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Martin Puchner on science fiction and
speed reading
By  Amy Sutherland Updated January 12, 2023, 6:07 p.m.

BOOKS: What have you been reading over the holiday break?

Advertisement

PUCHNER: This is embarrassing. I’ve been sick the last couple of days and spent it

reading Nikos Kazantzakis’s “Zorba the Greek.” The place I’m subletting had a copy.

I’m glad I read it but it was a mixed experience. It’s this existentialist cri de coeur but it

seems almost cliché now. I was also struck by how misogynistic it is. There are almost

no women characters.
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BOOKS: So that is not typical reading for you?

PUCHNER: No. That was a kind of delirious reading.

BOOKS: What would you typically pick up?

PUCHNER: I didn’t read a lot of science fiction or fantasy growing up but I’ve

developed an interest in it belatedly. I’ve been reading a gamut, from “Harry Potter” to

Philip Pullman to Neal Stephenson. Last year I read Stephenson’s “Termination

Shock,” which is a reckoning with environmental change.

BOOKS: Do you read more in English or German?

PUCHNER: I read mostly in English, just occasionally in German or French.

BOOKS: Is there a German author you wish was better known?

PUCHNER: I’ve always been a fan of Elfriede Jelinek, an Austrian writer who won a

Nobel. She’s very hard to translate, which is why she isn’t well known here. I think her

best book is “Lust,” which is a hard-hitting novel about abuse, in which she dismantles

the casual and not-so-casual violence in language.
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BOOKS: When did you become a serious reader?

PUCHNER: Pretty late. As a child and a teenager I read things I loved, like “Lord of

the Rings,” which I read twice at 12. My parents had lots of books but I wasn’t

particularly interested in reading until my last year in high school and in college. I was

a late developer, in lots of other things too.

BOOKS: Was there a book or author that prompted your change?

PUCHNER: There were a couple of reading experiences I could point to. I studied

philosophy in college and then drifted into literature in grad school. I found that

literature promised access to how different people thought. I was reading early 20th-

century authors, such as Kafka, especially his short fiction like “The Silence of the

Sirens.” Then I read Joyce’s “Ulysses” in this part of Greece, Mount Athos, which is

closed off to the world and only has monasteries. It’s like something out of Umberto

Eco’s “The Name of the Rose.” Reading “Ulysses” there was a very intense reading

experience. It was also Lent, and there was very little food to be had. It made me realize

how much of the novel is about food.

BOOKS: Do you have any tips for readers who want to expand their reading?

PUCHNER: There is the excellent website, Words Without Borders, that does

translations of contemporary poetry and short stories from around the world. If you are

more interested in great texts from around the world, an anthology of world literature

is a great place to start.
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BOOKS: How many books did you read for your book?

PUCHNER: An enormous amount. This is the accumulation of decades of reading and

studying, and then I read a lot of history, scholarship in these obscure areas, old

travelogues and epics. It was an interesting range.

BOOKS: Are you a fast reader?

PUCHNER: I am pretty fast, which I sometimes think is not good. When you plow

through scholarship, fast reading is necessary. You have to look for what’s important.

I’m good at quickly doing that but that has become a habit of reading everything fast.

It’s only when I’m compelled by the writing that I slow down but even that will not last

long. Note to self: Maybe for my New Year’s resolution I should read more slowly.

Interview was edited and condensed. Follow us on Facebook or Twitter @GlobeBiblio.

Amy Sutherland is the author, most recently, of “Rescuing Penny Jane” and she can

be reached at amysutherland@mac.com.
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In his forthcoming book, “Culture: The Story of Us,

From Cave Art to K-Pop,” Martin Puchner takes on

nothing less ambitious than a historical tour of the key

moments in arts and humanities. He is also the author

of “The Written World” and “The Language of Thieves”

as well as an editor of “The Norton Anthology of World

Literature.” The German native is a professor of English

and comparative literature at Harvard University. He’ll

speak at the Boston Athenaeum Monday, Feb. 6, at 6

p.m. Tickets are $10 for the general public.
Martin Puchner JOHANNES MARBURG
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Lisa Marie Presley, singer and
daughter of Elvis Presley, dies after
hospitalization
“It is with a heavy heart that I must share the
devastating news that my beautiful daughter
Lisa Marie has left us,” Priscilla Presley said
in a statement Thursday evening.

Ana Walshe told police in 2014 that
Brian Walshe had threatened to kill
her, report says
Ana Walshe told Metropolitan Police in
Washington, D.C., that a man threatened her
during a telephone call and said “he was
going to kill (her) and her friend,” according
to a police report.

‘We become millionaires and we
retire babe’: Former Takeda worker
and boyfriend accused of $2.3
million scam of drug firm
The FBI alleges they ran a fake consulting
firm to swindle the company, whose US
headquarters is in Massachusetts.

CELTICS 109, NETS 98

Malcolm Brogdon, Payton Pritchard
step up to key run for shorthanded
Celtics in win over the Nets
The NBA-leading Celtics improved to 31-12.
They have won five straight games and eight
of 10.

RED SOX

Why Rafael Devers got the deal from
the Red Sox that Xander Bogaerts
and Mookie Betts did not
The answer relates largely to how the team
approaches risk — specifically, the risks
associated with how players age.

Seniors pushed back against center
being used as warming station in
Revere. City councilor’s response
has gone viral.
A plan to open up a floor of the senior center
during winter nights for people seeking
shelter from the cold drew a sharp backlash
from seniors. One city councilor is drawing
attention for his impassioned response.

Mass. student, 20, killed in fall while
on vacation in Cancun, family says
Leah “Lee” Pearse, 20, was trying to reach
the third-floor balcony of her Airbnb rental
when she slipped and fell early in the
morning on Jan. 6, her family said in an
obituary.

Biden no longer flying so high, after
classified documents are found in
his garage
The Washington veteran elected on a
promise of competent experience had
criticized former president Donald Trump for
being “totally irresponsible” in his handling of
classified documents.

Ana Walshe’s husband has a history
of chasing the good life — with other
people’s money
What made Brian Walshe so believable? “His
likability, communication, his reassurance,”
prosecutors said. Walshe was a skilled con
man.
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