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MAD OLD MEN


The Writing of Venus





Sometimes, if I am writing, and things are not going well, or if I am just bored, I will stop to read, until I want to write again. It is rare that I will read much fiction; the last thing a writer needs is another insistent writer’s voice in his head. So these days I read only on trains or planes, where I can get dreamy with a book away from others, and with nothing else to do, and no other obligations. Also, it is an increasingly rare pleasure to discover a writer one has hardly heard of before, a writer one instantly likes and wants to read more of, a writer who speaks to you.


It was on a long train journey that I first read Tanizaki’s novel, Diary of a Mad Old Man. It had been sent to me by an American friend who knew I’d just read Tanizaki’s The Key. I had been told it was his best book, but I was keen to read other works. Tanizaki’s name might not mean a lot even to well-informed readers – he was a huge influence on Mishima – but his books have remained in print in most European languages.


Diary of a Mad Old Man, a novella, is the story of a dying man and his son’s wife, with whom he becomes infatuated, even as she treats him cruelly – and violently – at times. Other parts of the novel concern the kabuki theatre and the actors who work in it. It is not only a good novel: had it just been that, I could have read it and put it down. But as I began to read, there was a surge of recognition: I had been seeking this for a while. In the three years since the last film Roger Michel directed from my work, The Mother, I had been considering a similar idea to Tanizaki’s, one I hadn’t been ready to write, not knowing how to approach it. The difficulty of beginning a new piece of work is often the difficulty of finding a point a view, a way into the story, a place to start.


I read Diary of a Mad Old Man quickly and didn’t read it again. It was not my intention to adapt the novel for film. This had already been done, and it seemed pointless to try to squash a work successful in one form into another. I would have to start again. But there was a lot in the story which appealed to me. Unlike Tanizaki, though, I was interested in another subject I believed I could use too: friendship between older men. One way to engage with another writer, to get closer to him than by mere reading, is to ‘write around’ his ideas, to develop them in your own register until the original becomes almost unrecognisable.


On most Fridays for years I have been having breakfast with a group of friends in Notting Hill. Occasionally, we would persuade a couple of younger women to join us. Mostly, nevertheless, it was only older men – actors, writers, theatre and film directors – people I’d known since I first began to work in London, in the mid-seventies. One morning we were talking about sleep and how to induce it, a popular and important subject amongst the over-forties. We discussed sleeping pills and sleeping draughts, and then about how to overcome the inevitable addiction. One of my friends and I would then shuffle off to the chemist, where he would get his pills. This friend said he found our Friday mornings to be particularly relaxing, compared to the difficulty of the rest of his life. He suggested he’d be happy sitting in a coffee shop, like old men he’d seen in Cairo, discussing world affairs while drinking tea and smoking a hookah.


It seems like a good idea; but how satisfying would it really be? In his long autobiographical essay ‘In Praise of Shadows’, Tanizaki movingly tells us how he built his house. He speaks of a kind of Zen attentiveness; he wants to praise age, slowness, wandering, curiosity, and the infinite pleasures of aesthetic appreciation. As in his fiction, baths and toilets are never far from his thoughts. Tanizaki tells us he likes to listen to the ‘softly falling rain’ while sitting on the toilet.


It is an admirable essay in many ways, reminding us of the virtues of silence and of listening; of space, emptiness and patience. Interestingly, Tanizaki’s attitude towards the West at that time is not unlike that of some of the Muslim world today. The West represents the dangerous new: tradition and stability is being destroyed by an inferno of consumerism and post-modern sexuality. Tanizaki speaks of suffering ‘a severe nervous disorder’.


The attitudes expressed in the essay sit uneasily with the rest of his work; indeed, they seem to be at odds with it. To a certain extent this illustrates the falsity, or impossibility perhaps, of an autobiography, of the belief that one can say, ‘I am speaking the truth,’ and be sure that that is what one is doing. This assumes that ‘the truth’ resides in what one knows, rather than in that which one doesn’t. It might have to be admitted, then, that the ‘truth’ of an artist is more likely to be discovered in their fiction than in direct witness. In his ‘lies’, and in the relation between the characters, Tanizaki seems to get closer to the way things seem. Not only do his people not know anything about themselves for certain, they certainly don’t know who they will become; the more they try to control themselves, the more out of hand everything becomes. It is not insignificant that, after writing screenplays and directing a movie, Tanizaki translated into Japanese Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray – the story of a sexually obsessed man who is unable to remain true to the image he has of himself.


