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and “during World War II, Stalin 
ordered his generals to give their 
soldiers a daily portion of vodka . . . 
‘100 grams for courage,’ ” Brown 
notes. “This helped numb the mal-
nourished, underequipped, and 
terrified young men.”

A few leaders, including Vlad-
imir Lenin and Mikhail Gor-
bachev, have tried to curb alco-
holism, but coercive approaches 
that don’t focus on treatment 
haven’t done much good, or 
haven’t stuck. Raising the liquor 
tax means that destitute alcohol-
ics will turn to moonshine (of-
ten made from sawdust), even 
antifreeze, for a fix.  The stan-
dard Russian treatment, based 
on “narcology,” is not effective, 
either. It relies on “harsh med-
icines and temporary pallia-
tives,” as well as hypnosis, and 
the state-appointed chief narcol-
ogist of Russia seems to have a 
shaky grasp of alcoholism’s men-
ace, advising drinkers to “get up, 
walk around, and open windows 
to keep from getting too inebriat-
ed”—hardly a proven method of 
conquering addiction. 

The biggest problem with nar-
cology is that, like the authoritar-
ian state, it puts power into the 
hands of a few—in this case, doc-
tors. Programs such as Alcohol-
ics Anonymous, in which patients 
take charge of their own recov-
ery, are rare. With an estimated 25 
percent success rate for those two 
years out of treatment, however, 
AA is making inroads in the land 
of vodka, where roughly 7,000 
Russian members are struggling 
to stay on the wagon whether or 
not their government follows.  
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Pop Fiction

In 1895, a trade magazine 
published a list of books “in order 
of demand.” Since then, Publish-
ers Weekly, The New York Times, 
The Wall Street Journal, Amazon.
com, and IndieBound (an associ-
ation of independent booksellers), 
among others, have compiled their 
own bestseller lists. But while the 
term bestseller sounds authorita-
tive, it has no consistent meaning. 
Each publisher gleans its numbers 
from different sources; the Times, 
for instance, relies on reports from 
a changing cast of 4,000 book-
sellers, IndieBound only on those 
from independent bookstores. “A 
writer with a carefully timed mar-
keting blitz,” writes New Repub-
lic senior editor Ruth Franklin, can 
elbow onto a list for a day—long 
enough to claim permanent status 
as a best-selling author. 

The lists’ meaning is incon-
sistent in another way: Over the 
years, works by Edith Wharton, 

T H E  S O U R C E :  “Readers of the Pack: 
American Best-Selling” by Ruth Franklin, 
in Bookforum, Summer 2011.

P
h

o
t

o
g

r
a

P
h

 C
o

u
r

t
e

s
y

 o
f 

t
h

e
 l

ib
r

a
r

y
 o

f 
C

o
n

g
r

e
s

Virginia Woolf, Ernest Heming-
way, and other literary greats have 
ascended the lists, but so have 
Christian morality tales, Danielle 
Steel romances, and horror stories. 
Novelist Zane Grey lassoed top 
spots with his dime store westerns. 
Franklin surveyed the 1,150 top 10 
fiction titles that have appeared 
on the Publishers Weekly list since 
its inception, hoping to learn what 
bestsellers do have in common. 
Her finding? Not much.

Her sampling of bestsellers re-
veals even some of the campiest to 
be what George Orwell, quoting 
G. K. Chesterton, called “good bad 
books,” enjoyable to read however 
much “one’s intellect simply refus-
es to take [them] seriously.” But 
if the majority of titles have been 
forgotten, Franklin writes, “it is 
the outliers—the one-hit wonders, 
the dynamos that suddenly shot to 
the top of the list while the main-
stays languished in the lower dig-
its—that remain most readable 
and relevant, both for the skill of 
their storytelling and for their sur-
prising revelations about social 
mores.” Literary works enjoyed 
a heyday in the 1960s and ’70s, 
when graphic sexuality in nov-
els such as Henry Miller’s Tropic 
of Cancer (1961) and Philip Roth’s 
Portnoy’s Complaint (1969) 
helped them attract readers. 

