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Author Essay – Dan Brown


Dan Brown is the author of numerous novels including the New York Times bestsellers The Da Vinci Code and Angels & Demons.  Through his use of current, interesting and debated issues, his books have become the center of interest for advocates on both sides of the discussions.  The intense rivalry in the long-lasting science vs. religion debate is captured in his most successful book The Da Vinci Code, which sold over 50 million copies worldwide.  This debate also surfaces in another one of Brown’s novels, Angels & Demons, in which an ancient and secret brotherhood called the Illuminati or “enlightened ones” vows revenge against the Vatican for crimes committed against famous scientists of the past, including Galileo Galilei and Nicolaus Copernicus.  What also intrigues readers is Browns use of (often) factual, relevant information.

Richard G. Brown, Dan Brown’s father, is a Presidential Award winning math professor while his mother, Constance (Connie), is a professional sacred musician.  Their influence spurred his interest in the science verses religion debate that we find in his novels.  Both of his parents are very interested in music and have served as church choir masters.  His wife, Blythe, an art historian and painter, accompanies him on research trips and collaborates with him on his novels.  After graduating from Phillips Exeter Academy in 1982, and later Amherst College in 1986, Brown moved to Los Angeles to pursue a song writing career.  Though not very successful, he was able to pay his bills by also working as an English teacher at Beverly Hills Prep School.  While living in a low rent apartment complex, he was exposed to many eccentric people.  From his experiences he created a humorous list he later called “187 Men to Avoid”.  Blythe, his wife, found the manuscript hilarious and sent it to several publishing agents.  To his surprise, he was offered $12,500 for the manuscript.  While pursuing a personal interest in code breaking and learning about the National Security Agency, he was prompted to write a novel that became his first national bestseller, Digital Fortress.  His second book, Deception Point, also focused on civilian privacy and national security.  Dan Browns novels are all unique and interesting, and seem to share these characteristics with their author.  Dan Brown feels as if he’s missed his most productive hours if he is not at his desk writing by 4:00 A.M.  He keeps an hourglass at his desk and every hour he does pushups and stretches to keep his blood (and ideas) flowing.  He is also a fan of gravity boots, and feels as though hanging upside down helps him solve plot challenges.

Dan Browns writing style is very unique.  He intrigues his readers using a series of techniques interweaved through all of his writings.  First, he uses interesting facts.  Before writing a novel, Dan collects pictures, notes, and books about his subject.  While he writes his novel, he consults these resources and incorporates vast mounts of factual information in his novels. Like many authors, Brown also uses humor throughout his novels.  In his novel Angels & Demons, Brown writes “Langdon looked on in amazement. One of the free fallers, an obese woman, maneuvered toward the window. She was being buffeted by the air currents but grinned and flashed Langdon the thumbs-up sign. Langdon smiled weakly and returned the gesture, wondering if she knew it was the ancient phallic symbol for masculine virility.”  This excerpt displays both his use of facts and his use of humor.  All four of his novels also use the thread of secrecy.  This common theme is used in various ways to intrigue his readers.  Also in the introduction of all of his books, except Digital Fortress, he writes a brief statement stating certain “facts” relating to the novel, although some readers have questioned the accuracy of some of these so called “facts”.  In Angels and Demons, his introduction states "references to all works of art, tombs, tunnels, and architecture in Rome are entirely factual (as are their exact locations). They can still be seen today. The brotherhood of the Illuminati is also factual."  In reality, this is not exactly as he claims.  In the novel, Robert Langdon says that "Bernini's city-wide cross of obelisks marked the fortress in perfect Illuminati fashion; the cross’s central arm passed directly through the center of the castle’s bridge, dividing it into two equal halves."  In actuality, neither of the two arms of the cross goes through the Castel Sant'Angelo.  The Altars, in fact, are not even situated in the shape of a cross.  Despite these minor inaccuracies, the use of such detailed, descriptive information grabs the attention of the reader.

Dan Brown’s second novel, Angels and Demons, centers around symbologist Robert Langdon (derived from John Langdon, an artist and philosopher friend of the family), as he uncovers a secret brotherhood's intent to destroy the Vatican.  In his novel, readers are introduced to the ambigram.  An ambigram is a word or picture that looks the same when it's rotated 180°.  Words like earth, air, wind and fire are used throughout this novel as ambigrams greatly increase the reader's interest in the story.  Readers are also familiarized with the Conseil Européen pour la Recherche Nucléaire (CERN) research facility, and a highly volatile form of energy, called antimatter.  In the novel, a canister of antimatter is stolen from CERN, placed somewhere inside the Vatican during the Papal elections while four cardinals who are most likely to become Pope are kidnapped by an assassin.  Robert Langdon follows a trail called "the path of illumination" as they seek the so-called "Alters of Science".  When they arrive at each alter, they find one of the four cardinals killed.  Their deaths each relate to one of the classical elements (earth, air, fire and water).  Robert Langdon and his female colleague Vittoria Vetra travel around Rome and unravel a series of deceptions and lies. 

Dan Brown's most recent and most successful novel, "The Da Vinci Code", also centers around symbologist Robert Langdon.  Not unlike his novel Angels and Demons, the story begins with a gory murder and a naked victim.  This time, Robert Langdon teams up with Sophie Neveu, another attractive, sophisticated woman.  Together, they explore the idea of a Catholic conspiracy to hide the "true" story of Jesus, so the Vatican can retain its power.  In the novel, the readers are introduced to the idea that the Holy Grail is not necessarily the cup that once contained the blood of Christ, but proof that Jesus had a child with Mary Magdalene.  The implications of this possibility would unquestionably create a world-wide crisis of faith and could destroy the Roman Catholic Church.  The team, eventually including the handicapped Sir Leigh Teabing, follows a series of clues and riddles set by the Grand Master of the Priory of Sion, Jacques Saunière.  

Although these novels are based on very different subjects, they are written by the same author and this fact is clearly evident throughout his books.  In the two books involving the character Robert Langdon, for instance, the stories begin with a murder and a naked victim.  They both also include an intelligent, attractive female, a mysterious assassin, a prominent disabled character and messages written on papyrus paper. All four of his books include a basic 24-hour timeline, a male scholar of some sort as the main character, and a key character in each book is depicted in such a way that the reader believes they are behind the killings, but it turns out to be untrue.  These similarities, although numerous, do not take away from either of the books.  Each novel is so distinct and enticing that chances are, the reader will either not notice the similarities or will ignore them entirely.

These thorough and masterly written novels are the fruits of years or research and preparation by Dan Brown.  He has taken months to research each and every topic he writes about using primary documents, knowledge experts and anonymous government retirees (as in the novel Digital Fortress).  Using this research as well as a commanding control of the English language, he is able to create fascinating novels that are sure to allure and entice readers.
