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Preface





In an issue of the New Yorker dating from the late spring of 1996, the magazine’s film critic, Anthony Lane, English-born but now, apparently, the toast of the American cinema establishment, reviewed, in tandem, Jan de Bont’s Twister and David Hogan’s Barb Wire (with Pamela Lee Anderson). Lane ‘led’, as we say in the trade, with Twister, of which he basically approved (‘rich in astonishment, punishing to the senses’), even if he found it wanting by comparison with the previous title in the de Bontian canon, Speed. He certainly liked it well enough to use its unrelenting theme-park viscerality to pummel poor Barb Wire with. ‘The true sadness of this picture,’ he wrote of the latter, ‘is that it remains unutterably funless’ (meaning: unlike Twister). And, as though afraid he still had not sufficiently established his demotic credentials, he began his next sentence with the magnanimous-sounding ‘I don’t mind that it’s rubbish …’


I don’t mind that it’s rubbish. In the context of a review which was not a review at all but a string of witty putdowns – Lane is witty and Barb Wire (which, like most people, I never saw) surely deserved no better – those six words were unlikely to have impressed an average New Yorker reader as any sort of emblematic statement on the crisis in which cultural criticism finds itself at present. Yet that is exactly what they were. For I would say (rather, I would once have said) that one of the definitions of a critic, whatever his or her chosen medium, is: someone who minds that it’s rubbish.


Lane himself is no more than a symptom of the terminal disarray, the defection of intellectual duty, endemic to contemporary criticism in a world in which too much is changing too fast, a world in which, so long as it can seek shelter under the capacious, candy-striped golf umbrella of postmodernism, most anything goes. Faced with such a world, disoriented critics have tended to assume one or other of two main attitudes. The first, typical of film journalism in particular and, more generally, of those magazines (Esquire, GQ, Loaded, Vanity Fair and the like) which have become the repository of postmodern populism, consists of decreeing that any art form which elects not to communicate to its potential audience in what Mallarmé called les mots de la tribu (‘the idiom of the tribe’) is thereby boring, smug, pseudy and, in a word, ‘funless’; of rejecting any cultural phenomenon not in thrall to the facile, whorish seductions of spectacle;1 and, ultimately, logically, of not minding that it’s rubbish. The second attitude, favoured by critics of a more traditionalist stamp, is simply to ignore the fact that today’s culture is in a state of constant ebullience and to continue to turn out, or churn out, week after week, month after month, the kind of article, a complacent conflation of artistic intentions and critical impressions, which could have been written, virtually verbatim, thirty, fifty or a hundred years ago – even when, as seldom but sometimes occurs, the work of art so written about could itself not have been produced thirty, fifty or a hundred years ago.


I may seem to be inflating the importance of workaday reviewers, who have never loomed very prominently in the history of either art or ideas. Yet they are, after all, the guardians of the living culture; it is to them, at the very least, that the task of keeping that culture greased and awhir has historically been assigned. If books were read by as many as read book reviews, then practically every book would be a bestseller. If every newspaper purchaser took at its face value his pet critic’s ritual admonition to ‘beg, buy, borrow or steal a ticket’ for some ‘unmissable’ production of Ibsen, Chekhov or Alan Ayckbourn, if he actually did beg, buy, borrow or steal a ticket, theatres would be sold out. Let’s put it bluntly. The health, and hence the future, of our culture is in the hands of hacks – hacks of whom it may be said that, when they die, it will be as though, professionally, they never lived, as though their opinions were never expressed (who now remembers, or gives a tinker’s curse, what W. A. Darlington wrote about the theatre, or C. A. Lejeune about the cinema, or even Desmond MacCarthy about literature?2), as though the millions of words, the literally millions of words, which they committed to print during their lifetimes failed to make the slightest impact on either their own posterity or on that of the medium to which their careers were dedicated. Given the stratification of our society, we have no choice but to entrust the management of its culture industry to these hacks, as we have no choice but to entrust the management of our social and economic welfare to politicians. That, however, is no reason why we should regard the former as any more intelligent, any less obtuse,3 than most of us do the latter.


A preface’s function is, by definition, to be prefatory, and space permits me to cite only a few of the anomalies and aberrations of the culture (or critical) industry as it now operates in Britain, anomalies and aberrations which derive either from a chronic absence of distance (from the present) or perspective (on the future). The idea of film criticism, for example, as word-of-mouth personified, of the critic as the more or less servile minion of the Hollywood majors, pointing his readers in the direction of films which they do not need him to tell them to see and paying damningly faint lip service to those mostly non-American productions for which a public requires, precisely, to be cultivated, a climate to be created. The rampant little-Englandism of our current cultural fads, tastes and appreciations (or little-Anglo-Americanism, since, whatever route the country’s foreign policy takes in the next few years, its culture long ago lost its heart to the vast and bountiful continent across the water). The ubiquitous critical tic, common even among those academics who regularly moonlight as literary reviewers, of alluding to ‘the greatest’ (as in ‘Auden, the greatest poet of the century’), when what is meant, so one hopes, is only ‘the greatest British’. The demotion of television criticism to nothing more than a daily or weekly sounding-board for some so-called critic’s ‘wit’. The wild disproportion of space, in the books pages of newspapers and magazines, between the coverage of an artist’s biography and the far more niggardly coverage reserved for the achievements which presumably gave rise to the biography in the first place. (Although, on the surface, a fairly trifling journalistic malpractice, this is in fact one of the surest signs of a debased culture.) Above all, the persistent and concerted stroking of our national ego, as though it went without saying that ours was one of the Golden Ages of artistic endeavour.


