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    Foreword


    All but nine of the essays in this selection have been previously published in on-line media – most notably in openDemocracy. Writers being tinkerers by nature, I have not resisted the temptation to update some of them and thereby to give them, I hope, added coherence and accessibility. Those marked with an asterisk are published here for the first time. Sharp-eyed readers may spot that on two occasions a quotation reappears in a subsequent essay. Repetition is not a favourite device but in both cases my inability to conjure alternatives has prevailed.


    My aim in presenting these pieces is no different from that of the Spanish poet and essayist Juan Gil-Albert (1904 – 1994): “I write to clarify what I think, and offer these words in the hope that they may be of use to others.”1


    

      

        1	«…escribo para aclararme las cosas y doy a conocer lo que escribo por si este camino que hago puede ayudar en algún caso a los demás.»


      


    


  




  

    




The Arts


  




  

    1. Shakespeare the Revolutionary


    Watching a performance of King Lear at London’s Barbican Theatre, I was struck not for the first time by Shakespeare’s awareness of poverty and inequality. Though his popularity and sheer brilliance during his lifetime kept him safe from the Tower, he was something of a revolutionary, an egalitarian long before the word or any of its strident political equivalents had found their way into our vocabulary. Passages, not only in Lear but in other plays too, show evidence of a strong social conscience – at times stated quite bluntly and at others more subtly through the treatment and shaping of character.


    In King Lear, part of the learning experience forced upon the eponymous hero, and also on the Earl of Gloucester, is recognition of economic injustice and of their own failures to address it during their long careers as powerful members of the elite – one a monarch, the other an aristocrat. Thus Gloucester, intent on suicide, hands his purse to his son Edgar, whom he believes to be a beggar, with these words:


    Let the superfluous and lust-dieted man


    That slaves your ordinance, that will not see


    Because he does not feel, feel your pow’r quickly;


    So distribution should undo excess,


    And each man have enough.


    It is a recipe for progressive taxation, for a generous benefit system, for a National Health Service, for what used to be called the welfare state.


    King Lear on the heath in the midst of a violent storm goes further, as his sudden material impoverishment brings him awareness of the plight of others so afflicted:


    Poor naked wretches, wheresoe’er you are,


    That bide the pelting of this pitiless storm.


    How shall your houseless heads and unfed sides,


    Your loop’d and window’d raggedness, defend you


    From seasons such as these? O, I have ta’en


    Too little care of this! Take physic pomp,


    Expose yourself to feel what wretches feel,


    That thou mayst shake the superflux to them,


    And show the heavens more just.


    Lear’s reflection on his own lack of concern for the poor “I have ta’en too little care of this…” could not be other than a contemporary reference. Following the Dissolution of the Monasteries (1536–1541) and the acceleration of land enclosures in Tudor England which left many people unemployed, the number of vagrants and vagabonds had mushroomed. In 1594, the Lord Mayor of London estimated the number of beggars in the city at 12,000, while tens of thousands more roamed the countryside either as smart-assed rogues like Autolycus in A Winter’s Tale, or ragged vagabonds such as Edgar pretended to be in Lear. Both would have been familiar figures to an Elizabethan/Jacobean audience. Altogether at least a third of the entire population of Shakespeare’s time was estimated to be poor, including those who were nominally in work but badly paid.


    Today, with countless refugees from Africa, Asia and the Middle East pressing at Europe’s gates, while homelessness, hunger and distress grow within the European citadel, Lear’s and Gloucester’s cry against inequality seems as shockingly relevant to our own time as it undoubtedly was to Shakespeare’s. How did Shakespeare come to write such lines? Whence the extraordinary range of his sympathies?


    We know that he had read Montaigne’s essay ‘On Cannibals’ – from which he derived the name of Caliban in The Tempest. In the 16th century, the process of discovery and conquest of the New World was in full swing, and stories abounded of the strange creatures who lived there. Though Shakespeare portrayed Caliban as a savage, he also understood native indignation at having their land and inheritance taken by a ‘colonial’ usurper: “This island’s mine by Sycorax my mother, Which thou tak’st from me”, Caliban tells Prospero.


    In Montaigne’s essay, the author writes of an encounter with three natives of Brazil during which the visitors offered a stinging rebuke of the inequality they had observed in France:


    “…They noticed how some men were replete with every imaginable commodity while others, impoverished and hungry, went begging at the doors of the rich. And they found it strange that the poor tolerated such injustice and wondered why they didn’t seize the wealthy by the throat or set fire to their houses.”