By the time he wrote The Key, Tanizaki’s work had been stripped down to the essentials of human interaction. He wrote: ‘Western writers are overrich in their production. The offerings of writers like Zola and Balzac are like a feast within a feast. Just looking at the menu is enough to make us melancholy and get our laxatives ready.’


The Key concerns a middle-aged, ordinary couple with an adult daughter who still lives with them. From the ruins of what appears to be a long dead marriage, something starts to stir. We like to believe – it is a common misconception – that erotic relationships only deteriorate, that there is nothing new that can happen between a long-established couple. This is something we are so certain of that it must be incorrect. A deep involvement may become so distressingly pleasurable that we might feel dangerously addicted. As such a relationship develops, distance might be required, as the relationship begins to feel dangerous, even incestuous.


The novel opens with a middle-aged man drugging his sexually cold wife in order to spend more time with her feet. The sexuality of both of them is in the process of being re-aroused by the constant presence in their house of their daughter’s fiancé. Here jealousy makes passion possible. As Lacan puts it, ‘The other holds the key to the object desired.’Tanizaki doesn’t bother with social detail but provides only the most necessary information about the city and the characters’ social circumstances. And despite the fact that his characters are always medicating themselves – they are often sick, or imagine they are; no one is ever allowed to forget their body – his novels are frantic. In The Key, and in Diary of a Mad Old Man, the male and female characters, of whatever age, are too passionately involved with one another’s desire – and the satisfaction, humiliation and family complications which follow from it – to settle for the seemingly nirvanic existence their circumstances might allow.


The couple begin drinking heavily; she becomes more westernised. A formerly modest woman, she repeats, with her husband, the ways of love-making she has just practised with her lover, whom she meets in the afternoons. When she then calls out the name of this other man – the man who will, at the end of the book, marry her daughter – the husband writes in his diary, ‘At last, as her voice was rising once again, I took her. At that moment I felt I had burst into another world. This was reality, the past was only an illusion. Perhaps it would kill me, but this moment would last for ever.’ His wish is granted. In the end, he dies, or is killed, perhaps by the effort involved, while making love to his wife.


Desire is the devil in Tanizaki, a torment you can never escape or fulfil, except temporarily. Yet without it there is inertia, emptiness, routine. On top of this, particularly as people age and there is less novelty available to them, desire is only sustained by others; by jealousy, rivalry, secrecy and human obstacles. Relief is only ever a reprieve, and the characters are forced towards extinction by their never-ending desire. Tanizaki is not an experimental writer himself; he is a straightforward writer, not a modernist. But his characters’ lives become experimental once they engage with what they really want, once they realise they cannot escape their sexuality. Self-knowledge is impossible, foolish even, and wisdom a waste of time. All you can do is try to follow your body.


Feet are important to Tanizaki but there is something else too. Perverse objects are invested with symbolic magic. The fetish, not unlike Winnicott’s ‘transitional object’, enables the child to pass from the mother to the world, carrying a piece of her. It could be anything: shoes, an item of underwear, hair, leather, silk, depending on where in his life the subject became fascinated by something he desired but was unable to understand. Freud even quotes the example of a man who fetishes ‘the shine on someone’s nose’. Couldn’t a fetish be a book? Presumably this wouldn’t be unusual in a writer.


In the end, as it would have to be, we discover that the key to The Key is writing – the human desire to make an authentic mark. Whether it be a cave drawing, scratching one’s name on a cell wall, writing a novel, or cutting one’s arm, all are communications, addressed to someone else, whether or not they exist in reality. The Key is constructed from diaries; the entire adventure is sustained by the erotics of secret writing and the fact that none of the characters can be sure whether the other is reading their diary at all. They can only hope – and fear – that they are. It is only here, in the intimate confessional of their words, in the truth of their unconscious, as it were, that one may come to know the other.


What is amazing to me is how a writer like Tanizaki can still speak to us. Before, let’s say, the mid-seventies, when the Murdoch press began in earnest in Britain, it seemed there were areas of privacy into which no one but the novelist could venture. A novel didn’t have to be sexually explicit to lay bare and obvious the intricacies of subjective private life. It did this fictionally and metaphorically. These were made-up stories, but we knew they represented real people in their deepest selves. But the ‘real’ itself was protected, it was behind the veil. Now, it seems, we know everything because nothing is hidden. I feel I would recognise Bill Clinton’s penis in a crowd of other penises.


Yet a novel like The Key can still resonate and seem aggressively contemporary, making our desire seem as strange, and even alien – surely the point of literature – as it was before the age of explicitness. What is the truth about sexuality? Is sex pornography, prostitution or perversion? Is it being blown by a stranger in a toilet? Is it being tied up or is it fantasy? Or is it really full genital sex with one’s spouse while thinking of no one else? Tanizaki shows us that sex is everywhere, and it involves not only transgression, but punishment, too, and suffering; it is a dirty business and probably has to be.


