turn the camp into an orderly, habitable society, and there is a threat early on that Mr.
Banks will use the social scientist as a megaphone for his own theories about the causes of sex crimes.
But this novel offers few lectures. It turns out that the Professor has a secret past—unlike the Kid's
entirely exposed history—that becomes integral to the well-paced plot.
"Lost Memory of Skin" is a haunting book, made so by the fraught, enigmatic relationship of the
Professor and the Kid. The contradictions that seem to split the Kid—his obsession with sex but
innocence of it, for instance—are never resolved. Mr. Banks in not an apologist, only an observer; he has
brought the novelist's magnifying glass to bear on figures we otherwise try hard not to notice.
Charles Frazier's "Nightwoods" (Random House, 259 pages, $26) is the first of his novels—after
the historical epics "Cold Mountain" and "Thirteen Moons"—to take place in the 20th century. Set in the
"vertical country" of small-town North Carolina in the 1960s, it's a simpler affair that borrows the
conventions of a romantic crime novel. When Lily, a young mother of twins, is murdered by her husband,
the traumatized children are given shelter by her sister, Luce, at the remote mountain lodge where she is
the caretaker. But then the husband, Bud, is freed when his murder trial ends with a hung jury. He sets
out to track down the children, intending to extract a secret from them that their mother took to her
grave.
But just because the story is simple doesn't mean that Mr. Frazier has abandoned the grandiose,
needlessly wordy style that helped make him a millionaire. Why write simply that neither child could
speak, or describe a character as yelling angrily, when saying that "neither child displayed language" and
someone is "yelling proclamations of anger" sounds so much more literary? The empty swagger of the
writing, along with Bud's portentous philosophizing ("Blood mattered above all else, the sacred shedding
of it"), is all there is to tide the reader over for hundreds of pages before the promised showdown between
Bud and Luce. "Bud's patience had a fuse," we're told—about 50 pages past the point where ours had
fizzled out.
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BY ANDRES VIGLUCCI
aviglucci@MiamiHerald.com
The eminent writer Russell Banks’ long personal
and fictional entanglement with Miami and South
Florida begins in the early 1980s with Continental
Drift, the now-classic novel in which a
working-class New Englander, only in some
respects like the author, heads south from an
insufficient life only to come to worse in the humid
subtropics. Drowned Haitians wash up on the
beach and Bob Dubois, failing at smuggling as
catastrophically as he does at everything else, is to
blame and will pay dearly.
AL DIAZ / Miami Herald File Photo

Or, no, it really begins much earlier, when as an
18-year-old college dropout with a romantic
attachment to underdogs hitchhikes to Miami with
the aim of joining Fidel Castro’s Cuban Revolution,
a story that’s been told before but Banks confirms is true. Instead he gets stuck for a spell,
marries too young, finds a job moving furniture in a St. Pete hotel and then dressing windows at
a department store before moving on. No headlines in that, just later a short story called Success
Story.
The underside of the Julia Tuttle Causeway bridge, where
sex offenders lived because a law made it impermissible to
live anywhere else.