Briefly, about that Golden Age. The louder the hyperbole, the more vociferous the self-trumpeting, the harder it becomes to credit that anyone is truly taken in (even among the trumpeters themselves – Salman Rushdie, for one). I offer no counterargument here, as it would be a waste of both time and space, the naming of names being all that is really needed. So, to cast the net no further back than to the last of the genuine cultural Golden Ages, the first fifty years of this century, I name: Picasso, Mondrian, Matisse, Kandinsky, Stravinsky, Debussy, Bartók, Schoenberg, Proust, Joyce, Kafka, Mann, Rilke, Yeats, Brecht, Pirandello, Genet, Chaplin, Ozu, Dreyer, Vigo. I could go on, as I am sure the reader could (for there are innumerable more where these came from), but it would be as pointless an exercise as would be pitiful any attempt to match such names from the past with those of supposedly comparable creators from the present. Only an idiot or an opportunist or a congenital optimist would dare to suggest that ours is anything but a period of profound cultural mediocrity and stagnation. That is neither an insight nor an idea but an inescapable fact.


Yet, for whoever is prepared to admit the multiple diversifications of contemporary culture (culture, that is, in the least restricted sense of the word), whoever is prepared to engage with them, embrace them, if not unconditionally, then at least without encumbering himself with too many festering twinges of nostalgia for the past’s redundant credos and repertories, there is no especial cause for despair, since we are also living through a hugely stimulating period of what might be termed perpetual transition. As everyone knows, we now find ourselves at the centre, in the eye, as is said of hurricanes, of an electronic explosion, a cybernetic ‘twister’. In a previous collection of essays, Myths & Memories, published in 1986, I wrote of the strange concordance – in the collective paranoia of that particular Zeitgeist – of cancer and the atomic bomb, a malignant tumour and a nuclear cloud, and concluded that ‘the mushroom thus becomes the great cryptic motif of the eighties’. If these rather less apocalyptically minded nineties have their own great, albeit not so cryptic, motif, it is the screen.


I composed this very text on a screen. It was edited and corrected on a screen. It may one day, possibly sooner than I imagine, be made available for consultation on a screen. Films are watched on screens, as are TV programmes and, increasingly, operas and ballets. Children study on screens and do their homework on screens. Cosmologists no longer peer at the firmament through telescopes but generate models of its space and structure on screens. We can riffle, if we wish, through atlases on screens, and dictionaries, and encyclopaedias, and we will no doubt one day read novels on screens, and poems, and diaries, and letters, and the biographies of those who wrote them, not to mention the biographies of their biographers. It may take five years, or ten, or twenty, but it will happen: newspapers will eventually be rendered obsolete by screens, just as will magazines and, so I believe, books. If that, too, is not yet an inescapable fact, it is as close to one as dammit.


In the screen, then, and for better or worse, has been invested the future (and already, to a degree, the present) of our culture. To be sure – just as there existed in the fifteenth century, when Johann Gutenberg invented the first movable-type printing press, numerous monkish mandarins who had devoted their lives to the cult and exquisitely hand-crafted fabrication of the illuminated manuscript and who viewed the advent of the mass-produced book as not only a threat to their own livelihoods but as the first nail in the coffin of Western culture – there will always be critics, commentators and indeed artists temperamentally incapable of abandoning the security of certain ancient cultural harmonies which they alone will continue to deny have been forfeited for ever. They are, though, alas for them, destined to go the way of their now forgotten predecessors.


The screen is to our culture what the mass-produced book was to that of half a millennium ago – a truth it has become the proper and primary vocation of the contemporary critic to confront. If he does not, he will find himself deleted from the history of that culture as swiftly, nonchalantly and definitively as waste material is deleted from a computer. He will be consigned, if I may borrow a dated but still operative cliché, to the dustbin of history – or, should I say, to the minuscule dustbin whose icon can be found in the lower right-hand corner of every modern computer screen.




 





The eighty essays which comprise this collection were written over a period of three years, roughly from 1993 to 1995, and (with a single exception) published in the Sunday Times, a newspaper to which I would like to express my gratitude for its having taken me under its roomy wing. What Roland Barthes wrote in the preface to Mythologies, a book which, after forty years, remains the prototype of all enduring analyses of contemporary culture, be it of the populist variety or not, I could equally write in the preface to mine: ‘These essays do not pretend to show any organic development: the link between them is one, rather, of insistence and repetition.’4 In short, this collection purports to give its readers, not the satisfaction of an evolving and infinitely extensible argument taking off from the first page and alighting with a heavy, recapitulative tread on the last, but a series of extrapolations and digressions (chronologically ordered extrapolations and digressions, nevertheless) from that very absence of a thematic core. I do not claim to be the ‘critic of the future’ whose contours I have outlined above. My book aspires to be no more than a transitional object, offering less a discourse on culture as such than a whimsical meta-discourse on the prevailing discourse – one to which, short of taking monastic vows, none of us can ever contrive to close our ears. Like the glinting surfaces of a Calder mobile, the essays which its covers enclose have been fashioned to reflect random but, I hope, significant fragments of our more conspicuous cultural agendas.


Since there is something Zen-like (as well as quintessentially postmodern) about the idea of extrapolating and digressing from nothing, my original title for this collection was the fittingly but staidly gnomic ‘Variations Without a Theme’. Then, deciding that I would prefer the book to sound (why not?) as flippant and sassy, as feisty and ‘zeitgeisty’, as the events, artefacts and phenomena with which its pages are crammed, I opted for Surfing the Zeitgeist. As a title, and vulgarly catchy as it must appear, it does at least have the merit of saying just what it means to say and also just what I mean to do in the pages that follow.




Notes


1 No word – as the journalist Nicholas Lezard once acerbically wrote of the theatre – exists for actors (and, one might add, for directors, dramatists and critics, too) until it has been transformed into a spectacle, until it has been declaimed.