    It is a theme that Montaigne goes on to address at length in a subsequent essay – ‘On Inequality Among Us’ – in which he questions why we value people by their “wrapping and packaging…which merely hide the characteristics by which we can truly judge someone”. Here, in one of Hamlet’s exchanges with Claudius, is a Shakespearean dramatization of the same issue:


    Hamlet: A man may fish with the worm that hath eat of a king, and eat of the fish that hath fed of that worm.


    King: What dost thou mean by this?


    Hamlet: Nothing but to show you how a king may go a progress through the guts of a beggar.


    And here is Lear echoing Montaigne:


    There thou mightst behold the great image of authority: a dog’s obeyed in office… Robes and furred gowns hide all.


    Socio-political injustice was, therefore, neither strange nor novel in 16th-century European thought or literature. Our playwright did not, of course, write didactic dramas, nor build his plays as illustrations of good and evil, right and wrong behaviour, or – as one academic put it to me – to induce salutary reactions in the audience via catharsis or laughter. Had he done so he would have been following a long tradition in which dramatic characters had first and foremost a symbolic or illustrative function, that is they represented an idea, or a set of dispositions or feelings that audiences were expected to approve or reject. Such was the case with both Roman and medieval drama – the major influences on Elizabethan playwrights. Not even Marlowe, among Shakespeare’s contemporaries, contravened this schematic framework. If we examine Marlowe’s treatment of character in Tamburlaine, or The Jew of Malta, or Faustus, we find that the symbolic role of the protagonists takes priority over their qualities as recognizable individuals – flesh and blood human beings.


    What Shakespeare did was to reverse the conventional procedure by building from character to meaning, from the individual to the universal. The philosophical equivalent would be inductive rather than deductive reasoning. This is why his characters work so powerfully on our imagination, why Marlowe’s Jew remains a stereotype while Shakespeare’s (despite the prejudices of the age) is full of personality, why we love Falstaff despite and because of his all-too-human failings, why Hamlet puzzles, angers and frustrates because like us he is insecure, by degrees passionate, cruel, witty, honest, dissembling – a thoroughly human profusion. We meet Shakespeare’s characters in the street, those of his predecessors in our minds. Stage figures of what we might call ‘human complexity’ are a Shakespearean innovation. Only in poetry do we find obvious precedents – for example in Chaucer’s wonderful gallery of portraits and François Villon’s verse Testaments – and there are hints also perhaps in early Spanish picaresque fiction such as the anonymous Lazarillo de Tormes. But Chaucer and Villon were solely accessible to a select few – those who could both read and were able to acquire books, while Shakespeare worked in a universal medium of communication where only ears were needed.


    Why was this ‘inductive’ technique revolutionary rather than merely innovative? I believe the answer lies in the fact that, for the first time, the individual became a focus of public and artistic attention. Shakespearean drama brought previously unattended elements of human nature and of political and social life to the forefront: the quixotic nature and psychology of motive (Cervantes belongs here, too, of course), the individual validity of the common man, human rights of the kind both Ariel and Caliban2 demand in The Tempest, and so on. Little of this is to be found in other playwrights of the period.


    In the 18th and 19th centuries Shakespeare’s plays were criticized for their excesses, and attempts were made to improve them by pundits who thought they knew better. What were the objections? Low-life subject matter (unfit for polite society), lack of taste, improper language – features we might recognize, nowadays, as coming from EastEnders rather than Yes Minister. Editors and amenders tried to excise precisely those features that show the commonest citizen as the moral equal of the greatest monarch. They were uncomfortable features. Whoever witnesses the downfall of Angelo (Measure for Measure) or the rise of Bolingbroke (Richard II) knows that the high and mighty are not necessarily to be trusted. Perhaps not to be trusted at all. And here we are not just speaking of a lust for and abuse of power (a familiar Elizabethan theme) but about corruption of a kind that brings to earth the moral authority of the powerful. Much more important, though, is that the Shakespearean common man is as full of humanity as a monarch.


    Shakespeare wasn’t a pamphleteer aiming to bring about political change. But his view of people was more revolutionary than anything a pamphleteer could achieve. Elizabethan stage convention unthinkingly accepted class values as fixed (as did French classical theatre). Shakespeare did not; though, his originality in this respect may sometimes pass unnoticed because it seems so natural. Since the plays deal so powerfully with human emotions and states of consciousness, we can easily overlook the implicit socio-economic and political views that, like scenery, colour their background.