Now it comes full circle with Banks’ latest novel, Lost Memory of Skin, set in a Miami lightly
fictionalized as the steaming city of Calusa, where a group of sex offenders has been banished
to a sordid encampment beneath a causeway bridge, the unintended consequence of a rigid —
and irrational, the novel suggests — law meant to protect children.
As is often the case with Banks, there’s a back story to that, too.
The novel, which has its official launch Monday at Books & Books in Coral Gables, is being
published as Banks and his wife, poet Chase Twichell, prepare to settle into a four-bedroom,
Miami Beach high-rise on Biscayne Bay that from now on — or just as soon as he’s done with a
six-week, 13-city book tour — will be their home for six months out of the year.
It’s no coincidence that from his veranda Banks can easily discern the spot across the bay where
the real-life saga of the sex offenders forced to live under the Julia Tuttle Causeway provoked an
international stir in 2007, raising legal and moral dilemmas the author found so compelling that
he promptly found himself immersed in what would be three years of research and writing.
After a youth spent indulging an unrepentant wanderlust and a mature adulthood establishing a
public, even popular literary career in a nation seemingly no longer interested in such a thing,
Banks at 71 is fully engaged in a place he always wanted to get back to, ever since that
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fortuitous Miami landing in the fateful winter of 1958.
“It was exotic, semi-tropical and magical in all kinds of ways,’’ Banks recalls, speaking by phone
from his other home, in New York’s Adirondack region. “What’s interesting to me now is that I still
have that same hit when I get off the plane in Miami, and I can smell the Gulf Stream, the fall of
light, the heat, the sun, the palm trees, the sound of peoples’ voices — that whole ambience. I
still get that same rush.
“It was a really great adventure for a young kid and the beginning of my career as a writer. I
wanted to get the hell out of New England. I came from a small town, very homogenous, where
everyone looked like me and sounded like me and had the same cultural norms. In Miami I was
surrounded by people who were different from me culturally, linguistically, racially. It enlarged
me.
“It was a way to step off the continent. It grabbed me. Happily, I didn’t end up in Cuba.”
For Banks, then, life has followed a sunnier plotline than the often brutal paces through which
he puts his characters, nearly all of whom he draws from the invisible working classes, the poor
and the marginalized, and whom he plunges headlong into the violent, conflict-ridden
undercurrents of American life.
Thwarted hopes, chaotic lives and the consequences for children of adult neglect and
misbehavior are persistent themes in Banks novels like Affliction and The Sweet Hereafter, which
climbed into the bestseller lists and were made into successful films despite grim subjects,
perhaps because his protagonists’ superhuman resiliency wins over readers and viewers.
But in portraying sex offenders, pedophiles and porn addicts in a not-unsympathetic fashion in
Lost Memory of Skin, Banks acknowledges taking a risk some readers may not repay him for.
“I am really going to the dark side,’’ Banks says, only half-joking. “I am dealing with a subject that
is in many ways taboo. A subject many people would rather not think about. I was very aware of
that. But it was important for me to understand it, and writing fiction is the only way for me to
understand what’s otherwise incomprehensible to me.
“I’m only now just beginning to figure out how to talk about it. I feel like I just came out of the
cave, blinking.”
When news of the Tuttle encampment surfaced, Banks had already begun spending time in
Miami, having bought what he describes as a “pied-a-terre” on West Avenue in Miami Beach in
2001. Like many others, he was struck by the incongruent results of a law that bars anyone
convicted of a sexual felony involving a minor from living within 2,500 feet of a place where
children congregate. That left the underside of the Tuttle on the Miami side, with governmental
connivance, as the only feasible place for offenders to settle more or less legally.
The law, still on the books, condemned all the sex felons to the same fate, a kind of post-prison
punishment without distinction among gradations in the type and gravity of offense, Banks says.
(Authorities shut the camp down in 2010 after three years, resettling some offenders in trailer
parks where children live.)
“I could see it from the terrace and wondered, what were the implications of this, legally and
morally? Why are we afraid of this phenomenon? Is it something that did not exist in the past to
this degree? What are the causes for the abusers? It was to me profoundly mysterious and
important in regard to our attitudes towards sex and children and protecting children,” says
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Banks, who eventually made his way to the encampment and found its residents eager to speak.
“They felt abused and alienated in so many ways, they were happy to tell their stories. I didn’t
have to make up a lot of characters of the people who were there,” Banks says. “It was a totally
engaging story for me: The unintended consequences. The necessary official blind eye they had
to turn to it. A lost colony of lost souls.”
But if the contours of the story are familiar, where Banks takes it is anything but.
He builds an eerie tale around the Kid, a young, friendless sex offender who is, paradoxically, a
virgin and in some ways a victim, too. The Kid meets a potential savior in the Professor, a
monstrously obese sociologist and genius who cannot escape his own troubled past. There is a
