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Kay says

Thoroughly queer book with delightful poetry. This is the style of Hand's writing that I especially love, very
like "Waking the Moon" and "Black Light" (more the former than the latter). The mythology woven in, both
subtly and not, is especially excellent.

The jumps between times appear to be without logic, which can be a bit jarring (and what largely earns it the
4 stars instead of 5). I wanted it to be longer, but loved the ending nonetheless.

Jerantino says

“You can’t look back, Little Fly.”

Are the words Ted the Tramp says repeatedly to our teenage protagonist Merle in Elizabeth Hand’s latest
book, a foray into YA lit called Radiant Days.
In it, college wash-out Merle reels through the various happenstances anyone who went to art school would
be familiar with, whether they graduated or not.
The lucky thing for Merle is, not only does she have various sign-posts to help her on her odyssey in the
personages of Clea her older teacher/lover, and Ted, an aged rock legend turned street person, but also
Arthur Rimbaud as a time-displaced focal-point.

To start, Merle, a backwoods Virginia type of girl, has no real notion of how lucky she is as this cast of
characters drift in and out of her story, but as her narrative unfolds, realization and awareness begins to dawn
on her, mostly through Ted’s street music and later hearing and reading Arthur’s poetry.

All artists are driven to create, by whatever internal spark they have. Often it comes from a need to change or
impose their will on what often seems an unyielding environment, which Hand brings to life in her
unapologetically lyrical prose. As Merle discovers more about who she is and more importantly why she
creates, the theme Radiant Days in her graffiti tags becomes clearer and clearer.

For fun along the way, Merle shifts between her present world and Rimbaud’s harsher reality of 1870’s
France as well. Realization dawns on her, as usual, at a cost.

“Art is the expression of enormous preference.” says Wyndham Lewis, and that is what we get here. Hand
gives us a fantasy of wish-fulfillment featuring tropes of urban fantasy mixed with classical mythology along
with the flights of time travel, served up in her own lexicon which will have her less familiar readers running
(one hopes) for a Thesaurus or Wikipedia.

First time readers are in for a resplendent banquet of literary proportions and long time readers should revel
in her neoteric wordscapes. If nothing else it may make you long for your college (or if you were super
lucky- art school) days. Right now I’ve got a real hankering for a sandwich at Primanti Bros. Anyone in
Pittsburgh wanna hook me up?
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Josh says

I don't know if I've come across an author who writes about the mysterious beauty of art--and infuses
everyday life with magic--quite as effectively or uniquely as Elizabeth Hand. Blending fantasy and history
with the dual narratives of two artists mirrored across time--Hand has created a remarkable story of tarnished
ambition and the inexplicable bonds of art and beauty--as she examines the human desire to be known and to
create something able to outlast our own fragile lives.

M Griffin says

Radiant Days begins in 1978 following Merle Tappitt, fled from an abusive redneck childhood for the only
slightly greater comfort of art school. She explores her own artistic impulses and means, and makes a few
friends among fellow students, as well as one female teacher who takes a special personal interest.
Stimulated by the nascent scenes of punk rock music and graffiti art, Merle herself takes up graffiti, inspired
by the work of "SAMO" (a real-world tag which belonged to Jean-Michel Basquiat before he became an art
world superstar). Her signature tag gives the book its title.

Before we get too far into the story of Merle, the story switches to 1870 and the point of view of a teenage
Arthur Rimbaud, likewise going through parent-related difficulties and struggling to find his muse. Although
Merle Tappitt and Arthur Rimbaud are separated by an ocean and more than a century, they inexplicably
meet, after each has an encounter with a mysterious old fisherman. Rimbaud speaks French and Merle
English, yet they understand each other without trouble, cross briefly into each other's worlds and apart
again.

I love the depiction of the lives of young, rough-edged creative people. As in her Cass Neary novels
(Generation Loss and Available Dark), Hand portrays the gritty, often unglamorous daily life and struggles
of the creative person in a way that seems true, equal parts grim and inspiring.