    My argument then is that Shakespeare was a revolutionary in the way he treated the individual – and that is precisely why he forces an attentive reader or playgoer to re-examine the basis of his or her beliefs, prejudices and social attitudes. Whatever Elizabethan England thought about Jews, for example, the import of Shylock’s words in The Merchant of Venice can’t be avoided:


    I am a Jew. Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections, passions; fed with the same food, hurt with the same weapons, subject to the same diseases, heal’d by the same means, warm’d and cool’d by the same winter and summer as a Christian is? If you prick us, do we not bleed?


    The speech was quietly but firmly revolutionary, and Shakespeare must have known as much. Revolutionary not because the writer wanted to change contemporary attitudes towards Jews – that would be a crudely anachronistic fallacy – but because no one in Shakespeare is ‘merely’ anything, not a Jew, nor a peasant, nor a soldier, nor an innkeeper, nor a bawd, nor a king.


    This great idea – that of not being ‘merely’ – has been the basis of much of the political change that has taken place in Europe, North America and elsewhere since the 17th century. It lies at the heart of modern democracy, and forms a backcloth to political movements like Marxism and socialism that are founded on ideals of equity and distributive justice.


    What Shakespeare helped to bring about was a fundamental change in European consciousness concerning the human condition in the social and political context. I doubt this was his intention; but it is a consequence of his work – of his quiet persistence in giving his characters their head and refusing to censor either them or his own pen.


    <<<<<>>>>>


    

      

        2	Neither of them strictly human in the play though their roles and voices certainly are!


      


    


  




  

    2. Hamlet and King Lear*3


    Hamlet


    Nietzsche maintained that the “Dionysian man” resembles Hamlet:


    Both have once looked truly into the essence of things, they have gained knowledge, and nausea inhibits actions; for their actions could not change anything in the eternal nature of things; they feel it to be ridiculous or humiliating that they should be asked to set right a world that is out of joint. Knowledge kills action; action requires the veils of illusion: that is the doctrine of Hamlet, not that cheap wisdom of Jack the Dreamer who reflects too much and, as it were, from an excess of possibilities, does not get round to action.4


    Hamlet the play is not about restoring an injured world, but about something more taxing to the mind and spirit – how to find meaning in the face of certain death, how to find truth – if indeed such a thing exists – when nothing, neither words nor things nor people mean or are what they appear. I paraphrase – and in so doing lose much of what Shakespeare intended – his being a far greater mind and pen than that of a modest playgoer such as myself. “Hamlet,” as Harold Bloom notes, “is cosmological drama of man’s fate, and only masks its essential drive as revenge.”5


    Shakespeare’s play set a precedent in Western culture. Nothing like this exploration of human consciousness had ever been attempted before; and it set the pattern for much of what came after – Goethe’s Sorrows of Young Werther, the Romanticism of Chateaubriand, Lamartine, Wordsworth, Keats, Shelly, and Byron, the psychological commentaries of Freud, and Jung, the thread-sewn minutiae of James Joyce (who was much influenced by Hamlet) right up to Samuel Beckett and beyond.


    Perhaps the first solid indication of Hamlet’s attempt to expose what lies behind surface appearance comes in his early exchange with his mother:


    Tis not alone my inky cloak, good mother,


    Nor the customary suits of solemn black,


    Nor windy suspiration of forc’d breath,


    No, nor the fruitful river in the eye


    Nor the dejected haviour of the visage.


    Together with all forms, moods, shapes of grief


    That can denote me truly. These indeed seem


    For they are actions that a man might play,


    But I have within which passes show,


    These but the trappings and the suits of woe.


    He says – and we believe him – that he is not what he seems. Nor, with the exception of the stalwart Horatio and a few minor characters, is anyone else. Hamlet lives behind a mask, several different masks, each one an “antic disposition”. The other characters likewise dissemble: Claudius lives with murder, Gertrude with emotional betrayal; Polonius – as corrupt in his way as Claudius – spies on his own son, and plots behind the arras:


    Your bait of falsehood take this carp of truth,


    And thus do we of wisdom and of reach,


    with windlass and with assays of bias,


    By indirections find directions out;…


    Rosencrantz and Guildenstern mask betrayal with friendship, Laertes lends himself to murder. Ophelia – what of Ophelia? At her father’s bidding, she suppresses her own love for Hamlet, pretending to be other than she is.


    Deception has wider implications. Humans lie and cheat to achieve their ends – a Weltanschaung for which Hamlet and all the other principals eventually die. Hamlet alone penetrates the masks worn by others – but what he sees on the other side is not the authentic faces of those who surround him, not the truth (where is the truth after all?), but death; not “…the beauty of the world; the paragon of animals;” but Yorick, “this quintessence of dust…”. That is the challenge presented by the play. What do we signify, if, indeed, we signify anything? What lies behind the mask?