violent police raid, a hurricane, a mysterious death and, not for the first time in Banks’ fiction,
deliberate echoes of Robert Louis Stevenson and Mark Twain — a treasure map and a
modern-day version of Huck Finn’s raft, a houseboat the Kid takes not down the Mississippi but
into a great swampy expanse that is clearly the Everglades but the novel calls The Great
Panzacola Swamp.
It’s a story of potential redemption, not a tract, Banks insists.
“It points at the unfairness of the legal system, that it lumps together someone like the Kid who
broke the law, but is not a rapist, a sex offender, with someone like the Shyster, who is,” Banks
says, referring to another, creepier character in the fictional camp. “What the Kid does is wrong
but, once you know him, it’s understandable. And that’s all I wanted. I don’t have a message. I’m
not trying to judge or sentimentalize. As a writer you have to look at all sides of the question.”
One person closely involved in the issue wonders how closely the author did. Ron Book, the
powerful Miami lobbyist who has been a principal advocate for the residency restrictions, bore
much of the criticism for the Tuttle camp’s existence, but as chairman of Miami-Dade County’s
Homeless Trust, the public agency that oversees assistance to the destitute, also played a
leading role in shutting it down and resettling its residents.
Book notes that Banks did not seek him out and he had not heard of the book’s impending
publication until a reporter phoned him, but he contends the encampment resulted not from the
law but from the state’s failure to prepare the sex offenders for release or identify areas where
they could live. Of the offenders under the causeway, Book says, few if any could make a case
that they don’t belong on the state’s registry of sexual offenders, and he has not changed his
mind about the rightness of the restrictions.
“I always believed what happened under the causeway was wrong and avoidable. You can find a
place for these folks to live if you focus on it. The fact that we don’t have colonies everywhere
means they’re finding places to live,” Book says. “But I don’t accept criticism for having
advocated to protect children. You should not put kids in close proximity to people who are
predators. They will reoffend.”
Banks’ story unfolds in a backdrop easily recognizable to any local: There are Lincoln Road Mall,
Jimbo’s on Virginia Key, Flamingo in Everglades National Park and the vast Miami suburbs,
rendered perfectly in all the details but the invented names. In quick strokes, Banks unwinds the
underlying tale within the principal one — the history of South Florida, its geology and
geography, the draining of the Glades for agriculture and development. It’s a big book.
Yet unlike Continental Drift, a story inseparable from its setting in Haiti and the Bahamas, in
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Miami, in Central Florida and the Keys, places where he sojourned and came to know intimately
as a young, itinerant writer, the author acknowledges he could have set Lost Memory almost
anywhere.
But he didn’t, he couldn’t, only he changed the names though not to protect the innocent,
because there are no innocents in Banks’ stories, but because he found it “liberating’’ to do so.
So, too, with the main characters, whose real names are never fully revealed.
“I wanted to keep in the story a kind of universality. There is a slightly surreal, fable-like quality,
like you’re inside an alternative universe. But somehow South Florida fires my imagination like
New Jersey never did, New York never did,” he says, rattling off other places where he has lived
and worked. “It’s hard to understand. I don’t understand it myself.
“When I first hit South Florida, I was really ready and all my senses were open and I’ve never
gotten over that, and it’s still rich for me, half a century later.”
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Russell Banks, one of America's greatest living novelists, spends half of each year at a condo on Miami Beach with
his wife, the award-winning poet, Chase Twichell. So, of course, when his turn came to live through a hurricane, it
happened at his other home, in the northeastern corner of New York State.
"We got battered by Irene," Banks says by phone, chuckling at the irony." My house in the Adirondacks is on
Hurricane Road, the name it's had for at least a century. You'd never find a 'Hurricane Road' in Fort Lauderdale."
At 71, Banks could easily rest on the laurels of a writing career that has produced some of the most admired
realistic novels of the past three decades, including "Continental Drift," "Cloudsplitter," "Rule of the Bone" and two
that were made into acclaimed films, "Affliction," and "The Sweet Hereafter."
Instead he'll soon be back in Miami to launch his 17th novel, "Lost Memory of Skin" (Ecco, $25.99), a bold,
sometimes slyly funny exploration of the life of a homeless sex offender addicted to porn and the eccentric
sociology professor who befriends him.
"I've never understood the idea of writing what you know," says Banks, explaining how he maintains creative drive
into his eighth decade. "I look around to see what's bugging me and then I write a book to better understand it
through the process of writing fiction."
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About three years ago what bothered Banks was a news story about homeless sex offenders living under the Julia
Tuttle Causeway in Miami. A city ordinance mandated a 2,500-foot buffer around any location that children gather,
making the bridge the only place paroled sex offenders could reside in Miami-Dade County.
"I live in sight of the causeway, off the Venetian," Banks says. "That homeless colony offered a window into a world
I knew nothing about. Then I started thinking about the digitization of the erotic, this gray zone between fantasy and