Something Elizabeth Hand does better than anyone is show the way impressionable creative types juggle
influence and inspiration. A painter might be influenced by music or poetry, might try their hand at charcoal
portraits, join a band, or spend a year doing graffiti art. That's the way real artists find their way, develop a
personal style or voice, yet it's rare to see this path to artistic selfhood portrayed in fictionalized lives of
artists. The struggle toward creative self-expression is messy, non-linear, full of self-defeating detours and
periods of fallowness and frustration. Radiant Days captures the young artist's struggle for clarity, for insight
and direction.

Though Radiant Days is marketed toward the "Young Adult" category of reader (and I'm much older than
that), I enjoyed it for Hand's clear, expressive writing and the honest way she depicted the struggle of the
artist, using both the fictional Merle Tappitt and the drawn-from-life Arthur Rimbaud.

Anne says

I like the idea of this novel more than I enjoyed reading it. The pacing was off. The tension attenuated. Hand
was in need of a MacGuffin or something. I did enjoy reading it and there are some truly great parts, but I
love the idea of it more. Two troubled teens, French poet Rimbaud and aspiring graffiti primitivist Merle,
share a night of authentic art moments, chilling, and stealing to eat in Washington, DC. Really this is the
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story of three artists because there is also Ted the homeless man who was in a band that should have been
“the American Rolling Stones” and who tricks them across time and acts as a spirit guide who wants to talk
about the realness of art, not the particularities of time travel. The end visitations where R+M make brief
meaningful connections like two cool cats nodding to each other across the crowded sidewalks of time was a
bit much. Were they afraid to mess up history? I thought they should at least try it. Merle continues to live
her life the way she has been, vindicated. The decadence was lovely especially for ya. I wanted a return of
Clea and a slightly less serious plot. I wish ya poet time travel books were a genre. I wish Hand had stretched
their stories together more and particularly developed more Rimbaud. I do not care about historical accuracy,
I just want to milk the improbability of the situation. Maybe it would be beyond the boundary of ya awesome
as it would be, but the untapped Verlaine/post-poetry eras of Rimbaud's life begged to be tied in.

Anna says

This one started out slow, and it was difficult to get into. In the end, though, it was worth the wait. There's a
touch of magic to bring it all together, but the rest of the world is normal. The characters are incredible.
Basically, the book woke up an artistic part of me I had kind of forgotten about. It's beautiful.

Carla says

4.5. Hallucinatory.

"She's got everything she needs, she's an artist, she don't look back."

Leann says

Alternating between Mere's 1st person narrative in the late 1970's and Arthur's 3rd person narrative of the
1870, RADIANT DAYS brings two very unique artists together for brief amounts of time. Time itself is an
interesting concept in this story, as each character slides into the other's world with a little help from Ted
(who is awesome). Hand's story serves as more than just a glimpse into these characters lives - the deeper
and thoughtful aspects make this story worthwhile. But, it almost seems a bit too ambitious for such a short
novel. Arthur receives a significant less amount of page-time than Merle did, so it was difficult to get to
know his character. In the end, I liked this story and the way the art inside was described, but the overall
story and main characters didn't intrigue me as much as I hoped.

Rachel says

This book made me feel 95. These characters are so unlikable that I just kept thinking, "get a job, you
hippies."
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Jamila says

This book is poetic and haunting. The time travel is cool. I appreciate Hand's descriptions of Merle's art and
DC and NY in the 70s. Maybe I'll read some Rimbaud now.

H. Anne Stoj says

Normally I adore what Elizabeth Hand writes, so I was a little sad that I didn't like this more than I did. It
wasn't bad, but it felt like it should've been longer somehow. It did make me think of Mortal Love, which I
liked a good deal, but it was kind of lesser version of it. Perhaps because it's really more YA something
didn't work for me in it. I'm not sure. The idea was cool, the writing beautiful, it just didn't have the deep
connection I like from her other work.