    Much of what that meaning might include Hamlet rejects, for he sees that it can’t be separated from or cleansed of evil. Polonius promises to look after the actors according to their deserts, to which Hamlet snaps: “…use every man after his desert, and who shall ’scape whipping?”.


    It is the elusiveness of meaning – and the terrible insight that there is no escape from the violence and corruption with which life is identified – that causes Hamlet to hesitate, to doubt. Doubt, hesitation are the trappings of the intelligent mind; certainty in an unstable world is a refuge of the blind and the foolish; words are merely another form of disguise, a cloak in which to lose the name of action:


    Why what an ass I am! This is most brave,


    That I, the son of a dear father murdered


    Prompted to my revenge by heaven and hell,


    Must like a whore unpack my heart with words…


    Even his father’s ghost cannot be believed:


    …The spirit I have seen


    May be a devil and the devil hath power


    T’assume a pleasing shape, yea, and perhaps,


    Out of my weakness and my melancholy,


    As he is very potent with such spirits,


    Abuses me to damn me…


    Doubt and indecision lie at the very core of the play and of Hamlet’s terrible penetration of the human dilemma. Hence why…


    …conscience does make cowards of us all


    And thus the native hue of resolution


    Is sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought


    And enterprises of great pitch and moment


    With this regard their currents turn awry


    And lose the name of action.


    Thought – the realization of the futility of human action – destroys enterprise:


    Sure He that made us with such large discourse,


    Looking before and after, gave us not


    That capability and godlike reason


    To fust in us unus’d. Now whether it be


    Bestial oblivion, or some craven scruple


    Of thinking too precisely on th’ event


    A thought which quarter’d hath but one part wisdom


    And ever three parts coward – I do not know…


    To act at all you must be deceived into thinking your actions will make a difference, and that they represent your intentions. But – as the Player King suggests in one of the most astonishing speeches in the play – a speech often ignored but which summarizes much of the thematic discourse and which we must assume was written by Hamlet himself:


    Our wills and fates do so contrary run


    That our devices still are overthrown,


    Our thoughts are ours, their ends none of our own.


    A sentiment that Hamlet overtly approves when later he admits in Act V:


    Our indiscretion sometime serves us well


    When our deep plots do pall, and that should learn us


    There’s a divinity that shapes our ends


    Rough-hew them how we will.


    Here he presages the end. He will not kill his uncle otherwise than casually, at a moment when he ceases to think and instead acts in a fit of passion, or at the behest of fate. He could have performed the deed dispassionately in Act III, while Claudius is trying to pray. He refused the chance not because he had not yet unmasked the king’s treachery – but because he questioned the validity of the act itself:


    …And am I then revenged,


    To take him in the purging of his soul,


    When he is fit and season’d for his passage?


    This is a religious excuse (even though we can hardly conceive of Hamlet as religious given his questioning of the grounds of existence). There is, of course, a Christian backcloth also to Hamlet’s father’s pain – for he died without the benefit of absolution which is why he is condemned to purgatory. Hamlet would not be a party to murdering Claudius when the latter is in a state of grace, for his uncle would thereby triumph over his father in the afterlife.


    Do we believe Hamlet’s excuse to be genuine? I don’t think so. Rather, we see his rejection of the opportunity to complete his mission as the triumph of thought over action – just as Nietzsche suggested. We know that while Hamlet’s brain is working, he will never murder Claudius. He kills two people during the course of the play – three if we include Laertes – all at moments when thought has given way to instinct, when the beast triumphs over the man.


    Far from demonstrating a path to redemption, I see the formal ending of the play as pure convention. By the time Claudius dies, we hardly care whether Hamlet has fulfilled his task or not. And we sense that Hamlet hardly cares either. The play is about questioning, perhaps about the ultimate question – a double one. Do we have a purpose and if so, what is it?


    The rest is silence.


    King Lear


    What Lear is about is easier to express than in the case of Hamlet because Lear himself tells us. Again it is a question: “Who is it that can tell me who I am?”


    Other questions sustain this primordial one. How do we account for and endure human suffering? What is the meaning and purpose of evil? Are we the playthings of fate, or do we forge our own destiny? The play is also about love, of course; and about politics too, and justice and redemption, truth and lies. In the end it is about what it means to be human.


