
Around the World in Eighty Days chronicles the attempt 
of an English gentleman and his French valet to circum-
navigate the globe in 80 days in order to win a £20,000 
wager.  Englishman Phileas Fogg, who is rich, solitary, 
and a creature of habits, develops an itinerary that takes 
him around the world by rail and steamship through 
Egypt, India, Hong Kong, Japan, and across the United 
States, departing October 2, 1872 and returning to Lon-
don 80 days later.  Needless to say, things don’t always 
go as planned. Mishaps, wrong turns, bad information, 
missed connections, kidnapping, hurricanes, and the 
International Date Line all figure in the tension to make 
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the deadline. The book appeared in 1873, just after the opening of the Suez Canal, 
the linking of the Indian railway system, and the completion of the Transcontinen-
tal Railroad in America. It is very much a portrait of the British Empire just before 
its peak, “on which the sun never sets”, and is Verne’s most popular in English. 
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Twenty Thousand Leagues Under The Sea

Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea (1869) chroni-
cles a 69,000 mile voyage through the world’s oceans 
in the submersible ship Nautilus, the sixth in a series 
of fifty-four written by Jules Verne between 1863 
and 1905.  Noted reviewer Gary Westfahl remarks 
that it is refreshing to read “truly scientific, prophetic 
science-fiction with the full accent on science”, not 
”the weird or fantastic type which mistakenly mas-
querades under the name of science-fiction today.” 
The messages of today’s popular sci-fi apocalyptic 
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scenarios spell doomsday for mankind or, at best, a dystopian nightmare.  Miss-
ing in current trends of anti-science craziness, snide social commentary, and re-
worked mythology is the wondrous anticipation that science and its potential 
for bettering the human condition once held. Twenty Thousand Leagues points 
back to the traditional values of honesty, courage, virtue, honor, and hope that 
a scientifically empowered mankind will require to realize its noblest dreams.
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Madame Bovary

Madame Bovary is the story of the wife of a country 
doctor who lives beyond her means and has adulterous 
affairs to escape her bored provincial existence.  Emma 
is a pretty girl who yearns for the romance and luxury 
of popular novels. Her affairs run from infatuation to 
disappointment, and her consolation is indulgence in 
luxury goods bought on credit. While the story is quite 
simple, the artistry is in the depiction of the mundane 
details of rural French life and the hidden patterns that 
mature into destiny.  Emma’s fantasies and aspirations 
are exposed as illusions that crumble in the implaca-
ble grip of real life.  Madame Bovary created a scandal 
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when it was serialized in the fall of 1856.  Flaubert was prosecuted for obscenity 
in January 1857 and acquitted the following month. The resulting notoriety made 
the book a bestseller when it was published later that year.  It is now regarded 
as one of the greatest novels and often described as a “perfect” work of fiction.
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The Hunchback of Notre Dame

Hunchbacks. We stare. We shudder. We think: the poor 
guy. Glad that’s not me. Whether we’ve read or seen The 
Hunchback of Notre Dame, the image of the “monster 
with a good heart”  is a window on a life not tethered 
to status or power. Victor Hugo liked to turn the world 
on its head. Appearance ultimately misleads. Things 
aren’t what they seem. Good turns out to be bad. Bad 
turns out to be good. On another level Hugo posits 
the inevitable conflict between the order imposed 
from above to placate an angry God, with its con-
comitant benefits of power and position, versus those 
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troublesome urges within that are the very flowering of life itself. Imagine a God 
who doesn’t need an army of arrogant men to keep the rabble in check. Here he 
doesn’t. Here, it’s the monstrous Quasimodo who elevates lust to love, who shows 
that allowing the human to be human will yield an order that needs no church 
or state. Love is holy, the substance of our best selves, no matter the appearance.   