Sienna says

Despite my well-documented love for Elizabeth Hand, it took quite a while to warm up to this — something
about the disparate worlds of Merle and Arthur, separated by a century and an ocean, and the knowledge that
a clever timeslip would bring them together. Still, they're compelling: creators, fighters, sullen and strong-
jawed and willfully unwilling to do anything but what suits them. I missed the (drunken) boat on Rimbaud's
poetry in the sense that I think he's best met at an age of passionate defiance, and I was too wrapped up in
language games and William James and the musicality of Attic Greek at twenty-one to give myself up to his
writing. And it, he, requires submission. Here, though, translated by Hand in a voice that matches the
character she's developed perfectly, he gleams with visionary emotion. Merle's very physical response to her
lover's body, not as an object of sexual desire but an inspiring form that demands creativity, color, vision,
provides the perfect counterpoint. When they meet, it is at once easy and combative. This felt right, the kind
of irresistible inevitability that confidently asserts just how real the characters have become to the person
writing them — and, therefore, to her readers.

Less successful was the time travel conceit, despite some exquisite descriptive language: still, how strange to
wish it was more metaphorical. I wanted this fiery dream of an adventure to echo the Art to which our
protagonists are so dedicated, Art that's capitalized regardless of its place in a sentence or question or life,
uncompromising and brilliant as Merle's distinctive tag. Art that knows it's Art, even when you doubt the
beauty or validity of little scratches on D.C.'s concrete underbelly.

For me, the star of this book was the mythic vagrant who linked Radiant Days most clearly to Hand's other
works with his impossibility, beginning with a flickering blue light and ending with a coy reference to the
Divine, that insanely otherworldly sacred space-filled university of Waking the Moon. Ted embodies
potential, endless, inspired, inspiring, squandered, all at once. He's the sort of man who can write a song that
rocks every listener to their cores. And my god he is wise:

"Screw that, Little Fly. You lost everything? Big fucking deal. Boo hoo. You said you were an
artist, right? Well, this is where it starts to get interesting."

"But I don't have any paint. And my sketchbooks — all my drawings, my brushes, my charcoal
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pencils —"

"You don't need that stuff. I've seen your tags. You need another aerosol can? Steal it. Wouldn't
be the first time, I bet. Steal everything you need. If you're good enough — if you're great —
they'll forgive you. And if you're not good enough?" His eyes narrowed. "In that case, Little
Fly, nobody cares."

Merle matches Ted's harsh honesty when he advises her never to waste her energy on looking back.

"What about you?" I asked, not meeting his eyes. "You and your band — you were supposed to
be so great. But you stopped."

"Yeah, well, them's the breaks. I stuck it out for a long time. Too long, probably. And I let other
stuff get in the way. You want to know something, Little Fly?" Ted touched my wrist, and then
the piece of charcoal in my hand. "None of this lasts. None of us lasts. But that" — he pointed
at the empty sheet of paper — "that's what matters. That's what'll be around after you're gone.
Not you or Arthur; only the stuff you leave behind." He fumbled a cigarette from a battered
pack and held it to his fingertips. A blue flare; he took a drag and exhaled. "Your paintings.
His poems. That's what's left."

"I stared at the cigarette. "Jesus, how the hell do you do that? Is it — is it some kind of magic?"

I thought he'd laugh. Instead, he shook his head and said, "Magic isn't something you do, Little
Fly. Magic is something you make. Now get to it."

If there exists a more compelling argument for giving form to the visions unique to each of us, I haven't
encountered it. With Radiant Days Hand has written another startling, inspiring paean to creativity, Mortal
Love's moody teenage sibling, dark and dirty and intensely committed to the potential every one of us should
be brave enough to bring to life.

Nicole (Reading Books With Coffee) says

When I first saw the summary after randomly browsing the YA section at the library, I was oddly reminded
of that one movie (I think it's Keanu Reeves and someone else) where they're both staying at that one house
but in different years and they're somehow able to write letters to each other. Which, mind you, I actually
haven't seen, but that's what I was reminded of, just based on the trailer...and honestly, this book was so, so
confusing.

Arthur's timeline seemed a lot more confusing than Merle's- although I will say that there were points where
Merle's timeline was sort of confusing, mostly where Arthur was concerned. It didn't help that Hand
randomly switched perspectives and time periods, and it was hard to be fully into a book where things just
randomly jump around. The Orpheus myth at the end of the book didn't make sense, since it was randomly
thrown in, and I didn't get why it was even mentioned, since it wasn't important, or even mentioned, up to
that point.