Tanizaki’s work reminds me in some ways of the photographer Araki’s work. (There is a photograph by Araki which leads me to Tanizaki. It is a nude in black gloves and stockings, with a key suspended from a band around her throat.) Araki has never taken an ugly picture; he is a photographer who, given time, would photograph the whole world. His pictures are a diary of his numerous interests. He is, obviously, more explicit in every way than Tanizaki, and perhaps more perverse. (In Tanizaki the women speak, act and deny; in Araki they are only ever objects.) But Araki is very good at picking up on the sexuality of the ordinary. He can photograph flowers, fruit, street scenes, and see the sexuality in them. Is this the extremity of perversion, or is it love for the world?


In Tanizaki’s earlier novel Naomi, the male protagonist, much older than his lover, who becomes a convert to the pleasures of group sex, states, ‘I started a diary in which I recorded everything about Naomi that caught my attention.’ Naomi herself becomes almost a prostitute, except that, subversively, she refuses to be paid for the pleasure she receives and gives.


Written four years after The Key, Diary of a Mad Old Man is, of course, another diary. ‘Even if you’re impotent you have a kind of sex life,’ writes the seventy-four-year-old protagonist, somewhat optimistically. Unfortunately, he has false teeth, and, looking at himself, states, ‘Not even monkeys have such hideous faces. How could anyone with a face like this appeal to a woman?’


But he does appeal to her – in some way – though Tanizaki doesn’t give us her point of view. And she appeals to him. This woman, his son’s wife, Satsuko, is spiteful, sarcastic, a bit of a liar, a little power-crazed. Even so, he begins to love her, horribly so. With some encouragement from her, he tries to peep at her in the shower. When she slaps him, he buys her jewellery. In return she lets him kiss her feet and suck her toes. She forbids him to kiss her – making it clear she finds him disgusting – but at one point she lets drop a little saliva into his mouth.


His deterioration, the story of a man becoming aware of his imminent death, takes up as much space as this intriguing love making. There is also more than enough about pills, painkillers and suppositories. (Physical illness and decline serves, perhaps, as a metaphor for sexual corruption.) Then, in a delirium, he recalls a recent dream about his mother, a beautiful woman who smokes a pipe and whose feet, like those of Satsuko, he admires. ‘Mother’s feet were fairly broad, like those of the Bodhisattva of Mercy.’ His mother, he knows, would be appalled by him ‘petting’ with his son’s wife, ‘even sacrificing his wife and children to try to win her love,’ as he puts it.


When, for a short time, the old man’s health improves, he requests to be taken on a trip to Kyoto. He wants to see the city for the last time, and to find a burial place. He also wants to have his headstone carved. He will have the imprints of Satsuko’s feet – which he will take himself – carved into his headstone, along with an image of the Bodhisattva of Mercy. The women he loves, mother and ‘lover’ combined, will be walking on him throughout eternity.


It seems scandalous, humorously dishonest even, for an old man to prefer a young woman’s feet to his own wife, or to anyone in his family. Yet Tanizaki appears to be saying that even at the very end of a life the self doesn’t only want to survive. The Diary shows, at least, the persistence of desire; it is, perhaps, a tribute to its strength. But there is no doubt that it is a fetishistic relationship, and could be described as infatuation, not as love. This might have been intriguing had Tanizaki provided more idea of what Satsuko wants from the old man, apart from his fascination. He seems to suggest that she is only materialistic, and manipulative; anyhow, the relationship doesn’t alter much as it goes on.


Tanizaki’s Diary of a Mad Old Man provokes more questions than it seems to answer, which is part of its intelligence. How little guilt the protagonist feels, and no embarrassment, over his attachment to Satsuko’s feet! He seems so at ease with his fetish that we cannot forfeit the impression that he has pursued it before. But Tanizaki fails to tell us the place of such preoccupations in the old man’s life, whether this is a late outbreak – a final burst, as it were – or whether his fetishism has been his life’s work. If you were adapting the novel for film these are questions you’d not only have to ask, but to decide on.


