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[FICTION]

DOUBLE VISION
An award-winning writer uncorks a family 

saga that unfolds on two continents 
By Elyse Moody

In Jhumpa Lahiri’s fiction, parents and 
children struggle with responsibilities borne 
for one another. Fathers harbor secrets. Sons 
rebel, then agonize, torn between old-world 
India and America. Lahiri has gorgeously 
rendered their plight, the at-odds impulses 
to run away, to provide for, to protect, in her 
work for more than a decade.

In The Lowland (Knopf), Lahiri’s new 
novel, brothers Subhash and Udayan Mitra 
embody between them that great divide. 

Born to middle-class Bengali parents on the cusp of India’s 
independence, they are inseparable and nearly indistinguishable, 
drawing their clothes from the same pile. Though Subhash flees 
his circumscribed life to pursue a PhD in marine chemistry in 
Rhode Island, he can’t escape: “He’d wanted so much to leave 
Calcutta…to take a step Udayan never would,” Lahiri writes. 
“Here, in this place surrounded by sea, he was still drifting far 
from his point of origin. Here, detached from Udayan, he was 
ignorant of so many things.” Meanwhile, Udayan’s commitment 
to the communist Naxalite movement deepens and darkens.

In chronicling the ramifications of the brothers’ choices 
and decisions, Lahiri fully develops themes she has explored 
piecemeal in her story collections, Interpreter of Maladies and 
Unaccustomed Earth, and in The Namesake, her kalei-
doscopic 2003 coming-of-age novel. The Lowland, 
with its rich, organic symbolism and sensitive 
insights into the human condition, completes her 
redemption tale of loss, wisdom, and, finally, peace. 
The result is dazzling, and as singular as sea glass.

the triumphs and pitfalls 
of achieving celebrity, or 
just finding a job as an 
extra, while unpacking 
their neuroses, addictions, 
ambitions, perversions, and 
daydreams.

Directors, iconic actors 
such as Steve McQueen and 
Marlon Brando, theater-

department graduate 
students, social-media 
gossips, and actor wannabes 
all undergo comically cruel 
scrutiny, and yet the book’s 
larger intentions seem 
to be lofty, or at least to 
honor Franco’s underlying 
reverence for art, for craft, 
for creativity. Even jaded love 
is a kind of love.

In the section “I Am the 
Actor,” Franco captures the 
tough, tender, and far-out 
tone of Actors Anonymous 
when he writes, “I am a part 
of your consciousness. You 
don’t think so? You want to 
deny that I have made my 
way inside? Just because you 
think you don’t know me 
doesn’t mean you don’t know 
me. I am all actors.”
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ADDICTED 
TO ARTIFICE
James Franco’s latest 
bravura performance
By Lisa Shea

In the preface 
to his intricate, 
experimental, 
and entertain-
ingly thought-
provoking first 

novel, Actors Anonymous (New 
Harvest), James Franco 
writes, “This is a serious text 
that is intended for actors: 
‘actors’ in the most essential 
sense, not necessarily actors 
of stage and screen, but actors 
in the sound and fury of life.”

Indeed, the book’s 
everywoman appeal aims to 
seduce devotees of literary 
giant William Faulkner and 
of celebrity scribe Snooki—
writers whose reputations 
intersect exclusively in 
their legendary talent for 
alcoholic excess. The ever-
clever Franco hangs his 
narrative framework on the 
sober-living tenets of the 12 
steps and 12 traditions of 
Alcoholics Anonymous—
each chapter a riff on one of 
these progressive steps—with 
results that are hilarious, 
shameless, and effective.

Franco’s democratic 
marvel of feel-good prose 
employs a stable of likable 
narrators—and diverse 
styles, such as letters, poetry, 
text messages, journal 
entries, pure dialogue, and 
footnotes—from various 
walks of life, and the 
beyond. These include a 
former child star, a fast-food 
employee, the ghost of River 
Phoenix, a university coed, 
and Franco himself. Their 
meditations on existence as 
performance art are funny, 
subversive, enlightening, and 
philosophical.

These intimate, 
confessional, and often 
outlandish voices weigh 
in before, during, and 
after meetings to share 

Franco

Lahiri
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trust us
Occasional ELLE contributor Dani 
Shapiro’s Still Writing: The Perils 
and Pleasures of a Creative Life 
(Atlantic Monthly Press) is a 
practical, wise, and inviting guide 
to her 20-year journey as an 
author and teacher. She confides, 
“I have written seven books, and 
still I have to remind myself that 
this is what I do, this is my 
vocation, this is what puts food on 
the table and pays the 
mortgage.”

In her deeply affecting new 
memoir, Playing House: Notes of 
a Reluctant Mother (Beacon), 
psychologist Lauren Slater writes, 
“Without meaning to, thinking I 
was writing a series of separate 
pieces, I accidentally composed, 
over many years, a story of how I 
formed a family, the people I 
pulled around me, loving them so 
imperfectly, learning to love as we 
inched along, feeling for the 
contours of our space.” Some 
chapters originated as articles  
in ELLE.

Keeping Time (Insight Editions) 
features elegant, spellbinding 
photographs from Columbia 
Records’ unpublished archive, by 
the label’s longtime lensman Don 
Hunstein, of twentieth-century 
musical greats Duke Ellington, 
Billie Holiday, Johnny Cash, Igor 
Stravinsky, Aretha Franklin, and 
Bob Dylan, among others, with 
text by Jon Pareles and a foreword 
by Art Garfunkel.—L.S.

293You’ll find a selection of Don Hunstein’s gorgeous images of Columbia Records artists 
at work or taking five in Keeping Time at ELLE.com/hunstein.