reality, and especially Internet pornography."
As a realist, Banks started as he always does, with research. He went down to the camp and talked to some of the
residents. He delved into libraries and the Internet. But he didn't want to write a merely journalistic novel.
"That's why I decided not to call it Miami but 'Calussa,' " Banks says. "Obviously it's based on Miami, but I wanted it
to be a place where things could happen that might never happen in Miami."
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Banks also had in mind a story about two damaged characters in
search of meaningful identity — and in the Kid and the Professor he
has created two of the great characters of his career, if not modern
American fiction. At 22, the Kid is a registered sex offender, though
he's still a virgin.
Neglected by a barfly mother, the Kid turns to Internet porn for
excitement and comfort. Eventually he's drawn into a meeting with a
14-year-old girl that turns out to be a police sting. Now he's living
under the bridge, friendless except for his iguana, Iggy.
Banks says he doesn't come down hard against porn — "I'm not
going to write my legislator" — but he has become worried by the
ubiquity of pornographic imagery and its influence on people.
"Pornography is almost a taboo subject, even though it's
everywhere," Banks says. "I'm following the Kid's mind on the
subject. He begins thinking it's normal. Only gradually does he come
to imagine it as something else."
Banks convincingly portrays the Kid, bit by bit, not as a deviant or a
child molester, but merely an unloved and mixed-up young man who
needs some guidance. And yet the law makes no such distinction.
"Serial rapists and child predators are right alongside the stupid or
confused person or the old drunk caught peeing in a parking lot,"
Banks says. "Lumping them together hurts society and gives us a
false sense of security. Most sexual abuse of children happens within
the family, but our fear is the pedophile in the school yard."
If the Kid is a satisfyingly complex and provocative character, he may be exceeded by the Professor, a tall, morbidly
obese genius with a secret past — in espionage, of all things — who takes an interest in the Kid while studying the
homeless camp.
Banks throws the same light into the Professor's dark obsessions — he's especially strong on the motivation for
extreme overeating — as he does on the Kid's sexual confusions. In some ways, it's all a matter of addiction.
"Many psychologists are used to dealing with people who share characteristics of addiction, whether in relation to
pornography or food," Banks says. "The same part of the brain lights up when the Professor opens the refrigerator
as when a gambler walks into a casino, and the behavior is very similar."
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There's a certain symmetry in Banks returning to a Miami setting for this late-career masterpiece. His breakout
novel, "Continental Drift" (1985), is the story of a working class New Englander who finds tragedy in a scheme to
smuggle Haitians into South Florida.
"I've been involved with South Florida imaginatively since the 1980s," Banks says. "I ran off to Miami as an
18-year-old. I've had a connection to the place my entire adult life."
Despite its gritty adult subject matter and sense of menace, "Lost Memory of Skin" was written with a beloved
children's classic in mind. "Treasure Island," Banks says, is a "kind of ghost presence."
"Half way through I saw there was something familiar about what I was writing," Banks says. "I had this younger
man and this larger-than-life, somewhat menacing older fellow. Then I realized the Kid was Jim Hawkins and the
Professor was Long John Silver."
Banks reread the Robert Louis Stevenson classic, which he hadn't picked up since the age of 10, and found it a
much better novel than he remembered.
"It's archetypal stuff, really deep," Banks says. "The Professor kept reminding me of Long John Silver. I thought,
well, I have these elements in play, let's go with them."
Copyright © 2011, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
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Major prizes for literary couple
Poet Chase Twichell and novelist Russell Banks both win prestigious awards
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Novelist Russell Banks, left, and his wife, poet, Chase Twichell, right, pose for a photograph at their home in Saratoga Springs, NY
on Tuesday, March 29, 2011. Twichell won the Kingsley Tufts award for poetry and Banks won the Common Wealth Award for
Literature. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union)
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Banks, a literary power couple from Saratoga
Springs, have won two prestigious literary
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the one given to her famous husband, the
best-selling author of "The Sweet Hereafter," "Continental Drift," "Affliction" and a dozen
other books, a few of which have been made into feature films.
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"This is a biggie and a real lift for my career. It's kind of a vote-of-confidence prize," said
Twichell, recipient of the $100,000 Kingsley Tufts Award, one of the world's richest prizes
for poets. She spoke by phone last week from Miami Beach, where they spend winters and
where they were moving into a new condominium. They're also in the process of selling their
Spa home, but will continue to spend each summer and fall at their Adirondack retreat.
The Tufts Award is given by Claremont Graduate University in California to a midcareer
poet so they can forgo teaching or other work to concentrate solely on writing poetry.
Kingsley was a shipyard executive in Los Angeles who wrote poetry as an avocation, and his