In 1927, around the time he was thinking about religion and society, Freud wrote an essay, ‘Fetishism’, in which he mentions the Chinese custom of mutilating the female foot, and of worshipping it when it has been mutilated. He says, ‘It seems as though the Chinese male wants to thank the woman for having submitted to being castrated.’ Tanizaki became interested in Freud as a student and the Complete Works were translated and published in Japan between 1929 and 1933. Also in this paper, Freud tells us that the fetish is a substitute for the penis, being an ‘approach to the genitals from below’. But not any penis. Here Freud makes a bold, new move: he tells us that the fetish stands for the missing penis of the woman; of, in fact, the mother. All fetishists, according to Freud, have an aversion to the actual genitals, for which the object is a substitute. Not that this is unusual. Freud makes a further startling statement here, ‘Probably no male human being is spared the fright of castration at the sight of a female genital.’ (Freud suggests that it is enough to make anyone homosexual.)


If an old man sucks on a younger woman’s toes, is he, at this moment, regressing also to childhood? Oddly, and perhaps wisely – showing his subtlety as a writer – Tanizaki doesn’t comment on the old man’s obsession: he merely shows it. Tanizaki is a psychologist in the sense that he is spellbound by his character’s internal lives, of that which is offered only symbolically to the world. But he’d never be so crude as to tie a whole aspect of experience to one cause. By not being over-insistent or too schematic, Tanizaki leaves us with more symbolic complexities. The work of an imaginative writer is to suggest, not to solve.


Yet without doubt there is something of an enigma in the book here. The old man himself, an intelligent, cultured man, has no curiosity about his own preferences. It seems unlikely, but he never questions this sudden enthralment. This is not so unusual: Freud asserts that few people seek analysis because of a fetish. Most go because they have difficulties at work; the fetish might not be mentioned for a long time, if at all. Not that fetishistic pleasure would be that unusual. For Freud, the child is the ultimate narcissist and pervert, concerned only with his own pleasure and, perhaps, how to stage and re-stage it. Others are merely actors in this scenario. Perhaps sexual feeling is so powerful it has to be modified, by an obstacle, in order to be bearable.


In his own way Tanizaki does take these ideas further, throwing open the whole question of love itself, of what it is we love about the other. The characters in his work are deeply involved with others. But in what way and what does it mean? How do perversion and love interact? Is fetish love real love? Is being excited by only a part of the other real sex? Is fetishism a version of love, or its obverse? Is it only, as Havelock Ellis designated it, ‘auto-erotic’?


Much as they might like to be, Tanizaki’s characters cannot be self-sufficient. They never stop needing one another, or trying to solidify that need. As both characters struggle for ultimate, complete control over the other, the engagement is almost comical. Tanizaki is aware that in the end you are always dependent on the other; indeed, you are, partly, creating them, having them play a role with which you identify. This is not only the case in exhibitionism or voyeurism, but in sadism too. Yet the freedom of the other, which resides in their words – or perhaps a diary – will ultimately elude you; it has to. Total control would end in the death or murder of one of the subjects, at which point the game ends.


The novel left me with a strong after-impression, and the sense that the film I wanted to write would be concerned with some of these ideas. After I’d made some notes and sketched out several scenes, the director, Roger Michel, and I, began to assemble the elements of the film, which would concern two elderly actors and a girl who comes to stay with one of them.


It wasn’t long before Venus began to move away from the Tanizaki set-up. The relationship had to be less claustrophobic and more complex, always dipping and turning. If the man wants something from the girl, she wants something else from him, so that their relationship becomes a series of successful misunderstandings. Failed exchanges are, at least, a kind of exchange. Venus also concerns a girl finding a father; at the end, briefly, she finds a mother too. Then she can leave home again.


It is the girl who makes the story work. Her entry onto the scene disturbs all their lives. But why a girl? Even political correctness always leaves someone – or a group – out; it needs to. A new scapegoat is created. I noticed that young working-class women – slags, mingers, munters, dogs, chavs – were easy targets, perfectly representing our greed, lasciviousness, immorality. Condemned for the pursuit of pleasure, and regarded only as consumers without inner texture, they are one of the few groups who can be satirised without complaint, damned for their stupidity and inarticulacy; a group with no lobbyists and little power. It is a new snobbery, and almost unnoticed. Why not develop such a character, and, combining them with the conventional idea of a stranger coming to stay, see where it goes?


I couldn’t move forward with the film until I saw how it might end. I tried numerous exits. Perhaps I didn’t want to accept it could only end one way. It was Roger who saw it had to finish with a journey and a death. As a child my family would go on holiday to the Kent resorts, and I’d started taking my children to Whitstable with its beach huts and stony beach. For a while I’d been thinking of setting a story there. Of course, both The Key and the Diary end with the death of the male protagonist; and it is, in fact, illness which precipates them into late desire. How else, then, could the novel end? It is only death which gives life true intensity.
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