    Language belongs here, of course. Without it the play would not exist. But no language is to be trusted: not that of the wicked because they misuse it, nor that of the good because they cannot command it. This is why Cordelia’s first reaction to Lear’s demand that she express her love is that she has nothing to say. And then, to Lear’s challenge that “nothing will come of nothing”:


    Unhappy that I am, I cannot heave my heart into my mouth…6


    ‘Nothing’ is a much used word in Lear as many have noted. Shortly after the ‘nothing’ exchange between Lear and Cordelia, we hear an echo from Gloucester and Edmund:


    Glo: What paper were you reading?


    Edm: Nothing my lord.


    Glo: No? What needed then that terrible dispatch of it into your pocket? The quality of nothing hath not such need to hide itself.


    And then another echo from the Fool – mocking what we have heard before:


    Fool: Can you make no use of nothing, nuncle?


    Lear: Why, no, boy, nothing can be made out of nothing.


    Fool: [to Kent] Prithee tell him, so much the rent of his land comes to.


    Language is a disguise, a trick: ‘nothing’ is a word like any other, with many meanings. So it is with our identity and, therefore, with how we identify ourselves.


    “…he hath ever but slenderly known himself,” Regan says of her father. Like everyone, he receives his identity from those who surround him: his nation, his district, his city, his neighbourhood, those whom he loves and who claim to love him. As a king, he is much flattered. He commands, is obeyed and feared, and his self-image reflects this. “Come not between the dragon and his wrath…” he tells Kent. But the Fool is not fooled:


    Lear: Dost thou call me fool, boy?


    Fool: All thy other titles thou hast given away, that thou wast born with.


    The Fool relentlessly reminds Lear that he has been living an illusion, a message that becomes more cruel as Lear’s distress increases:


    Cry to it nuncle, as the cockney did to the eels when she put ‘em i’ th’ paste alive; she knapp’d ‘em o’ th’ coxcombs with a stick, and cried, “Down, wantons, down!” ’Twas her brother that, in pure kindness to his horse, butter’d his hay.


    As Lear’s suffering deepens, so he travels through pain to understanding. Early on, in his authoritarian rage, he issues threats that we already recognize as ridiculous:


    …you unnatural hags,


    I will have such revenges on you both


    That all the world shall – I will do such things –


    What they are yet I know not, but they shall be


    The terrors of the earth!


    These, through the play, transform into an understanding of what all of us have in common: our humanity. Inevitably we come to issues of social and political justice, for if we are all the same, then in the sense that most matters – we are also equal.


    Is man no more than this? Consider him well. Thou ow’st the worm no silk, the beast no hide, the sheep no wool, the cat no perfume…unaccommodated man is no more but such a poor, bare, fork’d animal…


    And thence to the political conclusion – revolutionary not only in its time but for the centuries to come:


    Take physic, pomp,


    Expose thyself to feel what wretches feel,


    That thou mayst shake the superflux to them


    And show the heavens more just.7


    The trappings of authority are just that: a disguise no less powerful than the disguise of language:


    A dog’s obeyed in office…


    Robes and furr’d gowns hide all…


    Gloucester’s physical blinding parallels Lear’s spiritual blindness. In one of the most heart-rending exchanges of the play, Gloucester tells us what this means:


    Old Man:You cannot see your way.


    Glo: I have no way and therefore want no eyes; I stumbled when I saw.


    Self-knowledge comes, at length, to Lear:


    Lear: They flatter’d me like a dog, and told me I had the white hairs in my beard ere the black ones were there…When the rain came to wet me once, and the wind to make me chatter, when the thunder would not peace at my bidding, there I found ‘em, there I smelt ‘em out…they told me I was everything. ’Tis a lie…


    But the price of knowledge may be life itself, for Lear, Cordelia, Gloucester and the Fool are all lost to it. If we are to retrieve anything positive from this outcome, then we must remember that we are not the play. This is what Brecht was trying to get at with his insistence on ‘alienation’. We will not cast out Lear, nor hang Cordelia nor take out Gloucester’s eyes; not at any rate if we can grasp something of who and what we are and where we belong on the planet.


    The heart or meaning of the play lies less, perhaps, in the denouement than in the extraordinary encounter – an interlude of transcendent pain and strange beauty – between Edgar, Lear and Gloucester in Act IV.


    Glo: Oh let me kiss that hand.


    Lear: Let me wipe it first, it smells of mortality.


    No paraphrase possible.