2 And these are among the very, very few whose names still ring a faint bell.


3 There are exceptions, there are always exceptions.


4 From the English translation, ever so slightly amended, of Annette Lavers.























On names





Whatever the name ‘Marguerite Duras’ may now convey to a British reader, it was long a potently conjurable one in France. There Duras was a grande vedette.1 With her courage and stamina, her plaintive, faintly garrulous lyricism and, not least, her diminutive, neckless frame, she was what might be described as the Edith Piaf of the intellect.


Towards the end of her life, however, she was the victim of a very public practical joke. A mischievous young journalist, Guillaume Jacquot, whose esteem for Duras had clearly remained well this side of idolatry, appropriated one of her early novels, L’Après-midi de Monsieur Andesmas, gave its characters a new set of names, retitled it Margot et l’Important, retyped it on manuscript paper and submitted it, unsolicited, under his own name, to Duras’s three regular publishers, Gallimard, P.O.L and Editions de Minuit. It was of course rejected by all three. I say ‘of course’ because, had it not been rejected, the story would not be worth telling.


And it is a story, precisely, about names. On the primary level, by appearing to prove that her work, or at least one example of it, was incapable of making its own unlabelled way in the world (Doris Lessing pulled a similar stunt some years ago), what it exposed was the drawing power of Duras’s own name. On a more subtle level, though, the joke was also on the prankster himself. Jacquot, as I say, altered the names of the novel’s characters – a natural enough precaution if such a hoax is to be successfully perpetrated. But what he forgot was that much of the bewitchment of Duras’s novels derives from those very names, which are neither arbitrarily chosen nor interchangeable. Duras is, in fact, one of the great namers among contemporary novelists. They may not mean much to the British, but names like ‘Monsieur Andesmas’, ‘Lol V. Stein’, ‘Anne-Marie Stretter’, ‘Aurélia Steiner’, ‘Nathalie Granger’ and ‘Véra Baxter’, names that recur with extraordinary frequency throughout her oeuvre and are reiterated with mantralike insistence in any one novel (or, for that matter, film), function as instant signifiers, protonyms, of her imaginative world, and it would be a trifle unreasonable to expect anyone to want to publish her without them. (Only think of Dickens without his names, or Joyce, or Shakespeare.)


What an alluring entity is the printed name! Consider the following: Steffi Graf, Bill Clinton, Woody Allen, Vanessa Redgrave, Salman Rushdie, Yves Saint Laurent, Umberto Eco, Elizabeth Hurley, Martin Scorsese, Gary Lineker, Anita Brookner. Practically the only thing they have in common is that this essay happens not to be about any of them. Yet how their capital letters glitter on the page – so much so, it is not inconceivable that more than one reader, scanning the essay to see whether it contains anything worth reading, will have been arrested not by its opening paragraph, which is how these things are supposed to work, but by this fourth paragraph, merely on the strength of the names above. It scarcely matters that nothing at all has been made of them, that nothing new, interesting or juicy has been said about them, that the cumulative effect is akin to that produced by some trompe l’oeil portrait by Gainsborough in which what seems from a distance to be an intricately, even finickily, rendered satin gown turns out, on closer inspection, to be nothing but a fuzzy, meaningless blur of brushstrokes – it is, nevertheless, just such a bundle of names that is calculated to attract the lazy, unprimed eye. And it has now reached the point where a newspaper or magazine page without its statutory quota of proper, and preferably household, names is as dispiriting to behold as a bridge hand with nothing in it but threes and fives and eights. Household names are, in short, the face-cards of journalism.


If that in itself is news from nowhere, a more disturbing development is that the mania for names has started to infiltrate other, traditionally more elevated forms of printed information. Books, for example. In these recessionary times ‘literary’ fiction has become all but unsaleable, and the average British book buyer has come to remind one of that fabled American cinema owner of the thirties who begged the Hollywood studios not to send him any more historical dramas, any more of those pictures in which, as he put it, ‘people write with feathers’. Readers, it appears, no longer want books by people who write with feathers, they want books about people who write with feathers. Life is the thing, as witness, of late, a whole slew of biographies: biographies of (and here comes another whoosh of upper-case adrenaline, another ‘fix’ of gorgeous proper names) Max Beaverbrook, Henry Kissinger, Maggie Smith, Stephen Spender, Ottoline Morrell, Rupert Murdoch, Edmund Burke, Benjamin Britten, Eugène Delacroix and Jesus. Nor, you will note, is it essential that the names in question be of living luminaries: obituaries, too, have enjoyed a conspicuous popularity in the last few years.


The growing public estrangement from fiction, then, is most likely related to the form’s absence, not of facts, but of names. Yet, even in fiction, the proper name is contriving to map out a new space for itself. One of the codified properties of the postmodern novel is the threading of real names through the textures of an otherwise nonfactual narrative; which means that, if they feel like dropping names, novelists are no longer obliged, as Proust was, to invent them. On a less eminent plane, the ‘shopping-list’ prose of a Jackie Collins or a Julie Burchill tends to be characterised by the systematic way in which it attaches brand names to everything its creator’s protagonists eat, drink, wear and sit on. In the cinema this is called ‘product placement’ and it has to be paid for. So it may well be that in the future (unless it has already happened) companies like Benetton and Laura Ashley and TWA will routinely make the same kind of deal with bestselling novelists.


Just as Alice sighed, ‘What is the use of a book without pictures and conversations?’, so a current grown-up sigh might be ‘What is the use of a book without names?’ For there it is, the course (and perhaps also the curse) of the writer in the postmodern age – from The Name of the Rose to the irresistible Rise of the Name.




Notes


1 Until her death in March 1996.






















On film history





As every informed cinephile knows, there exists, ‘out there’, elusive, invisible and (save possibly to statisticians) more or less inaccessible, a nebulous set of opinions on the cinema that are collectively known as ‘the orthodoxy’ or what Barthes, in a more general context, termed ‘the Doxa’. Whenever a film is regarded by such a cinephile as ‘overrated’ or ‘underrated’, whenever a director is considered by him to be ‘too famous’ or ‘unfairly neglected’, it is at the received wisdom peddled by just that spectral orthodoxy that an accusatory finger is being pointed. For the serious buff the Doxa is an insidious and ubiquitous creature, a many-headed dragon whose powers of self-preservation and self-regeneration are so phenomenal it can only be defeated by the Saint George of posterity arriving, belatedly, to the rescue of artists, like damsels, in distress.


