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S
usan Lindley, the narrator of Lydia Millet’s 
eighth novel, Magnificence (Norton), lives in L.A. 
and works in real estate. She’s an  adulterer—
the ambitious, sporting kind, for whom infidel-

ity is more thrill seeking than marital rebuke. Like 
many of Millet’s characters (Magnificence  completes 
a loose trilogy comprising 2008’s How the Dead 
Dream and 2011’s critically acclaimed Ghost Lights), 
 Susan doesn’t seem like the type to want to save 
the world—or even to look much beyond her own 
 desires. But when her husband dies,  suddenly and 
brutally, a short time after he happens to  uncover 
one of her affairs, she blames herself. Then fate 
intervenes again, and she inherits a rambling old 
mansion in Pasa dena with wild, sprawling gardens 
and rooms crowded with her late uncle’s museum-
worthy taxidermy collection: hawks caught in mid-
flight, a marlin, an arctic fox, horned beasts,  lions, 
tigers, a Kodiak bear “standing upright and fero-
cious in the corner, beside a coat stand.” 

Susan doesn’t feel especially at ease “alone in 
the house with predators,” spending her days “sur-
rounded by dust and fur, by remnants of fierce-
ness…remnants of what had once been the world.” 
But she’s relieved to have the distraction, and soon 
the house begins to fill up with various lost souls: 
Susan’s daughter’s friends, a heartbroken lawyer, a 

coterie of elderly 
ladies who show 
up for a book-
club meeting and 
never leave—un-
til this accidental 
commune assumes “an air of permanence and con-
tentment, the happy captivity of precious things,” a 
menagerie of the extinct and the vulnerable. 

Most novels situate us in a familiar physical uni-
verse so we can focus our attention on the mysteries 
of its characters’  inner lives. Magnificence is suffused 
with  emotional complexity, but—as has often been 
the case in Millet’s work—its central mysteries abide 
in the natural world. In a self-consciously modern 
age, we’re expected to understand our feelings—it’s 
biology that eludes us, our own bodies changing, 
fading, disappearing. This surprising, elemental, 
funny, shrewd, and affecting 
book isn’t so much concerned 
with  redemption (how can one 
redeem what’s gone for good?) 
as with evoking a new kind of 
innocence: a world saved not by 
perfect people but by us—who-
ever we are, what ever we’ve 
been.

 O
liver Sacks knows from hal-
lucination. The best- selling 
 author  (Awakenings, The Man 
Who Mistook His Wife for a 

Hat), besides being a practicing 
neuro logist for half a century, 
has caught a  ghostly waft of ko-
sher wine in his onetime fam ily 
home, been led down a moun-
tain by a “life voice”  after suffer-
ing an injury, and  tested a lab’s 

worth of psychedelic drugs. He is singularly quali-
fied to  enlighten us on what, as he explains in the 
15  chapters in Hallucinations (Knopf), are often not 
psychiatric or paranormal but merely neurological 
events—testaments to the brain’s demiurgic powers. 

“When the brain is released from the constraints 
of reality,” Sacks writes, “it can generate any sound, 
image, or smell in its repertoire, sometimes in com-
plex and ‘impossible’ combinations.” Mixing case 
histories, personal anecdotes, and literary allusions, 

he illustrates how trauma, blindness, epilepsy, 
 migraines, drugs, or simply REM sleep can trigger 
that release, generating spectral visions, presences, 
smells, and voices—even phantom cell-phone rings.

As always, Sacks explores humanistic questions:  
“One must wonder to what extent hallucinatory 
 experiences have given rise to our art, folklore, 
and even religion,” he muses, citing Dostoevsky’s 
 “ecstatic” seizures. But like others who write 
about medicine and culture (Anne Fadiman, Atul 
 Gawande), and like any good physician, Sacks at-
tends to human experience—how hallucinations “in-
sist on their own reality,” unmooring us, while knowl-
edge empowers us to re- rationalize 
the world. As a  patient wrote to 
Sacks of her sleep-paralysis diag-
nosis, “It is like letting go of…a 
mystical, almost magical view of 
the world.” This sweeping explica-
tion of the brain’s faculties reveals 
it as equally wondrous.

LIFE, INTERRUPTED
In a rousing finish to an admired cycle of 
novels, Lydia Millet gives us a believable 
heroine for our time. By Julia Holmes
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CRAZY WISDOM
The “183rd Imperial 
Edition” of The Onion 
Book of Known 
Knowledge (Little, 
Brown), from the editors 
of America’s satiric 
newspaper of record,  
is an encyclopedic fun 
house of information 
and illustrations 
teeming with hundreds 
of entries covering 
everything from the 
letter A to Zibby the 
cartoon squirrel. 

HIP HERSTORY
My Awesome Place 
(Topside Press) dives 
headlong into New 
York’s scruffy-glam 
1990s East Village arts 
scene, where blue-
collar-born Cheryl Burke  
found cult fame as writer- 
performer “Cheryl B.” 
Writes Burke—who died 
last year at age 38 from 
complications of 
Hodgkin’s lymphoma— 
“I was the girl in the 
crooked heels, boasting 
cleavage inappropriate 
for sunrise while smiling 
smugly to myself, as if I 
had accomplished some 
great act of subversion.” 
Call it self-invention. 

TOP OF THE POPS
UK critic Dylan Jones’ 
The Biographical 
Dictionary of Popular 
Music (Picador) offers 
engagingly personal 
sketches of more than 
350 artists, from living 
legends A Tribe Called 
Quest and David Bowie 
to long-gone greats Nat 
King Cole and Billie 
Holiday, to instant icons 
Lady Gaga and Iggy Pop, 
along with loads of 
other musical 
wunderkinder and 
one-off acts.—L.S.

MIND GAMES
Explorations of our altered states. By Elyse Moody
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