Legislature OKs budget as
protesters make final drive
against cuts
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widow, Kate Tufts, established poetry prizes with money from his estate after his death in
1991. She died in 1997 at 86.

Video

Twichell, 60, who previously taught at Princeton University, as did Banks, has published
seven books of poetry. For 10 years, she championed relatively unknown poets as publisher
of Ausable Press, based at the couple's home in Keene in the Adirondacks. Ausable was
acquired to Copper Canyon Press in 2009.
"Since the announcement of the prize, it's given me a lot more visibility, which for a poet is
incredibly valuable," said Twichell, who has been fielding a surge of calls requesting poetry
readings. "I've worked at my poetry for many years and it's been underappreciated, at least
according to my friends."

Soulmates together to the
end

The fact that her prize is double the size of her husband's has been a source of amusement.
"I know so many couples who are both writers who squabble and who compete. We're lucky
that we never have," she said, noting that they've got the buffer of working in different
genres and a 10-year age difference.
"I think this is a bigger deal for me winning this prize than him because he's used to so
much attention, and when a poet gets noticed, it's almost a miracle," she said.

Opening Gray

For Banks, 71, winner of several literary awards and twice a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize, the
$50,000 Commonwealth Writers' Prize for literature is satisfying, in part because he joins
past winners Salman Rushdie, Don DeLillo and Toni Morrison.
"That's good company," he said. "The other thing that makes both awards astonishing is
that you can't apply for them and they come out of the blue."
Banks was honored for the sustained high quality of his literary fiction and for his work as a
past president of the International Parliament of Writers and the Cities of Refuge North
America, which sets up safe houses and provides a two-year stipend for persecuted
international writers who fled repressive regimes.
The literary awards are given by the Commonwealth Foundation, a 54-country voluntary
intergovernmental organization set up 50 years ago to make civil society stronger and to
honor excellence in the arts.
Banks' new novel, "Lost Memory of Skin," will be published by Ecco/HarperCollins in
September. Set in contemporary Miami, it confronts homelessness, sex offenders and
pornography addiction.
"The usual uplifting topics," said Banks, whose novels are known for their dark themes and
air of menace.
His mood brightened considerably when he mentioned a recent stretch of weather in Miami
Beach: 85 degrees and sunny.
"One of the sadistic pleasures when you're down here is checking the temperatures in
Albany," he said.
Reach Paul Grondahl at 454-5623 or pgrondahl@timesunion.com
Poet honored
To THE READER: TWILIGHT
By Chase Twichell
Whenever I look
out at the snowy
mountains at this hour
and speak directly
into the ear of the sky,

3/31/2011 8:14 AM

Major prizes for literary couple - Times Union

3 of 3

http://www.timesunion.com/local/article/Major-prizes-for-literary-coupl...