On occasion, fortunately, Doxa the Dragon will consent to emerge from her lair (and here endeth the first Metaphor), granting one a rare opportunity to contemplate her in all her sublime banality. Such an occasion is the publication of Barry Norman’s 100 Best Films of the Century. (I must have missed an earlier companion volume, 100 Best Films of the 19th Century.)


Where to start? With the fact that, out of the hundred films listed in the book, no fewer than eighty are English-speaking productions? For Norman, where ‘the best’ is at issue, the international cinema is evidently of scant relevance beside the good old US of A (and what might be called, given the realities of film funding, the good old UK of A). Or with the fact that he appears not even to have heard of Rossellini, Ozu, Mizoguchi, Vigo, Ophüls, Dovzhenko, Feuillade, Tati, Tarkovsky and Paradzhanov, and relegates such living masters as Resnais, Rivette, Rohmer (whom he Teutonises as ‘Erich’), Antonioni, Wenders, Pialat, Oliveira, Bertolucci and Bresson (Bresson!) to the status of also-rans? (To be sure, the blacklisting of these marginal figures from his Pantheon leaves him ample room for such imperishable masterpieces as Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, Cabaret, Genevieve, Gregory’s Girl and Sleeper.) Or else with the fact that, when he does choose a filmmaker of genius, he invariably plumps for the one film of which the public is likeliest to share his opinion before seeing it expressed? Chaplin? The Gold Rush, naturally. Welles? What else but Citizen Kane? Hitchcock? Why bother looking further than Psycho? British Hitchcock? The Thirty-Nine Steps – stands to reason. Eisenstein? Everyone knows his best film was Battleship Potemkin, so why upset the apple cart by proposing a title of which some reader ‘out there’ might never have heard?


In effect, the crux of the matter is the phrase ‘everyone knows’ rather than the choice itself. In his preface Norman pleads the anthologist’s customary defence against carpers. ‘There are films included,’ he writes, ‘that would undoubtedly appear on everybody’s list but equally there are several, maybe many, which would not appear on any but mine.’ What on earth, one wonders, can these latter films be, since his list so uncannily reflects a prevailing, off-the-top-of-anyone’s-head notion of great cinema it could just as well have been compiled by polling its potential readers in advance of publication and printing the results. If Norman were one day to publish an anthology of his 100 Best Musical Compositions of All Time, there can be no doubt that Beethoven would be represented by the Fifth Symphony. For what is Beethoven’s Fifth (besides a masterpiece) but the Battleship Potemkin of classical music, a warhorse, a cliché, a philistine’s-eye-view of the medium’s history and accomplishments?


This is a tactic I call, precisely, taking the Fifth – meaning, in cultural matters, don’t stray too far from the beaten track or you will run the risk of incriminating yourself. After all, if I were to assert that The Magnificent Ambersons or even Touch of Evil was a greater film than Kane, that Monsieur Verdoux was an infinitely more subtle comedy than The Gold Rush, or that some little B-movie western by Samuel Fuller had more vitality in it than all the rootin’, tootin’, high-falutin’ pretensions of High Noon, I would have to defend my choice. I would have to fight my corner. I would not be able to fall back, as Norman repeatedly does, on such waffling critical shorthand as ‘superbly crafted’, ‘enduringly popular’ and ‘splendidly orchestrated’. (What literary critic would ever call Joyce’s Ulysses ‘superbly crafted’ or Proust’s Recherche ‘splendidly orchestrated’?) But then, I would also have a chance to extend, instead of remaining warily within, my readers’ own pre-existent frame of reference.


Am I coming down too heavily on a pointless, harmless book, one written not by a real specialist but by a television personality whose basic function is to amuse the audience between film clips, like those luckless stand-up comics who alternated with the strippers at the old Windmill Theatre? Is there no room for the common man’s approach? Certainly there is: the snag is that, these days, less and less room has been left for anything else. What troubles me is that, just as its centenary is being celebrated, the cinema is still taken far less seriously in Britain than in almost any other European country I know; that entire swathes of film history (and geography) are ignored by those critics whose role it is, or should be, to form and foster public taste; and that, even if Barry Norman is perhaps no longer all that representative of the current film-critical climate, his influence must still be commensurate with his popularity.


Paradoxically, this book of his, a book which one presumes was written to provoke and promote an ever higher regard for the medium of film, risks having exactly the opposite effect. Yes, I myself have enjoyed many, if far from all, of the films on his list; and, yes, it is one of the glories of the cinema that it has never lost touch with its populist roots. But if these mostly middlebrow entertainments are enshrined as its very best, then it can only reinforce the still dominant British opinion that film is a minor art form, unworthy of comparison with literature, painting, poetry and music. And that, you see, just isn’t so.



















On aboriginality





Jean-Jacques Annaud’s film version of The Lover, Marguerite Duras’s bestselling autobiographical novel, was an abject failure on absolutely every level; watching it, I needed no more than five or six minutes to realise that I would be incapable of staying the course. But how, and when, to walk out? I could hardly take my leave before the first of its notorious sex scenes, which would have been grotesquely high-minded of me, not to mention professionally remiss, since it was that very scene which had caused all the fuss and pother. I could not plausibly leave during the scene, which would have given my colleagues (I saw the film at a press screening) the mortifying impression that I had been so outraged by it I had been unable to stay put in my seat an instant longer. And I certainly could not leave immediately after the scene, since that would have given the equally mortifying impression that it was all I had come to see. (For the record, I hung on for about half-an-hour before sashaying, as negligently as I knew how, to the exit.)