    <<<<<>>>>>


    

      

        3	Written in response to essays by an old friend in her book La ley y la fisura, Universidad Veracruzana, Mexico 1999.


      


      

        4	Friedrich Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy, German original published in Leipzig in 1872.


      


      

        5	Harold Bloom, Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human, Riverhead Books, New York 1998.


      


      

        6	Four hundred years later, T.S. Eliot’s Prufrock found it “…impossible to say exactly what I mean…”


      


      

        7	“Superfluous wealth can buy superfluities only. Money is not required to buy one necessary for the soul,” wrote Thoreau, three centuries later.


      


    


  




  

    3. Yankee Doodle Heroes*


    Whitman, Thoreau, Kerouac, Henry Miller, Ginsberg, Mailer all share America’s obsession with the self. Their works are primarily about the ego doing or sometimes failing to do its own thing. They are quirky, individualistic, bloody-minded: lone cowboys, riding into an eternal distance, silhouetted against the landscape, appearing to fade from view but in reality doing the opposite – sticking the barrel of their pen into our midriff, ordering us to raise our hands, and then making off with our equanimity.


    Who can read these authors without feeling inferior to them? They are more aggressive, more daring, more nobly self-destructive than the rest of us. Their failures are our weaknesses; their triumphs theirs alone. We are not asked to participate but to applaud, to admire, and if we can’t admire then to condemn – notoriety being as good, perhaps better, for sales than simply being noticed.


    Fitzgerald, Steinbeck, Melville and maybe Dos Passos excepted, American writers have limited social or political conscience – save where they can turn themselves into politically correct rebels with themselves in the centre, not of the action (that would be too obvious) but of the focus of discontent. Mailer and Ginsberg stood on the front line of protest against the Vietnam war; but they treated it as a literary event. “Let’s get arrested. Let’s give the army shit. Fuck the president,” the language and sentiments of the campus written from the air-conditioned safety of a New York apartment or a Long Island cottage, under the influence of a full belly and with a bourbon or a smouldering joint at their elbow. Neither could imagine what it meant to huddle in a Cambodian shack while agent orange burned your fields, your livelihood and your skin; or to be black and poor in the trashcan backstreets of Detroit. Not the protest that mattered, but the ego in the protest: me and my feelings in the big, bad, corrupt, putrescent planet called America.


    But these writers are doing no more than expressing the American myth about itself: the individual is all; anyone can ‘make it’; everyone should make it; and if you don’t make it, the fault is yours pussycat. A writer’s job is to be bigger, meaner, louder than anyone else. What you need to be heard is a powerful set of lungs plus an appetite for fame. How do you like it? Over-easy with fries, mustard on the side, a dash of originality, hold the sincerity; every dish to order; any mix of ingredients on the menu.


    Whitman and Thoreau are the originals, first and greatest, creators of the American literary persona. Shake off the fetters of convention, they tell us. Care solely for your own fulfillment. Let nothing stand in your way. Whether you benefit someone else, or even humanity at large hardly matters, your effect on your fellow creatures being a by-product – like sawdust – of hewing the timber of your own life. Not a single character, in the work of either, beyond themselves. Thoreau sailed and rowed along the Merrimack with his brother. But who is his brother? What did he think? Or say? Or feel? What conversations took place round the campfire beneath the unpolluted stars, amid the nocturnal rustlings of the wilderness? We don’t know. Any more than we know who stood next to Mailer in the ranks of the Armies of the Night. Or the characters that Whitman met in his wanderings on the shores of blue Ontario.


    Those two pioneers gave us a new language of the self; a language for a New World: rich, individualistic, liberating, egocentric. They wrote triumphantly and their works come to us, even now, like a release, as if they are leading us from a stuffy room into open territory where the air is fresh, the fields green, the forests dense, the horizon bright with possibility. We are moved and excited; our lungs swell, our heart pounds. Maybe we should quit our job, and trip through America in pursuit of Kerouac.


    In time the message shifted. The world of Whitman and Thoreau became that of Miller, Mailer and Ginsberg (and, I might add, of Erica Jong and Philip Roth). Self-fulfillment became self-indulgence. The fundamental preoccupation of most American writers of the modern age – one that, despite its narrow focus, entertains them endlessly – is jerking off. For men ‘getting it up’ and for women ‘getting it good’: every last one a Catcher in the Rye.


    A writer’s object is to shock


    What better way than to rehearse


    With different words the same old verse


    The one about the cunt and cock.


    Contemporary exceptions? We could do worse than start with the dark but fecund shadows that Corma McCarthy has cast over the American landscape which seem to presage in words attributed to Chief Seattle of the Duwamish: the end of living and the beginning of survival.


