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Book Review: Rules of Civility
Amor Towles draws from the greats in his new novel

By BLAKE URSCH
August 18, 2011

At first glance, Rules of Civility looks like a dense piece of literary fiction that a high school English
teacher would assign to apathetic students. In a way, it is. The 352-page novel has influences that
include classics such as Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby, Dickens’ Great Expectations and Capote’s
Breakfast at Tiffany’s.

Beginning at a swanky party in 1966 and quickly jumping back to New Year's Eve 1937, the book
chronicles one life-changing year through the eyes of young, witty Katey Kontent. After meeting the
handsome and affluent Tinker Grey in a jazz-soaked bar, Katey is immediately smitten, but so is her
beautiful, boisterous best friend, Eve Ross. What follows is a series of hilarious, dramatic and
enlightening events that ultimately set Katey on the path for the rest of her life — rising through the
ranks of the publishing world from complacent secretary on Wall Street to an ambitious editor’s
assistant at Condé Nast and beyond.

Written in a style that is just as muted and humble as the decade in which it is set, Amor Towles’
debut novel possesses a simple elegance that is hard to ignore. He fills entire pages with rapid-fire
conversations that perfectly exhibit his protagonist’s dry sense of humor.

In fact, Katey’s voice, spoken from her vantage point in the late ’60s — long after the events of the
novel have taken place — is the most endearing part of the story. “Let me observe,” she tells the
reader, “that in moments of high emotion ... if the next thing you’re going to say makes you feel
better, then it’s probably the wrong thing to say. This is one of the finer maxims that I’ve discovered in
life.”

To its detriment, the plot of the novel tends to ebb and flow. In many parts, the story plods along for
chapters, sounding like a rehashing of a woman’s antiquated social calendar, before pulling readers
back in with a well-timed cliffhanger (the most exciting one takes place three-fourths of the way in)
that’s exciting enough for them to make it through another chapter. And some of the dialogue, though
brilliantly rendered, can be awkward at times, especially when Tinker and Katey experiment with
flirting or during Eve and Katey’s gal-pal scenes.

Even with its minor flaws, the book is a polished example of what words can do. By turning a simple
story of a girl growing up in New York into an artfully written novel, Towles suggests that he’s not
done creating modern masterpieces.
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