I mention that little predicament of mine not as a prelude to exploring the politics of leaving a film halfway but in order to highlight the tension still generated by representations of the naked body, to illustrate the degree to which, in nearly all imagery of human nudity (painterly, photographic or filmic), two rival points of convergence compete for the spectator’s attention – the public and the private parts, the face and the sexual organs. Our eyes (deny it if you will) tend to flit from one to the other and back again, as though carrying out a series of subliminal spot checks.


This no longer applies, though, to just any nudity. What made Annaud’s film so sleazily scandalous was, first, that its actress, Jane March, was sixteen years old when she appeared in it; and, second, that she was rumoured to have been personally deflowered during the shoot. Without that fact and that rumour The Lover would have attracted exactly the attention it merited – which is to say, none. Similarly, in the case of a film almost as awful, Polanski’s Bitter Moon, it was the self-conscious kinkiness of its sexual shenanigans which provided the talking point – most notably, Peter Coyote’s verbal description of a ‘golden shower’ so comically ecstatic it must have provoked a wave of golden showers among the public, with audiences collectively pissing their pants – not the mere fact of simulated sex in itself, a fact we have all learned to take pretty much for granted.


We have come a long way since the fifties, when Otto Preminger’s The Moon Is Blue was condemned by the American Catholic League of Decency because of a line of dialogue that included the apparently incendiary phrase ‘a professional virgin’; when any manifestation of outright nudity on a cinema screen was simply unheard-of; and when, for an adolescent like myself, the only hope of a glimpse of it elsewhere was in the glossy pages of National Geographic Magazine or in some exotic television documentary. Such nudity as was available, moreover, was exclusively that of the Other, of the Non-White, of the ‘Native’. Like, I fancy, many youths of my generation, I knew what a woman of Papua New Guinea looked like without her clothes on before I ever knew what one from my own environment did. Nor were these women ever photographed in interiors. Feminine nudes could be sanctioned as ‘natural’, and hence erotically unarousing, only if they were presented in such a way as to blend in (fat chance!) with an environment that was itself unambiguously natural, even ‘savage’. And for the potential voyeur they were further de-eroticised by the tacit understanding that, if they were naked (more accurately, half-naked), it was not because they had taken their clothes off but because, very much less enticingly, they had never worn any in the first place. Although such a term was not yet in currency, theirs was an ecological nudity – green, so to speak, rather than blue.


We have, I say, come a long way since then. And for most of the way those individuals or institutions whose (frequently self-appointed) vocation it has been to stem the tide have been fighting a rearguard action against public sentiment on the matter. But there is one pertinent question that no one seems to have thought of posing. If, from the fifties to the nineties, we have progressed from the ‘professional virgin’ of Preminger’s Moon to the ‘golden shower’ of Polanski’s Moon, what on earth will filmgoers be confronted with in the teens and twenties of the new century?


In that question is the implication that the process will continue to evolve in the future just as it has in the past and present, that representations of sex will become ever more explicit and ‘raunchy’. Yet, interestingly, and even if it would be premature to regard it as a trend, there has arisen in the cinema of late, in Dances With Wolves, At Play in the Fields of the Lord, the two rival Christopher Columbus films and The Last of the Mohicans, a curious and unexpected phenomenon: the Return of the Native.


‘Return’ is perhaps not quite the word. Now that it is no longer tainted by the post-colonial condescension of the fifties, aboriginality, nativeness, has been transformed into a wholly positive concept, one defined by spiritual candour, societal harmony and a pantheist empathy with all things natural. And, in a strictly cinematic context, what this New Native represents is nudity without transgression and without guilt; nudity as an end, not a means; nudity as a point of departure, not a point of arrival; nudity flowering in surroundings in which nakedness is the norm, the nakedness of an animal or a plant as much as that of a human body; nudity, finally, as the elemental sign of moral superiority. In Ridley Scott’s 1492 the baddie wears black, the goodies wear nothing. (Rather, they wear loincloths, that infallible signifier of the Native.)


By demonstrating that filmic nudity need not always be erotically sensitised, such a phenomenon may prove lastingly useful. Or it may instead turn out to be the same old hypocrisy in a new liberal guise.1  Or it may be so ephemeral as to mean nothing at all. For the present, at least, it offers an agreeable alternative to the rancid vulgarities of Annaud and Polanski and a timely correlate to the erotic vegetarianism of safe sex.




Notes


1 In the contemporary cinema, however, there does appear to be a gradual weaning away from that immemorial double standard for male and female nudity, upheld nevertheless in both The Lover and Bitter Moon, whereby a woman is required to disrobe completely while a man is permitted to remain erogenously discreet.






















On postmodernism





Postmodernism – there’s a word to send a chill shiver rippling down the spinal cord! Postmodernism – that bulbous, green, reptilian, H. R. Giger-designed alien erupting out of the pudgy soft belly of the British intelligentsia! Of all the current cultural anxieties by which our intelligentsia is beset, none, it is safe to say, is more acute. Not only did an issue of the Modern Review flourish the unequivocal headline ‘The Plague of Postmodernism’ but the Independent on Sunday, almost simultaneously, conducted an enquiry into whether it was indeed a plague, culling quotes from experts real and imagined, including Jean Baudrillard, who claimed, quite understandably, to be ‘exhausted’ by the term and its by now Pavlovian application to his writing, and Toby Young, the Modern Review’s editor, who dismissed it all as ‘a wank’.