The Count of Monte Cristo

Alexandre Dumas’s The Count of Monte Cristo has re-
mained familiar to the reading public due to several 
film adaptations of the complex story, and to the time-
less tropes that speak deeply to the human condition. 
A man is unjustly imprisoned and loses years of his life. 
On the verge of suicide, he meets a fellow inmate, a 
kind and elderly priest, also unjustly imprisoned. The 
priest teaches him many things, dies, and the young 
man, now fourteen years older, sews himself into the 
dead man’s shroud and is tossed into the sea. He’s res-
cued by smugglers, only to return to the land of living, 
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with wealth and title, empowered to do as he will with those who’d caused him 
such devastating harm. The themes of vengeance and forgiveness then struggle for 
primacy.  In the nineteenth century books, the primary source of entertainment, 
were purchased “by the pound,” which is to say audiences appreciated longer and 
more complex plots. Dumas, in The Count of Monte Cristo, did not disappoint.      
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The Three Musketeers

The Three Musketeers recounts the adventures of d’Art-
agnan, a young nobleman from Gascony who leaves 
home to join the royal Musketeers of the Guard in 
Paris. Initially rebuffed, he turns an adversarial en-
counter with the three musketeers of the title into an 
enduring alliance when the guards of the King’s rival 
Cardinal Richelieu attempt to apprehend them for il-
legal dueling and he helps fend them off. He joins the 
company and becomes entangled in the affairs of the 
court and state. Set between the years 1625–1628, the 

Author:  Alexander Dumas (1802 - 1870) 
Read by:  Multiple readers 
Length:  24 hours and 48 minutes
Format: MP3 CD
Genre: Action & Adventure Fiction, Historical Fiction

relationship between King Louis XIII and the conniving Cardinal Richelieu pro-
vides much of the action and features the characters of Richelieu agent Le Comte 
de Rochefort and spy Milady de Winter, one of the best female villains ever cre-
ated. The conflict between the Catholics and Protestants figures heavily as well. 
The Three Musketeers was published in 1844 and followed by two sequels. It 
has been adapted many times for stage, film, television, comic books and games. 
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Dangerous Liaisons (1782) is an epistolary novel con-
sisting of four volumes of letters written by and to 
the various characters. It was viewed as scandalous 
when it was first published for its frank and pitiless 
exploration of seduction, revenge and malice; some 
consider it a depiction of the perversions of the dec-
adent French aristocracy just prior to the French 
Revolution.  The story centers on the rivalry of two 
aristocrats, Marquise de Merteuil and Vicomte de 
Valmont, who use seduction to manipulate and hu-
miliate others.  Merteuil seeks to corrupt the vir-
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tuous young Cecile de Volanges, while Valmont has his sights on seducing the 
married Mme de Tourvel.  Spite and revenge drive each to pursue the object of 
the other’s desire, the rivalry escalates to war, and the two duel to settle the score.  
One dies, and damage, guilt and suffering inhabits the lives of the survivors.   
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Madame Mathilda Loisel to the life of an aristocrat. 
She is married to a low-paid but kindly clerk who tries 
to make her happy. When he obtains an invitation to 
a fancy-dress ball, she refuses to go, having nothing to 
wear and no jewelry. She acts on her husband’s sugges-
tion to borrow a diamond necklace from her friend.  
She has a splendid time at the ball but discovers when 
she gets home that she has lost the necklace. Unable to 
find it the couple decides to buy a replacement. They 