Read and Download Ebook Radiant Days...

PDF File: Radiant Days... 8

Even though Merle ends up being inspired by Arthur's poetry, and he somehow manages to see her work in a
gallery, there doesn't seem to be a big connection between them. I really thought there would be more
between them, and when they do travel in time, they don't particularly care about talking to each other.

It's also a little bit new-age-y, which probably wouldn't have bothered me in most cases, but it seemed a little
weird and over-done in this book. And honestly, the artist aspect didn't have much impact for me, and it
seemed to take a backseat to the aimlessness this book seemed to have.

I'm also not sure why this was shelved in the YA section, because even though Arthur and Merle are teens in
this book, something about this book seemed like it was meant for an older audience, not YA audience. In
general, the overall feel I get from this book is old, and it really does feel like it was written long before
2012...that seems too recent of a publication date, at least for me.

I didn't really care for Merle, who gets this scholarship (I think), only to drop out of school. It seems like
such a waste, especially for someone who wanted to get away from her family and the rural area she grew up
in. We do get to know more about her than Arthur- possibly because he was a published poet in real life.
Merle's timeline seemed much more fleshed out than Arthur's, and I kind of wanted a little bit more of
Arthur.

My Rating: 2 stars. I think I liked the idea of the story more than the story itself. Overall, Radiant Days was
just okay.

Barbara says

Although this book contains many powerful passages and picked up speed once I reached the first half, it
started off quite slowly for me, possibly because it was hard for me to like Merle, one of the book's main
characters. She's in her first year of art school in Washington, DC, living life on the edge, barely surviving,
and eventually drawn into an affair with her teacher. I wanted to see her honing her craft and learning art
techniques amid all the painting at home and the tagging on the city's streets as Radiant Days. Her part of the
story is set in 1978, and I found it rather absurd that so few could recognize the originality of the art she was
creating. On one special night, she encounters poet Arthur Rimbaud along the banks of the Potomac, and that
encounter changes everything for both of them. Rimbaud's story mostly occurs in 1870 as he continuously
runs away from home and works on his poetry, some of which seems to refer to Merle. Merle's work, in turn,
draws inspiration from their shared moments. The author moves her characters from one time and place to
another seamlessly, and she captures their worlds vividly. Her depiction of Rimbaud seems more authentic
than Merle, who never really showed much of her Appalachian roots. Because of the artistic and musical
connections among the two and Ted, the brilliant homeless musician, I kept thinking of a more sophisticated
Nick and Norah's Infinite Playlist as I read this one. Older teen readers fascinated with the punk movement
and the avant-garde are likely to be drawn to this book as they imagine the possibilities of time travel and
inspiration from unexpected sources. For me, it ended up being an interesting read with a cool premise that
ultimately left something lacking.

Richard says

GENESIS OF GENIUS
Radiant Days by Elizabeth Hand
A Review by Richard Cambridge
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1 July 2012

Where do paintings come from? How do poems get made?

Elizabeth Hand’s excavation of the creative process in two precocious teenage artists, painter Merle Tappitt
of 1970s Washington, D.C., and poet Arthur Rimbaud of 1870s Charleville, France whose work is one of the
cornerstones for 20th century art, music, and literature, is a deeply layered and beautifully crafted novel.

Billed as YA fantasy, it is also historical fiction, magical realism, mythopoetic, mystery and romance, gutsy
and gritty noir, queer lit, and smartly literate, but above all, storytelling at its best.

The book opens in 1978 Washington, D.C. with Merle’s first person account of being seduced by Clea, her
instructor at the Corcoran School of Art where she has won a scholarship. Clea envys Merle’s raw, original
talent, scarfs Merle’s portraits of her in exchange for picking up the tab for food, whisky, cigarettes, and art
supplies, and introducing Merle to the avant-garde scene of D.C. and New York. Merle’s artistic skill
extends beyond canvas and paper to the city’s walls and she develops into an accomplished graffiti artist
with her signature tag— “…Day-Glo yellow waves, a fiery eye rising from a golden sea— RADIANT
DAYS.”