Baudrillard, one of postmodernism’s venerable old troopers, has certainly earned the right to shrug off identification with the phenomenon. But has Young? There is one fact, after all, that tends to be forgotten by its more fashionable fetishists – which is that postmodernism, far from being new, long predates the self-styled stylologists who now damn it as nonexistent. (At its most extreme, postmodernism might claim that it is they, rather, who do not exist.) Usage of the word can probably be traced back to architectural criticism of the early sixties; most commentators would date the rise of the thing itself, even if not yet named or theoretically articulated, from the demise of high modernism in the fifties; its inherently anti-tragic resonances (a postmodern work of art can be anything any other work of art can be except tragic) were first postulated by Walter Benjamin in his seminal essay, written in 1936, ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’; and one prominent French theorist, Jean-François Lyotard, has argued that its true origins are locatable in the Age of Enlightenment. In Britain, as usual, we have leapt on to the bandwagon just as it is approaching its terminus.


But I referred above to postmodernism as, supremely, a source of anxiety. What is so alarming to the British is that a crucial superstructure of hierarchy would appear to have been cavalierly dismantled from the cultural debate, with the result that the crudest of pop culture is now being analysed in the sort of unapologetically earnest idiom formerly reserved for classic texts. (On this superficial level postmodernism means never having to say you’re sorry.) There is also the uneasy feeling abroad that postmodernism seeks to elevate comment above creation as the supreme aesthetic achievement and that its practitioners need art and literature only in the sense that a video recorder needs a television screen to be fully operational. And what is possibly most disturbing is that postmodern critics seem to have rendered the concept of originality so obsolete, so irrelevant and so confusing as to defy all attempts at elucidation. Consider comic strips. They existed for decades without Roy Lichtenstein’s paintings, and Lichtenstein’s paintings could never have existed without the prior example of comic strips. So which of the two is more deserving of study? It cannot be comic strips … and yet.


What is therefore required is a master-text that would map the mindset of postmodernism, that would enable even those unversed in the arcana of modern cultural theory to understand a little of what it all implies. Such a text exists, I believe, although to my knowledge it has never been cited in this specific context. I refer to Jorge Luis Borges’s magnificent jeu d’esprit ‘Pierre Menard, Author of Don Quixote’, from the Argentine fabulist’s collection of short stories Ficciones (Fictions), published in 1939 and one of the great books of the century.


Borges’s Pierre Menard is a turn-of-the-century man-of-letters, one of whose uncompleted and unpublished projects is the writing of Don Quixote– literally. Menard, Borges insists, ‘did not want to compose another Don Quixote– which would be so easy – but the Don Quixote’. And he continues: ‘It is unnecessary to add that his aim was never to produce a mechanical transcription of the original; he did not propose to copy it. His admirable ambition was to produce pages which would coincide – word for word and line for line – with those of Miguel de Cervantes.’ Menard’s self-imposed destiny, in short, is to have ‘contracted the mysterious duty of reconstructing literally [Cervantes’s] spontaneous work’.


As Borges makes clear, however, this second Don Quixote, although a verbatim reproduction of the first, is ‘more subtle than that of Cervantes’. If Cervantes superimposed on the realities of seventeenth-century Spain those myths of medieval knighthood that were still popular when he wrote his novel, Menard totally eschews the conventionalised, turn-of-the-century Spain of Carmen and castanets: ‘his disdain for local colour,’ remarks Borges, ‘indicates a new approach to the historical novel.’ When, via the character of Quixote, Cervantes is seen to pass judgment ‘against letters and in favour of arms’, the likeliest explanation is that he himself was a former soldier: in Menard’s Don Quixote the selfsame passage patently betrays the influence of Nietzsche. As for the question of their respective styles, there the divergence could not be more radical. Cervantes wrote easily and gracefully in the Spanish of his period, whereas Menard’s exactly identical prose was, for the early twentieth century, of a quite extraordinary archaism (traces of which, I might add à la Borges, can be found in the historical pastiches of Peter Ackroyd and the seafaring trilogy of William Golding).


There, surely, it is – the Ur-postmodern text. For what ‘Pierre Menard, Author of Don Quixote’ cunningly demonstrates is that, when decontextualised – and what is postmodernism about if not the emancipation of cultural artefacts from their immemorial contexts and the reprogramming of them very much as one pleases? – a literary work may serve to generate not just a new and different literary work but also one in which a critique of the original is embedded. And if Menard chose Don Quixote (a novel which, not by coincidence, stands in a precociously ‘postmodern’ relationship to the romances of Cervantes’s own period), the principal points of reference for most contemporary postmodernists have been the key works of high modernism. To those, then, to whom nothing means anything unless it can be encapsulated in a snappy definition one might say that the postmodern is the postmortem of the modern.



















On beginnings and endings





It is difficult for human beings to live on a spinning globe, to keep their balance, like acrobats, on a revolving planet.


That rather infantile reflection was prompted by the frequent use made, in the several scene changes of John Cox’s production of Richard Strauss’s Die Frau ohne Schatten at Covent Garden, of a tilted revolve stage. Revolves, to be sure, are nothing more than elaborate pieces of theatrical machinery, deployed to shift sets and shunt performers on and off the stage; they are not designed to emit any meaningful signals to the spectator. Nevertheless, as the Covent Garden revolve tilted and turned, and Strauss’s Empress and Nurse slowly walked along it into the depths of the stage, I found, as I have often done, that it had somehow become invested with a vaguely metaphorical, allegorical quality. Perhaps because the operation of ‘spinning’, even if only of a coin on a tabletop, cannot help carrying with it just the faintest intimation of the cosmic, it felt almost as though the characters were ascending into the realm of myth, into eternity itself.