it's you I'm thinking of.
You're like the spirits
the children invent
to inhabit the stuffed horse
and the doll.
I don't know who hears me.
I don't know who speaks
when the horse speaks.
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"That certainly is much more interesting to me than a convention of accountants or dentists or tractor salesmen," he quips. Plus: "I'm
learning something about my readers and what they read."
Banks, a recipient of the John Dos Passos Award and a member of the American Academy of Arts and Letters, is the latest in a string
of notable authors tapped for the Weber State University conference. Since its inception in 1985, the event has welcomed Norman
Mailer, Ron Carlson, Ray Bradbury, Alice Sebold, Larry McMurtry, Tess Gallagher and Michael Chabon.
Also on this year's docket are poet Sharon Olds and writer and ecocritic Terry Gifford.
"(Banks) has been on our list for a long time," says conference co-director Mikel Vause, who adds that the writer of fiction and
nonfiction, short stories, poetry and screenplays has "kind of done it all."
"The conference itself is eclectic and it's kind of cool that our writers are that way as well," Vause says.
Although Banks has visited Salt Lake City before and served on a jury at Utah's 2010 Sundance Film Festival, he has never been to
Ogden.
"That will be new to me," he says.
No epiphanies
It wasn't until he was in his early 20s that Banks realized he wanted to make a career of writing.
"It wasn't an 'aha' moment," says the Massachusetts native who grew up in a working-class family. "It was sort of a gradual discovery
that that was what I was doing."
After decades in the field, Banks says, he finds writing "gives me a chance to penetrate something that is mysterious to me, that I
might not otherwise be able to understand or get to."
"Lost Memory of Skin," for instance, allowed him to examine those involved in sex abuse and discover what it's like to be convicted of
such a thing and become a "pariah" in society.
"I'll never really get inside the mind of a person like that unless I write about it," he explains.
Storytellers
The guys living under Julia Tuttle Causeway in Miami ended up there because of laws that wouldn't allow sex offenders to reside within
2,500 feet of any place where children might gather. "As a result," Banks says, "it creates a population of homeless who can't live
anywhere in the city."
He discovered in his research the situation was something occurring not just in Miami, but in communities across the country.
Yet Banks says his intent with "Lost Memory of Skin," and all of his novels, is to simply deliver a good story with vivid characters that
the reader wants to spend time with.
As he sees it, novelists have always been the storytellers in society -- that's their role in the tribe. "It's not as though I have a
message," Banks says.
He'll leave that for historians or psychologists or journalists to impart: "I'll leave the big message and the instruction to other people in
the tribe."
One of the hallmarks of Banks' writing is his focus on the struggles of everyday life, says Vause, an English professor at Weber State.
The author's work seems to fit the old maxim that, "Fiction doesn't have to have happened -- but it has to be real," Vause says.
"He also seems to focus on the strength of the human spirit, the ability people have to deal with hard times," Vause says. Even though
Banks writes about difficult issues, the professor adds, "There's still a hopefulness there that we have the ability to overcome tragic
situations."
Troubled lives
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Humor is also evident in Banks' writing, even in the midst of tragedies, Vause says.
Banks explains that by saying, "It's how I see the world, I think. ... Humor is one of the only ways I can endure the horror and the
idiocy and the things that surround us. Sometimes all you can do is try not to cry, try not to weep."
The 70-year-old says he isn't an optimistic writer -- his works are often labeled as depressing.
But Banks says he does have compassion and hope for his characters and their lives, especially those some might regard as "lost" or
"throwaway" types.
"I have great admiration for human beings," Banks says. Even though people often fail, he adds, they continue to try and try again.
A former teacher at Princeton University, Banks says that besides telling aspiring young writers "Don't quit your day job," he wants to
be sure they know that writing must come from reading.
"They can't be a writer unless they become an obsessive and lifelong reader," he says. "You have to be in love with literature and I
think with language, too."
For his part, Banks says he still finds plenty of surprises in his writing.
"Every book, every work that I do, I try to arrange it so that I don't know what I'm doing -- so that I'm in new territory each time out. ...
Every time I begin, I'm beginning at the beginning and starting over again, in a sense."
CONFERENCE SCHEDULE
Now's your chance to quiz writers Russell Banks, Sharon Olds and Terry Gifford.
The three are featured in a question-and-answer session at 12:30 p.m. Saturday during the National Undergraduate Literature
Conference at Weber State University, 3848 Harrison Blvd.
The session in the Elizabeth Hall Auditorium is one of several chances to hear the guest authors during the annual event spotlighting
student presentations in critical and creative writing.
* Ecocritic and mountaineer Gifford kicks off the conference with a community evening reading at 7 p.m. Wednesday at the Eccles
Community Art Center, 2580 Jefferson Ave., Ogden.
* Olds, the author of eight volumes of poetry, speaks at noon Thursday during the convocation lecture series in the Elizabeth Hall
Auditorium and at 11 a.m. Friday in the same location.
* Novelist Banks reads during "My Favorite Poem Project" at 2 p.m. Thursday in the Elizabeth Hall Auditorium. Olds, Gifford and
several community residents will also participate.
* Banks also speaks at 3:45 p.m. Friday in the Elizabeth Hall Auditorium. Although the novelist will be the guest speaker for Thursday's
opening banquet, no further reservations for that event are being accepted.
* Gifford is featured at 11:45 a.m. Saturday in the Elizabeth Hall Auditorium.
The public may also attend student presentations from 8:30 a.m. to 11:55 a.m. and 1 p.m. to 3:10 p.m. Friday and 8 a.m. to 11:40
a.m. Saturday in various rooms in the Shepherd Union Building.
Admission to all sessions is free. For more information, call 801-626-6600; for a complete conference schedule, visit
www.weber.edu/nulc (http://www.weber.edu/nulc).
(/topics/features/2011/03/29/how-eat-more-active-foods)
(http://www.standard.net/adserver/www/delivery/ck.php?oaparams=2__bannerid=2660__zoneid=125__cb=ccf7889fd0__oadest=http
%3A%2F%2Fad.doubleclick.net%2Fjump%2FN5664.284918.STANDARD-EXAMINER%2FB5244626%3Bsz%3D300x250%3Bord
%3D%5Btimestamp%5D%3F)
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Banks says novelists today ignore the working poor
By Chris Bergeron
GateHouse News Service
Posted Oct 31, 2010 @ 12:30 PM