With the rise of chain book-
stores and huge publishing hous-

Think the bestseller  
you bought is a sure win-
ner? Think again—the 
term has no consistent 
meaning.
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stage, which offers narrative and di-
rection that keep music scholars 
busy and provide enjoyable distrac-
tions for unpracticed audiences. He 
wrote only one opera, while Wag-
ner composed 13. In fact, much of 
Beethoven’s canon is labeled as “ab-
solute” music, possessing no narra-
tive or extramusical intent.

To Leon Botstein, a music his-
torian and the president of Bard 
College, this characterization of 
Beethoven’s oeuvre is not entire-
ly convincing. One of the reasons 
Beethoven’s work remains so pop-
ular, Botstein says, is that the Ger-
man composer “defied the later 
reductive separation of program 
music”—work intended to pro-
duce a set of feelings or comple-
ment a story—“from absolute 
music.” Some of Beethoven’s piec-
es do contain hints of narrative, 
ideas, and emotions, even while 
they lack text. After Beethoven 
died, his simply titled Piano So-
nata no. 14 became informally 
known as “Moonlight Sonata” for 
a reason, Botstein points out. 

Even though Wagner and oth-
ers are better known for the prac-

tice, Beethoven also used stan-
dard musical techniques to give 
his work emotional depth; for 
example, he conveyed intensi-
ty by alternating between fast 
and slow tempos in the opening 
movement of the Fifth Sympho-
ny. In his melancholy piano sona-
tas he used slow tempos to set the 
mood. These pieces allow even 
the novice listener to feel that the 
music is “about something,” that 
it can be construed to “tell a com-
pelling story and make some sort 
of argument.” 

The works Beethoven com-
posed at the end of his life, such 
as the Ninth Symphony, are more 
abstract, Botstein concedes. But 
they earned him a starring role 
in the evolution of music. Those 
compositions served as a touch-
stone for later composers and 
musicologists, including The-
odor Adorno and the members of 
the influential Second Viennese 
School of the early 20th century. 
These modernist pioneers prized 
the “audible transparency, spiritu-
ality, and formal inventiveness” of 
Beethoven’s late work, seeing in it 
an alternative to the Romanticism 
that dominated the 19th century. 
“Late Beethoven became an icon 
of the power of music to be phil-
osophically and spiritually pro-
found,” Botstein says. 

Interest in Beethoven con-
tinues exactly because his mu-
sic “conveys meaning to a wide 
range of listeners”—from the first- 
time concertgoer to profession-
al music theorists. Even when ev-
erything seems to have been said, 
Beethoven’s music will speak to a 
listener anew.P
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es headed by executives who ap-
preciate commercial over literary 
heft, bestseller lists have become 
homogenized. Indeed, a recent 
Times list was chock-a-block with 
crime thrillers and romances. 
Now, often only movie deals (for 
Umberto Eco’s 1980 novel The 
Name of the Rose, for instance) 
or, in the case of Salman Rushdie, 
widely publicized death threats 
can vault artistically ambitious 
works to the top.

What’s the worry? After all, a 
book’s “popularity can be under-
stood as both proof and negation 
of its value,” Franklin says. Au-
thors anxious to be taken serious-
ly might cringe to see their stories 
sitting next to, say, Jaws (1974) 
on a shelf of bestsellers. But when 
that shelf becomes filled with a 
uniform bunch of mainstays, the 
public loses. Outliers, coupled 
with the influence that comes 
with top-selling status, can pro-
voke the conversations that ini-
tiate change: Uncle Tom’s Cab-
in (1852) was, Franklin notes, a 
“good bad book”—and a bestseller.
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Beethoven’s  
Secret

The enduring appeal of  
Ludwig van Beethoven (1770–1827) 
is something of a mystery. Unlike 
Mozart and Wagner, Beethoven 
didn’t produce much music for the 

The Master Maestro: Ludwig van Beethoven

T H E  S O U R C E :  “Why Beethoven?” by Leon 
Botstein, in The Musical Quarterly,  
Fall–Winter 2010.