The more general point to be made is that, if one loves an art form in and of itself – if, to take the particular case in point, one responds to the abstract concept of ‘opera’ over and above the assemblage of individual works of which the international operatic repertoire is composed – then even something as utilitarian as a revolve is eventually transformed into an autonomous source of meaning and enjoyment. As is also, in its own way, the ritual warming-up of the orchestra before the conductor takes his place on the podium. Here, again, a purely functional activity is turned into a pleasure; for an opera buff, the discordances produced are poignantly evocative ones. At the very least, we reassure ourselves that, if the strings are a tad screechy and the brass a bit too brass-bandy, these problems will be ironed out once the opera gets under way, just as, in a restaurant, we trust that some slightly vinegary house wine will become more palatable once we start to eat. Beyond that practical consideration, however, an orchestra’s collective throat-clearing is affecting because it sounds as though the musical instruments are animatedly chattering to each other prior to the dimming of the lights, just as we ourselves are doing in the auditorium. It is an onomatopoeic accompaniment to our own discordant buzz of anticipation.


One reason I never tire of opera is that it remains unashamed of even its corniest traditions and conventions. In this it differs from the theatre, a by now debased and hybrid medium, neither unrepentantly visceral nor unrepentantly intellectual, and more and more terrified of, precisely, theatricality. Whatever happened, for example, to the drop curtain (which is retained in most opera houses)? What was the argument for dropping it? When entering a theatre these days, we know that we must not expect that close-your-eyes-and-open-them-when-I-count-to-ten kind of surprise that we used to have when the curtain rose. We know that we shall be confronted with a bare, unpeopled, unlit set which we shall almost certainly have to like or lump throughout the entire evening. When staging whodunits, theatrical managements expect critics not to ‘give away the ending’; by having dispensed with the drop curtain, what they themselves give away is the beginning.


As for the cinema, I do not suppose it makes much sense at this late stage to lament the passing of the luminous cone which formerly issued from the projectionist’s cabin, even if (along with the sprocket holes on a roll of film and the earliest types of cameras with their enormous Mickey Mouse ears) it continues to be the medium’s principal decorative emblem, omnipresent to this very day on albums and reference books.1 On the other hand, I confess to a real nostalgia for two monosyllabic words which have all but disappeared from contemporary films: ‘The End’.


If I say ‘all but disappeared’, it is because they seem to be staging something of a comeback. Terence Davies’s The Long Day Closes managed to reinstate them by the simple expedient of moving all its credits forward to the start of the film – as was long the case. For that is of course why ‘The End’ has been made redundant: the fact that, in the majority of big new American films, the closing credit rolls may run for up to six or seven minutes. (Are all these credits absolutely necessary, by the way? No published book would seek to cram into its endpapers the name of every editor, typesetter and printer involved in its fabrication, and so far as I know none of these indispensable collaborators has been battling for individual recognition.)


The main consequence of ‘The End”s disappearance is that one no longer quite knows when a film has finished. Is it when the last image has faded from the screen or is it instead when the last title has rolled? It may appear a matter of exquisite inconsequentiality that, while some members of a cinema audience, the purists, are still craning to catch every last and least credit, others, the impurists, are already shuffling towards the exit. Yet such non-uniformity of response, with some of us standing, some of us sitting, some of us moving, some of us staying, does have the frustrating effect of denying us, as a public, as an ensemble, that satisfying sense of resolution, that sense of a sudden, irreversible finality and closure – ‘Ouf, it’s over!’ – that used to be one of the trivial but irreplaceable satisfactions of a cinema performance.


Not so much a question of All’s Well That Ends Well, then, as of All’s Well That Ends, period.




Notes


1 As an adolescent, I claimed to be able to deduce what genre a film belonged to merely by studying the shafts of dust caught in the headlights, as it were, of that cone.






















On melody





Consider Porgy and Bess, recently staged at the Royal Opera House in a production by Trevor Nunn. Nearly everyone of a certain age must be familiar with at least some of Gershwin’s score. ‘Summertime’, for example, the opera’s first big number – nearly everyone, I repeat, must know its opening ten notes. Well, listening to those ten notes at Covent Garden, ‘Sum-mer-time-an’-the-livin’-is-ea-sy’, I asked myself a question I have frequently felt like asking when listening to some great but also ostensibly simple and, so one imagines, easily improvisable tune: Why did it take so long to be unearthed?


Reduce ‘Summertime’ to its substructure, to its unembellished, ten-note skeleton, and hum it to yourself: ‘Dum-de-dum. Dum-de-dum-de-dum-dum-dum’. It is a memorable, even indelible, tune, which, once registered, is never likely to be forgotten. Yet there does not seem to be all that much to it. As the opera’s defining aria, it is the theme instantly conjured up in our inner ears when we hear the words ‘Porgy and Bess’; and, as a solo subjected to numerous diverse vocal treatments over the years, it must have made a small fortune for the Gershwin estate. So why did one of those hundreds, maybe thousands, of composers who had been improvising at pianos since the turn of the century – whether classical, popular or, like Gershwin himself, what is called ‘crossover’ – not hit upon its melody long before 1934, when the opera was staged, and earn the réclame, money and above all personal satisfaction that were to be his?


The question may well strike a musician as meaningless. But, speaking for myself, as a layman utterly without musicological expertise, I have always thought that melodic motifs were like spermatozoa, with only a privileged few ever breaking through to generate a real live tune. I have the sense, too, that they are already ‘out there’ before actually being composed – out there in the ether, waiting for a composer to appropriate them, begging to be chosen like the unborn children of Maeterlinck’s The Blue Bird.


Actually, there are many such themes which impress me as having taken too long to be discovered. Think of the song ‘Tonight’ from West Side Story‚ again as it might be broken down into an elementary note-progression: ‘To-night, to-night …’ and so on. Surely, before Bernstein came up with it in 1957, someone could have chanced across that artless sequence of ascending and descending notes and immediately realised its melodic potential? Or think of Gershwin’s own ‘I Got Rhythm’, which is virtually a parody of what I am talking about. Or the pounding central theme of Sibelius’s Finlandia. Or the five crashing chords which announce, as though throwing down a challenge to the listener, the opening movement of Tchaikovsky’s First Piano Concerto.