use an inheritance from his father to pay half the cost 
and borrow heavily to cover the rest. They are reduced 
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to poverty when, ten years later, Madame meets her friend by chance on the street, 
who hardly recognizes her in her shabby clothes and unkempt mien. Madame Lo-
isel tells her friend about the loss and replacement of the necklace and explains 
her ragged appearance is result of the hard times she has endured. Her friend 
confides that the original was indeed a fake and worth a pittance at best. Ouch!
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Swann’s Way is the first of seven volumes of In Search 
of Lost Time, the magnum opus by Marcel Proust. 
A young Narrator, never named, recounts his vis-
its to the family’s country home in the fictional vil-
lage of Combray and his fascination with Charles 
Swann, an elegant and well-connected friend of his 
parents with a beautiful daughter and a difficult mar-
riage. The central theme is the nature of involun-
tary memory and how associations color and shape 
feelings in a constantly unfolding manner; there is 
a famous moment when the taste of a madeleine 
cake dipped in tea evokes a powerful nostalgia and 
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uncorks a stream of memories. Swann’s Way was initially rejected by numerous 
publishers. Readers and critics were initially confounded by the introspective 
characters, lack of action, and the mass of memories and contemplation, but 
soon realized the brilliance of the work and the skill of the writer. It is now con-
sidered one of the five most important literary achievements of the 20th century.
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“Le Horla” is written in the form of a journal by an up-
per-class, unmarried narrator that conveys his troubled 
thoughts that begin after he spies a Brazilian schooner 
while sailing and waves to it, unconsciously beckon-
ing a supernatural being to his ship. He soon senses 
the presence of a being that he calls the “Horla” or 
“what’s out there”. He contracts a fever, wrestles with 
insomnia, and awakes from nightmares sensing some-
one kneeling on his chest and watching him. He fears 
he is going mad when he discovers the glass of water 
beside his bed is empty despite his not having drunk 
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from it. When he reads about Brazilians who have fled their homes wailing that 
“they are pursued, possessed and governed... by a species of vampires which feeds 
on their life while they are asleep... and drinks water”, he realizes that the Horla 
had come from the vessel he had hailed. The presence of the Horla becomes in-
creasingly intolerable to the point he is ready to kill either the spirit or himself. 
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Before the Broadway hit and the Lon Chaney movie, 
The Phantom of the Opera (1910) was a book by French 
author Gaston Leroux, a beautiful, poignant, suspense-
ful work with a Gallic tone of love wrapped in danger. 
Christine, the ingénue, takes the stage of the Paris Opera 
and scores a brilliant success. Her former lover attends 
the performance, hears her voice and falls in love again. 
The two plan to wed. On a subsequent night a massive 
chandelier falls into the audience. In the ensuing confu-
sion the Phantom, known until then only through let-
ters and malevolent acts, kidnaps Christine and whisks 
her away to his hiding place deep beneath the Opera 
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House. He shows himself to Christine; in time he will remove his mask and show 
her his face. A love story in the deepest, most mysterious sense, the story portrays 
the many mansions within a single heart, with its consequent confusion of devo-
tion, jealousy, possessiveness, passion, and desire, contradictory and utterly human.          