In the next chapter we’re in Charleville, France in 1870 where Arthur has run away from home to Paris on
the eve of the Franco-Prussian war, and is tossed in prison for not having enough train fare. His closest friend
and former teacher, Georges Izambard, bails him out, and he returns home, only to run away again, this time
to Brussels. On the way he meets a tramp fishing for carp by moonlight. A very unusual tramp who lights his
pipe from blue flame sparked by rubbing his fingertips together. Arthur tells him proudly, “I’m a writer.”
“That’s good,” says the tramp. “Writers need lots of practice at starving.” He tells Arthur where he can find a
lockhouse, shelter for the night.

Hand braids the story in alternating first person (Merle) / third person-intimate (Arthur) chapters creating in
the reader a frisson of anticipation: we know they will meet. The delight is in wondering just how the author
will pull this off. Though nearly a hundred years separate them, they are being drawn closer together in
actual calendar days.

Back in D.C. things get interesting for Merle. She’s bounced from school, Clea kicks her to the curb, some
local kids steal her portfolio, and she nearly gets caught tagging by the police. Merle flees to the banks of the
Potomac where she encounters an old man fishing. He, too, has a bucket with a carp flashing in it. When she
asks him for a cigarette, he lights it from a “gas-blue flame” sparked from his fingertip. “How’d you do
that?” asks Merle. “Get to be my age, you learn some shit,” he says.
No doubt about it: it’s the same dude. In Merle’s timeline he has a name: Ted Klampfert, guitarist for the
legendary band, the Deadly Rays. The “the biggest, most brilliant burn-out who ever staggered along the
streets of D.C., or anywhere—” a friend had told her. Or is this beautiful loser something more?

Green Man, Fisher King, Oracle, Demiurge, latter day Orphic Muse— he is all of these, and more. He is
Wise Mentor/Midwife assisting Merle as she gives birth to her true creative self. He gives her the key— an
ornate skeleton key fashioned from a fishbone— to a lockhouse along the D.C. canal. “G’wan, Little Fly!
And don’t lose that— it’s the only one,” Ted tells her. The police are in hot pursuit.

She finds the lockhouse, and once inside, the darkness resembles a cave. In a creative frenzy she throws
herself into her art like a dervish, painting on the wall “as though this might be the last time I’d ever have the
chance…the room illuminated by a strange fitful light that seemed to pulse from the words RADIANT
DAYS, yellow and onyx and crimson.”

When she’s done she absently thrusts a hand in her pocket, piercing her thumb on the prong of the fishbone
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key. She doesn’t dwell on the pain; she transmutes it into art:

“Blood welled from the puncture wound. I turned and pressed my hand against the wall, covering the image
of the sun rising from the waves. When I withdrew my hand, a red smear like the imprint of a kiss bloomed
across the sun’s eye.”

The final stroke on the mural is her blood, and this is significant.

In the medieval guilds of France a master would take on an apprentice, but the sign as to whether or not the
apprentice would become not just a skilled artisan, but a true artist in the chosen craft, would not be a test,
but an accident, say, the slip of the joiner’s saw cutting the hand: the moment when the trade entered the
flesh! This wounding— the Old French word for blessing— was the sign: the craft had entered the
bloodstream of the apprentice; the craft would become whole in the flesh: the youth would mature in the
chosen trade, and bring honor to the guild.

Exhausted, Merle falls asleep on the cold slate of the lockhouse floor. She awakes just before midnight, and
someone is in the room with her. It’s Arthur, somehow transported from the lockhouse near Charleroi. After
an awkward confrontation they find a commonality: it seems the same tramp directed them to the lockhouse.
They step out into the night, find Ted, and confront him. He initially evades their questions, but finally
yields.

“‘Have you ever noticed how minutes or hours seem to speed up sometimes, but other times go really slow?
Ever think that maybe it doesn’t just seem that way? [...] That’s because Time is a river, and you can travel
back and forth in it. But only sometimes, and only if you’re in the right place.”
‘Like the lockhouse?’ I [Merle] said.”