On the other hand, I cannot help feeling that the smoky, snaky complexity of the melody which makes up the entirety of Ravel’s Boléro, or the wittily syncopated patterning, both vocal and verbal, of Cole Porter’s ‘Anything Goes’ (‘In-old-en-days-a-glimpse-of-stock-ing-was-looked-on-as-something-shock-ing …’), could never have been so nonchalantly plucked out of the air. Unlike those of Gershwin and company (to whose labours I am probably doing an injustice), the melodies of Ravel and Porter leave me with the distinct impression that, in their gestation, the element of chance must have been minimal.


Melody is really a most mysterious thing. Why are there tunes that one is born knowing? (In my own case, I might cite, out of hundreds, ‘In the Hall of the Mountain King’ from Grieg’s incidental music to Peer Gynt, a tune I cannot remember ever hearing without already having heard it at least once before.) Given how few there are about today, how many memorable tunes, if any, remain to be composed? More specifically, does there still exist, in that same hypothetical ether that I invoke above, a configuration of notes and chords capable of producing, on our ears but equally on our souls, the kind of irresistibly uplifting effect which ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ produces? If Elgar had failed to compose ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ the first time around, would the tune have remained spectrally ‘available’ to some subsequent composer or would it have been lost to us for ever? Are there in fact lots of potential tunes still to be unearthed, tunes to which our ears are not as yet, precisely, attuned – just as those compositions by Stravinsky and Debussy and Bartók which were dismissed as tuneless by the first audiences to be exposed to them have long since ceased to strike our ears as melodically problematical? And will our descendants thus find themselves humming Berio and Birtwistle and Xenakis as they stand on the platform waiting for the 8.25 to Waterloo?


So many questions and so few answers. But the problem with music in general, and melody in particular, is that the gap between creator and consumer is an unbridgeable abyss. Everyone is able to write a little, paint a little, act a little, rhyme a little, but no one composes music ‘a little’. And, to my knowledge, there exists no book for the layman which explains what exactly makes a melody a melody; which analyses the whole concept of melodic memorability, of ‘catchiness’; which elucidates what it is about the best-known of Mendelssohn’s Songs Without Words (the one commonly exploited by the cinema to denote a caricatural idea of prissy gentility) that causes it to stand out from the others like a radiantly healthy rather than a sore thumb, that makes me wonder whether it was genetically programmed into my being, that convinces me I could have whistled it in the womb. No one has ever shown me why that piece and not another should have imprinted itself on my consciousness.


Left to my own, metaphorical devices, and feeling the urge to end with a statement instead of a question, I would propose this definition: a melody is a piece of music which, like certain books, one cannot put down. It is feeble, I know, but it is a start.



















On the circus





A paradox.


On the one hand, I have, and have had for as long as I can remember, a real predilection for the mytho-iconography of the circus ring. By that I mean, I like the circus’s gaudy treadmill when it has been distilled and purified in the Barnum-and-ballet spectacle of Fellini’s 8½, Chaplin’s The Circus, Bergman’s Sawdust and Tinsel, DeMille’s The Greatest Show on Earth, Tod Browning’s Freaks, Victor Sjöström’s He Who Gets Slapped, Max Ophüls’s Lola Montès and, if now more metaphorically, the same director’s La Ronde, with its famous merry-go-round (or perhaps I should say melancholy-go-round) construction. I like the wistful, tristful funambulists in the paintings of Picasso’s Blue and Rose Periods, as also his unblushingly sentimental drop curtain for Satie’s once scandalous ballet Parade.1 I like the circus paintings of Degas, Toulouse-Lautrec, Seurat, Dufy, Léger and Chagall.2 I like the circus writings of Cocteau, who compared the silvery aerialists drifting high above his head in the canvassy cosmos of the Nouveau-Cirque to wisps of ‘phosphorescent snot’. I like Rouault’s dolorous Christ-clowns, whose arched eyebrows resemble a matching pair of poised and praying angels from a child’s transfer album. I like, finally, the circus ring settings of Wedekind’s Pandora’s Box and (if, again, only metaphorically) Brecht’s Mother Courage, and the circus band music of Milhaud’s Le Boeuf sur le Toit, Sauguet’s Les Forains and Shostakovich’s Hypothetically Murdered.


On the other hand, not to put too fine a point on it, I hate, detest, abhor and abominate the circus itself. Not even six wild white horses from the Camargue, glitzily caparisoned, could drag me to a performance under the loathsome Big Top.


How can such an abyss between representation and reality be explained? Naturally, much of it has to do with the world’s currently acute sensitivity to the mortification and possibly maltreatment of the animals involved: even as an infant, I was more distressed than diverted by the spectacle of snarling caged lions, elephants perched with repulsive daintiness on their hind legs and seals playing ‘Pop Goes the Weasel’ on the xylophone. Nor do I warm to the now presumably irreversible mediatisation of the medium. Yet my hostility is more deeply rooted than that.


For me, what the circus primarily represents is, to the nth degree, the intensification of the live. In the theatre, as we know, each individual performance is subtly different from all those which precede and follow it; we know equally, though, that this difference tends to be of fairly minimal import, virtual rather than truly perceptible. By contrast, a great deal of the circus’s (supposed) appeal is founded upon just that differential, upon just those variables which are inherent in every live performance. One can actually establish a hierarchy of sorts. Thus: when we watch a film, we know (and are obscurely reassured by the fact) that we are watching exactly the same film as everyone else; when we watch a play, we know that we are watching almost exactly the same play as everyone else; but, when we are at the circus, we cannot help wondering whether (and hoping that?) tonight, for our benefit alone, the trapeze artist will plummet to his death or the lion tamer will be savaged by one of his own lions or, more modestly, the equestrienne’s horse will deposit a mound of steaming manure right in front of us. Just as farms are clearly ‘closer to’ nature than are factories, so circuses are closer to the historical ‘one-off’ essence of spectacle than are either films or plays.
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