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"Damn. Some people get all the great ideas. Occasionally, though more 
rarely, an idea even gets exactly the right person. Both have managed to 
happen in this happy instance. Wendy Lesser's Nothing Remains the Same is 
an inspired intellectual romp: part memoir, part criticism, though actually a 
bracing, larkish reinvention of them both." — Lawrence Weschler, author of 
the Pulitzer Prize–winning Mr. Wilson's Cabinet of Wonder

"Sometimes we have the notion that a book is like a can of peas—once 
opened, devoured, it is finished. Good books are never finished; they change, 
they evolve, like living creatures, with each reading. It is this interaction of 
reader and text which Wendy Lesser explores in her brilliant new book, an 
enthralling, profound, and high-spirited blend of autobiography, literary 
analysis, and self-analysis. Nothing Remains the Same has sent me, as it will 
send many readers, back to rereading their favorite books, discovering how 
they have changed, and discovering themselves in the process." — Oliver 
Sacks

Introduction

Revisiting her favorite books after the passage of twenty or thirty years, 
Wendy Lesser is stirred by the changes she finds—in the books, in herself, 
and in the wider world. If Nothing Remains the Same: Rereading and 
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Remembering (Houghton Mifflin Company; publication date: May 7, 2002) is 
a book about reading, it is also a book about time, with rereading as a special 
form of time travel.

From classic novels such as Anna Karenina and The Portrait of a Lady to a 
charming tale for young adults called I Capture the Castle, from nonfiction by 
George Orwell and Henry Adams to poetry by Wordsworth and Milton, from 
the deeply American Huckleberry Finn to works in translation like Don 
Quixote and The Idiot, Lesser covers the whole literary spectrum. Nothing 
Remains the Same is a witty and humane exploration of what books can 
mean to our lives and vice versa, by a writer who "has the gift of enabling a 
reader to grasp the deeper workings of art forms, both high and low, in the 
act of describing how they affect her" (James Shapiro, New York Times Book 
Review).

Employing insightful observations about her own experiences and about the 
works she loves, Wendy Lesser creates an inviting portrait, revealing how 
twenty-one works of literature (and one movie, Vertigo) have shaped the life 
of one of our most esteemed editors and critics.

About the Author

Since 1980, Wendy Lesser has been the editor of the Threepenny Review, 
which she founded. She is a member of the American Academy of Arts and 
Sciences, to which she was elected in 1994, and in 1997 she won the Morton 
Dauwen Zabel Award for criticism from the American Academy of Arts and 
Letters.

Lesser writes regularly on television, books, dance, and film for the New York 
Times, the American Prospect, the Threepenny Review, and other national 
publications. Prior to Nothing Remains the Same she published five books, 
including His Other Half (a sympathetic look at male artists' portrayals of 
women), Pictures at an Execution (an inquiry into our cultural interest in 
murder), and The Amateur (an unconventional autobiography). She lives in 
Berkeley, California, with her husband, Richard Rizzo, and her son, Nick 
Rizzo.

A Conversation with Wendy Lesser
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Q) How did you get interested in the idea of rereading?

A) Well, I have a lot of books sitting around my house that I haven't read for 
a long time, and a few that I reread a lot. I used to be in the habit of 
rereading Henry James's The Wings of the Dove every four or five years, but 
then they made that horrible movie with Helena Bonham-Carter (at least I 
think it was probably a horrible movie: I refused to go see it) and that sort of 
spoiled the book for me for a few years. So the next time I needed a James 
fix, I picked The Portrait of a Lady off the shelf instead. And because I hadn't 
read it in twenty years, it had turned into a completely different novel for me. 
And that made me think: hey, I bet this works for a lot of other books too. So 
I started rereading my old, long-abandoned favorites.

Q) Did you make a list of what to reread and then just go through it, 
or did the list change as you wrote the book?

A) It definitely changed. Sometimes I reread the book and I couldn't 
remember it well enough to write about it in retrospect; sometimes I reread it 
and disliked it so much that I couldn't think of a chapter's worth to say about 
it. I have a whole series of trial "Table of Contents" pages extending over the 
years I wrote the book, and it's kind of funny to see what fell off and what 
came on. Sometimes I just dropped things out of laziness: for instance, Moby-
Dick and the essays of David Hume. I am sure those would be great books to 
reread, but by the time I got to the end of my project, I just didn't have the 
energy left to undertake them. At this point.

Q) So have you stopped rereading now?

A) By no means. I am doing as much of it as I did while I was writing the 
book — I just don't take notes anymore. Right after I finished Nothing 
Remains the Same, which has a chapter on Anna Karenina, I reread War and 
Peace and I absolutely Loved it — more than I had the first time I read it, and 
much more than I liked Anna K. this time. So the chapter that included 
Tolstoy would have been very different if I had happened to use War and 
Peace for it instead of Anna Karenina. But I didn't, and those are the breaks; 
there is a certain arbitrariness to the rereading experience, and that is part of 
its charm. The next book I am planning to reread is Samuel Butler's The Way 
of All Flesh, which I haven't read since I was in college. A rather grumpy 
friend happened to mention recently that it was his favorite book, and then I 
read a William Maxwell essay about Samuel Butler's letters, and those two 
things were enough to get me to take it off the shelf.
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Q) Nothing Remains the Same focuses on a bunch of written 
materials — poems, novels, short stories, essays, autobiographies — 
and then, at the end, one movie, Hitchcock's Vertigo. Don't you think 
this is a strange divergence?

A) Not really. For me, the process of reseeing movies is not all that different 
from rereading books, if they have been very important movies for me — and 
Vertigo is one of the most important. That is, if I let enough time pass 
between viewings of the movie, I get the same triangulation effect (who I 
was then, who I am now, how the world and I have changed in that time) 
that I get from books. And since I am an essentially verbal, narrative-loving 
person, movies are mainly a narrative art form to me; I like their visual 
qualities, but I am never swept away by a movie for purely visual reasons, 
the way other people seem to be. Plot and character are always essential. I 
guess I tend to read a lot of things in this way, even poems and pictures. It 
makes me a rather limited kind of reader, but also a very intense, 
opinionated one.

Q) Is opinionated a good thing?

A) In my case, it's an unavoidable one, so I don't have a chance to think 
about it as good or bad. But I do notice that the other critics and 
autobiographers I like to read tend to be very opinionated. As opposed to 
novelists, who have to veil their opinions — or have none, or have so many 
that they contradict each other — if the novel is to be any good.

Q) Are there any sorts of books, whole categories of books, that you 
left out of Nothing Remains the Same and that you now wish you had 
included?

A) It might have been interesting to include childhood books — I mean real 
children's books, like Edward Eager's Half Magic, or E. Nesbit's The Five 
Children and It and its sequels, or C. S. Lewis's Narnia books, or James 
Thurber's The Thirteen Clocks or The Wonderful O. These were all books that 
meant a tremendous amount to me as a child, and it might have been 
interesting to talk about them, instead of just focusing on relatively grownup 
books that I happened to read at a young age. But I was afraid, frankly, that 
I wouldn't be able to remember clearly enough how I had felt about these 
childhood books. Or maybe I was just afraid to look back that far.
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