    <<<<<>>>>>


  




  

    4. Dumbing Down


    At a recent gathering in Mexico City, I met young Colombian journalist – Eduardo – and following the introductory pleasantries found myself plunged into a discussion with him about Latin American literature. After running briefly through the canon, pausing to pay respects to Felisberto Hernández (one of Latin America’s greatest and least-known short story writers), the two of us admitted to a special admiration for Roberto Bolaño, agreeing that his works, though quirky, complex and sometimes difficult, were never impenetrable and always worth the effort to understand.


    “Trouble is,” Eduardo said, after we had spent a good half hour happily ranging over a selection of Bolaño’s writings, “authors like him don’t really matter. Only the elite reads serious literature nowadays.”


    I countered with a personal anecdote set in his own country, Colombia. In 1981, I happened to be in Bogotá a few months after publication of Gabriel García Márquez’s wonderful Chronical of a Death Foretold. Picking up a copy of the first edition at a downtown bookstore, I read on the reverse of the title page that the initial print-run amounted to a staggering 1 million and 50,000 copies. Surely this was evidence of a readership that extended well beyond any definition of the elite.


    “That was thirty years ago – before I was born,” Eduardo replied. “The world has changed since then. People no longer have time for philosophical reflection or for the effort needed to digest a true work of art.”


    His remark brought to mind a little book by Indian writer, Ved Mehta, called Fly and the Fly-Bottle published some fifty years before. Mehta was a young scholar of formidable wit and intellect who, on graduating from Balliol College, Oxford, had moved to an editorial desk at the offices of the New Yorker on West 43rd Street. From that vantage point, he had observed a controversy played out in the correspondence columns of The Times (London), not between the usual suspects – politicians – but between ‘Oxford’ philosophers. Intrigued, and presumably with the encouragement of his employer, Mehta had jumped on a plane to the UK and secured interviews with the key combatants, among the most prominent of whom were Richard Hare, Bertrand Russell, Stuart Hampshire, Ernest Gellner and A.J. Ayer. For good measure, he interviewed contending historians too in what turned out to be a witty survey of British intellectual life of the time. Fly and the Fly-Bottle – a phrase coined by Wittgenstein to describe the purpose of philosophy (“to show the fly the way out of the fly-bottle”) – became if not strictly a bestseller, then certainly a rather unusual hit.


    What struck me as I heard Eduardo’s complaint was not so much the content of Mehta’s book as that it was inspired by letters to The Times. Fifty years ago, the views of intellectuals were thought sufficiently important to merit an airing in the serious and sometimes in the not-so-serious press. People took notice of what philosophers, writers, and artists thought and did. Their involvement in public life was a given. Politicians feared them, wooed them, sometimes even employed them, as former Prime Minister Harold Wilson employed C.P. Snow. Many stood in the vanguard of political activism. Bertrand Russell was founding president of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) – an organization whose early supporters included J.B. Priestley, Benjamin Britten, Joseph Rotblat, Julian Huxley, Doris Lessing, Barbara Hepworth, Henry Moore, Ben Nicholson, and Michael Tippett. I remember the impact of Arnold Wesker’s ‘working-class’ dramas: The Kitchen, Roots, Chips with Everything; the fury of John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger, the influence on what we thought and felt about ourselves and about the world of such writers as John-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, Henry Miller, Norman Mailer, Alan Ginsberg, Adrian Mitchell, Samuel Beckett, Jean Genet… They mattered. Together with the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, Cuban revolutionaries, leaders of the Civil Rights movement in the US, they were stars whose light we followed into what became the ‘counterculture’ of the 1960s, exemplified by the sexual revolution, the student rebellions of 1968, the feminist movement, opposition to the Vietnam War, a widespread, crazy but heady belief that we – the young – could change the world and make it better.


    Perhaps my Colombian friend was right. Where had this ferment of ideas, this sense of infinite possibility gone? Why could I not expect to encounter anywhere in the media the kind of polemic about which Mehta wrote so entertainingly half a century ago? What had happened to the poems, plays and novels that galvanized the world in which I grew up?


    On the day after my conversation with Eduardo, I came upon Nobel laureate Mario Vargas Llosa’s book, Civilization as Spectacle, an extended essay – something of a diatribe – on the dumbing down of modern culture. Churlish though it would be not to respect Vargas Llosa’s achievement in winning a Nobel prize, he is far from being among my favourite novelists. Nor do I think much of his vacillating political opinions which he expresses with sublime confidence and minimal consistency. He is, however, undeniably clever as well as being a brilliant and thoughtful wordsmith; in short, a serious artist. When a figure of his distinction speaks, it is worthwhile paying attention.