For 35 years Russell Banks has chronicled the lives of working class Americans in novels and short stories that depict their
economic struggles and private sorrows with hard-eyed clarity and compassion.
The son of a plumber, he’s one of the few major contemporary writers to carry on the tradition of authors like Theodore Dreiser,
John Dos Passos and John Steinback who fictionalized everyday life with brutal honesty.
In novels like “Continental Divide,” “The Sweet Hereafter” and “Affliction,” Banks imbues the private dramas of an oil burner
repairman, a traumatized teenage girl and a smalltown cop with tragic overtones.
“My father was a plumber and my grandfather was a plumber. All the men in my family were working people,” he said. “I do
find, with the exception of what used to be called ‘minority writers,’ there’s not much interest (from novelists) in the world of
the working poor and underclass.”
Born in Newton in 1940, Banks grew up in New Hampshire, moving about as his father looked for work. He attended Colgate
University in 1958 and then the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill from 1964 to 1967.
In between colleges and after graduation, he worked as a mannequin dresser in Florida, a plumber in New Hampshire, an editor
in North Carolina and held a series of teaching positions.
He was 34 when he published a volume of poetry, “Snow,” in 1974. A year later he published “Searching for Survivors,” a short
story collection, and “Family Life,” his first novel.
Banks said he didn’t decide to focus on writing novels until his mid-30s because “I was uncertain what I wanted to be.”
“I was all over the place. That’s characteristic of a young writer. The only way to find out what you’re best at is to try everything.
I think young writers today lock into one form too early,” he said.
Starting out, Banks said it took him about 10 years to realize he was best suited to write about the struggles of blue collar men
and women trying to live their own versions of the American Dream.
“When I was in my 20s, I didn’t focus on people with backgrounds like my own. I was more caught up in the literary traditions
that preceded me. But in my 30s, the world I’d emerged from caught my attention. I realized it was the area I knew best,” he
said.
As a young writer Banks said he’d “always loved authors who wrote richly” like Donald Barthelme and William Gass but needed
to develop a more realistic, unadorned style to suit his working class subjects.
“I had to go through a period where I burned down some of my impulses. I think I was harkening back to a tradition of writing
that could be spoken,” he said.
Two of Banks novels, “The Sweet Hereafter” and “Affliction,” were made into successful movies. Director Martin Scorsese plans
to film Banks’ 2004 novel “The Darling” with Cate Blanchett playing the lead role.
Banks suggested contemporary authors rarely write like Mark Twain and Joyce Carol Oates about “poor, oppressed and
marginalized people” because they are unfamiliar with their lives.
“Maybe their education has focused them in another direction. They’ve lived a great deal of their lives in privilege. They may
have had different experiences,” he said. “My characters are more likely to be shaped by their economic circumstances than my
readers. I’m pretty sure my characters have different reading habits than my readers.”
Responding to a question, Banks acknowledged that some of his characters live “bleak” lives.
“Yeah, the world can look pretty tough. In upstate New York (where he lives), unemployment is around 20 percent. A roster of
local kids have been killed in Iraq or Afghanistan,” he said. “People are really cut off from controlling their lives. People feel
manipulated by politicians. A blind rage is sweeping across the country. I’d have to be wearing blinders not the see the world as
pretty bleak.”
As the U.S. struggles with “an extreme economic crisis,” Banks hopes more writers will examine how the lives of ordinary people
are buffeted by social forces largely beyond their control.
“People more and more resemble people in the 1930s. Maybe that tradition of socially conscious novels written by Dreiser and
Dos Passos will re-emerge,” he said. “In my own work I’ve always had that dynamic conflict between high art and a narrative
that’s socially conscious. There’s always been a healthy kind of back-and-forth. Maybe today’s crisis will bring that tradition back
into view. I hope so.”
Banks has watched the ongoing digital revolution radically transform the way novels are written, published and read.
But he’s not worried novels about the everyday people he writes about will become extinct.
“Since humans came out of the trees, they’ve always needed stories,” said Banks. “It’s one of our basic human needs.”
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