During this one fateful night, “like a dozen nights, all run together,” they explore the glitter and underbelly of
the city, sparking and nurturing each other in a kind of creative synergy that awakens in both of them a new
way of seeing. When Arthur reads her one of his poems, “Romance,” Merle

“…felt as though a veil had been torn away revealing a landscape at once familiar and unknown. I closed my
eyes, and for the first time realized how a poem might be like a painting, each word a brushstroke, a color or
flash of motion: words combined the way I mix pigments, or slashed a sun across a wall in arcs of neon
yellow.”

In a ritual sealed with their blood they become not lovers, but muse mates, clasping hands “filigreed with
blood” after Arthur has punctured them with the fishbone key. Their children will be artistic and poetic
creations.

Further on they slip back to Arthur’s time, where anarchy reigns in the streets during the Franco-Prussian
war. They witness a mob murdering a policeman, and Merle is both horrified and fascinated:

“Yet I couldn’t look away. It was as though two Merles stood there, side by side: the one that numbly
observed the man’s torment and the one that recorded every detail of it, noting the play of light an shadow
across the man’s face, the crosshatch of hemp fibers and blotched flesh.”

Merle manages to slip back to the future where she takes the essence of her magical radiant days with Arthur
to flesh out her artistic aesthetic. But not before one final appearance of Arthur…

Radiant Days is layered with Rimbaud’s poems and letters (beautifully translated by Hand) like so many
illuminations leaved in a book. They are ingeniously woven into the narrative from the fabric of his life, and
if they shimmer with beauty, Hand doesn’t flinch to show us the source of poetic inspiration—the “foul rag
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and bone shop of the heart” that Yeats coined in the closing line of “The Circus Animals Desertion.”

Reading is an act of mental construction. How difficult or easy it is for us to see the movie of the story
playing upon our mental retina can determine how pleasurable the experience is. This is the challenge of all
verbal artists.

In one of the most beautiful passages of the book Ted offers Merle shelter for the night on his floating wreck
of a canal boat. When he picks up his guitar and plays “a wordless song that reminded me of something from
long ago, a wash of yearning… ”, she sees not the man and his guitar, “just a play of light and shadow,” and
begins to draw, not so much him, but the negative space around him. Our mental construction of this image
is effortless. Ted rises from the page like a hologram before the view screen of our mental retina. Here is the
rendering, in chiaroscuro:

“I stared at the sheet in front of me, and began to move the charcoal across it. The page dissolved into light
and shadow, black hollows and empty space; a crosshatch of fine lines around his eyes and beneath his chin,
a darker wedge where the guitar touched his chest; more empty space where the lantern light rippled across
broken fingernails and guitar strings. I smudged edges with my fingertips, and leaned down to blow away
charcoal dust like ash.”

I experienced the intimacy of this passage so sharply it was as if Merle held up the dusted-off sketch to me,
not Ted to see. When Ted says simply, “It’s beautiful,” and Merle responds, “I know,” there is not a hint of
false pride or bravado, just calm self-realization of the truth: she has come into her own as a creative artist.

And then, there’s Hand’s exquisite use of color words— unmatched, in my view. Here’s one example, but
the full pallet of senses rippling with synethesia comes into play as well.

“Overhead a moon nearly full shone in a sky the deep lacquered blue of an apothecary jar. Owls hooted in
the woods. He heard a nightjar’s twanging cry, the sharp bark of a fox. The air smelled of distant
woodsmoke, crushed acorns, and wild grapes. Above the canal, skeins of mist gleamed like milk in the
moonlight.”

There are, quite literally, hundreds of these gems. Radiant Days is a virtual mosaic of color. In the spring of
2005 I had the great fortune of standing inside the 13th century cathedral of Sainte-Chapelle in Paris,
suffused with light pouring through towering stained glass windows. The experience of Radiant Days was
similar. Language this lovingly crafted is rare: reading this book is a physical pleasure.

Five stars— make that a new constellation.