    Civilization as Spectacle begins with its conclusion, namely that we inhabit a time in which serious art, reflective politics, the urge to question how we should live, activities that have produced the finest flowers of civilization and guided the way in which mankind has sought to frame social and political life, have now all but disappeared from the stage. In their stead we are left with a demand for facile entertainment, for fun, for distraction from the numbing routine that characterizes the daily round. Ours is an age of mass-market superficiality to which even the most talented creators acquiesce, not least because there is no longer any appetite for depth. Light literature, light cinema, light art afford consumers a feeling of being cultured, up to date, free-thinking when the opposite is the case; because what such works propagate is not thoughtful engagement with the world but drab conformity, complacency and unthinking mediocrity.


    Vargas Llosa backs up these claims with an impressive array of examples and expository argument. Do we really think, he asks, that figures such as Damien Hirst (and, I would add, Tracey Emin) belong in the same company as Michelangelo and Rembrandt? Are they even involved in the same activity? Describing Hirst as essentially a snake-oil salesman, a vendor of costly baubles, Vargas Llosa suggests that his fame and the hallowed tones in which critics and curators speak of his work tell us more about our own civilization than about the quality of the artist. Hirst and his like (the author cites Fernando Pertuz who came to notice as a performance artist by defecating in public and consuming the output) owe their reputation not to the originality of their art but to sensationalism and a gift for publicity. Their appeal is of the same kind as that of tabloid newspapers: dependent on shock, excess, instant effect, and the avoidance of intellectual effort.


    If the plastic arts today are notably trivial and befuddling, literature, music, and cinema lag not far behind. Where, Vargas Llosa asks, are film directors like Buñuel, Bergman, and Visconti, composers like Bach, Mozart, Prokofiev, and Shostakovich, playwrights like Chekhov, Ibsen, and Shaw? No doubt they are somewhere, but since their importance is now judged by estimates of their return on investment they are as like as not living in obscurity and will probably die unknown.


    Critics are not of much help since it is hardly possible nowadays to achieve any kind of consensus about what does or does not constitute art, beauty, or even original thinking. Many are doubtless cowed into parroting received opinion through fear of being accused of philistinism or of being mired in the past (history having been recast as a midden for ideas and sentiments of depleted worth). Vargas Llosa has been attacked in Latin America for being ‘out of touch’, an elitist railing against one of the signal triumphs of democracy: a world where, after millennia of cultural snobbery, the voice of demos has finally prevailed.


    The demotic argument is not without defenders among denizens of academia: the post-modernists, the cultural relativists, the deconstructionists for whom there can be no absolute truth and therefore no absolutes of aesthetic or intellectual judgement, no ‘great tradition’. For these avatars of meaning (or meaninglessness), a paragraph of tabloid gossip has the same cultural value as a Shakespearean sonnet; and whoever thinks otherwise belongs to a generation that has already passed into irrelevance.


    Of this Vargas Llosa is well aware. Between those like him (and myself) who believe philosophy, literature and art to be activities of historical and moral consequence, and those, like deconstructionist Jacques Derrida, who confine literature to a self-referential world of texts referring to other texts with no direct relevance to lived experience, there can be little in common. “Whenever I am confronted by Derrida’s obscurantist prose and his suffocating literary or philosophical analyses,” Vargas Llosa grumbles, “I have the impression of miserably wasting my time.” If – as the deconstructionists assert – literature is no more than an assembly of hermetic texts that have nothing to do with the external world and from which, therefore, we can learn or experience nothing beyond themselves, then what is the value of the exhaustive – or exhausting – textual excavation, the tedious analytical labour on which their reputation stands?


    Derrida and company, however, can be no more than a rivulet beside the mainstream criticism of Civilization as Spectacle which is that it is little more than a paean to inequality, an elegy for an aristocratic past of refined taste. I doubt, however, whether this is what Vargas Llosa has in mind. It certainly does not coincide with my own views. Writers like Dickens, Thackery, Tolstoy, Gogol, Flaubert, Zola – to name just a handful of 19th-century novelists – wrote bestsellers in their own time. Their works were never the province of a tiny elite, no more than those of García Márquez, Pablo Neruda, André Gide, E.M. Forster in the 20th century. My friend Eduardo’s lament, let us recall, was not for a lost aristocracy but for a time when serious literature was also popular literature.
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