The Phantom of the Opera
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The phrase “Boule de Suif ” can be translated as “Ball 
of Fat” and is the name given to the title character, 
a prostitute named Elisabeth Rousset.  During the 
Franco-Prussian War a group of residents of Rouen 
hire a carriage to flee the city for Le Havre shortly af-
ter its occupation. The travelers give the fallen wom-
an the cold shoulder until offers to share her food. A 
storm makes for slow going, so they put up at an inn 
and discover they have stumbled into Prussian-held 
territory. They are detained by an officer without ex-
planation. After two days they learn from Elisabeth 
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that the detention will continue until she agrees to sleep with the officer, which 
she has refused to do. Initially supportive, the travelers’ patience dissolves over 
the next two days and they convince her to relent.  She agrees, and they are al-
lowed to leave the next morning.  En route the paragons of virtue again refuse to 
engage with her and decline to share their food. No good deed goes unpunished.
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Death in Venice Buddenbrooks Bashan and I

A Hunger Artist

In the 19th and early 20th century there was a cate-
gory of performers known as hunger artists, or star-
vation artists, who traveled from town to town and 
performed public fasts while locked in cages.  Many 
people became aware of the practice from Franz Kaf-
ka’s 1922 story “A Hunger Artist”, in which the per-
former reckons with public reactions, which range 
from consolations to suspicions of cheating; with 
the impresario’s “perversions of the truth”; and, final-
ly, with a sudden decline in popular taste for the act. 
He breaks with the promoter and joins a circus, only 
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to suffer from increasing neglect of both crowds and management.  All this does 
not lead to a happy ending. The story captures the frequent Kafka themes of iso-
lation, despair, angst, and alienation. While critics largely agree that the story is 
allegorical, they disagree about its meaning.  There is no disagreement, how-
ever, about Kafka’s masterful depiction of strange and unsettling states of mind.
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Siddhartha (1922) tells the story of a young man in 
ancient Nepal who leaves home to seek enlightenment 
in the ascetic life of a beggar.  He meets with Gautama 
Buddha but decides against joining the order.  Cross-
ing a river to the city, he becomes a rich businessman 
and lover of the beautiful courtesan Kamala.  In mid-
dle-age he finds his luxurious life empty, returns to 
the river, adopts a humble life and finds peace and en-
lightenment.  He crosses paths with friends and lovers 
over the years in ways that deepen his understanding 
of the mysterious connectedness of all things in the 
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cyclical unity of nature. When Hesse wrote Siddhartha he immersed himself in 
Hindu and Buddhist scriptures. The book’s structure reflects the three stages of 
life for Hindu men, the four noble truths, and the eight-fold path.  The result is 
a mesmerizing mixture of religious legend and modern novel, written in a sim-
ple, graceful style that harmonizes the tensions in the contrasting forces of life.
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In the Penal Colony

In a penal colony on an unnamed island, “In the Penal 
Colony” unfolds as a demonstration of an unusual in-
strument of punishment, invented by the former Com-
mandant, which inscribes name of the crime of the 
convict during a 12-hour period, given by its operator, 
the Officer, to a visiting dignitary, the Traveler.  The ma-
chine is about to be decommissioned on the order of 
the new Commandant, and the Officer appeals to the 
Traveler to intercede for its continued use, citing the 
“religious epiphany” the prisoners undergo in the latter 
stages of the procedure.  In the meantime, the Soldier 
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stands by guarding the Condemned, who is blithely unaware that the procedure 
he is about to undergo will kill him.  The Traveler deflects the Officer’s appeal but 
promises to speak privately to the Commandant, which leads to an unexpected 
turn of events. Like much of Kafka’s work, the story is dark, surreal, and bleak, 
and strikes to the very heart of issues of justice, punishment, cruelty, and shame.  
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which holds that events recur in an infinite cycle, is a central theme of the work 
and stands in opposition to the linear time of Christianity. The book is also note-
worthy for its unusual format and experimental style, which is full of wordplay 
and, at times, mimics the styles of the New Testament and Platonic dialogs. Ni-
etzsche said that “among my writings my Zarathustra stands to my mind by itself ”. 

“God is Dead”. “The Superman”.  The “will to pow-
er”.  These well-known phrases were first articulated 
in Thus Spake Zarathustra.  The most influential and 
famous of his books, the comic philosophic novel 
chronicles the imagined travels and speeches of the 
prophet Zarathustra. Nietzsche’s hero, however, is the 
opposite of the historical prophet. Here, traditional 
morality is turned upside down to inform humanity 
that God is no more and that the meaning of life is to 
be found in the all powerful human life force represent-
ed by the Superman.  The idea of “eternal recurrence”, 
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The Metamorphosis

The Metamorphosis (1915) tells the tale of Gregor 
Samsa, who one day wakes up transformed into a 
“monstrous vermin”.  Part I begins with the discovery. 
Thinking he is dreaming, he cannot communicate with 
his family or unlock the door to his bedroom. When 
he finally enters the room his family is horrified and 
forces him back in. Part II describes family adapting 
to their strange situation and Gregor becoming accli-
mated to his new body. A scuffle with his father caus-
es serious injury.  In Part III Gregor ventures into the 
living room to listen to his sister play the violin for 
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boarders, who spot him and move out immediately. The exhausted family wishes 
Gregor would leave. Hearing this, Gregor retreats to his bedroom and dies.  Re-
lieved and remorseless, the family makes plans to find a suitable husband for their 
daughter. The Metamorphosis, one of the most original and provocative stories 
ever written, is considered one of the foundational works of modern literature.
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