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Introduction


Julian Spalding


This book is an estuary pearl. It was formed when a river of thought about art and museums ran into an ocean of thinking about medicine and philosophy, science and literature. It is the outcome of a chance encounter in November 2010, when Ray Tallis and I met for the first time, during an hour-long taxi ride from Hereford station to Hay-on-Wye. We were both speaking at a conference, the brainchild of the filmmaker and philosopher Hilary Lawson which aimed to widen cultural debate after the Credit Crunch. Without Hilary’s initiative, our paths might not have crossed. Ray and I had never heard of each other’s work, but I was so interested in what he had to say that I soon buried myself in his books (at that time numbering a mere twenty-three).


I found myself in a cathedral of thought – a hymn to the nature of human consciousness. There were insights everywhere into all manner of everyday experiences, from crying to laughing, including an extraordinary, extended account of blushing, each describing the emergence of those impulses in the physical world of our bodies, and their expansion in meaning in the realm of our minds. One whole book is devoted to the significance of pointing; Tallis claims it is a uniquely human ability, which presupposes that even stranger attribute, our collective consciousness. Amongst all this, I found many passages on the significance of the arts, all of them startlingly fresh in their approach.


Most of the writings on the arts of which I am aware try to explain their effect on us, taking as read the fact that art is created in the first place. Tallis hasn’t written about art as an end product, but instead investigates why it is made, in much the same way that he would if he were exploring the origins of a laugh, a cry or a blush. In his view, the arts emerge out of what he calls ‘the wound in the present tense of consciousness’, most clearly expressed in our inability fully to experience our experiences. He gives many reasons for this but the most fundamental is the failure of any given experience to correspond to the idea we have of it either in prospect or in retrospect. This awakens a hunger – unique to humans – for a more rounded or complete sense of the world. It wasn’t Tallis’s intention to examine the arts in particular, but he found himself writing about them as part of his extraordinarily wide-ranging intellectual ambition to define what we really do and don’t know about our state of being aware; more specifically, the distinctive nature of human consciousness. That’s why his ideas on the subject are essentially buried within his works, particularly Newton’s Sleep (1995), The Explicit Animal (1999) and Hunger (2008), with other fascinating insights scattered throughout his vast output.


My first thought was to encourage him to write a new book specifically about the arts, but then I realised that he’d already done it: the volume just needed to be excavated and compiled from his numerous texts. To his surprised delight, as well as mine, I set about this task. It’s a tribute to the coherency of his thinking that his disparate insights make such sense when strung together. My role in this book has obviously been that of an enabler not a creator, but I had the pleasant illusion, while involved in this task, of being almost an artist myself, as evoked in Goethe’s beautiful image of the artist bending down to the flowing stream of life and lifting out a perfect sphere. The illusion is only there because the river of thought I’ve dipped into has been so clear.


There is an urgent reason for publishing this book now. Tallis’s ideas address a pressing issue: what purpose do the arts have in today’s society? In the past, artistic creation was generally in praise of gods or kings. In some cultures it still is, notably in Islamic societies, in Hindu India, and in North Korea. But in modern secular societies, the arts have no clear role. If, as John Ruskin said, all art is praise, then what do the modern arts praise? And if they don’t praise, if they aren’t positive and beneficial to us in some way, then what is the point of them? Is it their role to warn – and if so, why does no one listen to their warnings? But despite this lack of clarity of purpose, people have gone on making the arts, attending artistic events and teaching artistic subjects, and governments have gone on subsidising them (even when the artists are critical of them) because it is widely believed that in some undefined way the arts ‘do us good’, so much so that a society barren of them is held to be uncivilised.


Every city worthy of the name has to have its opera house, concert hall, theatre, library and gallery. The arts have acquired a quasi-religious status, hedged round by assumptions that one would be thought a philistine to question. Of course, the vast majority only pay lip service to them, as they once did to their state religion. It’s enough that the opera house exists; people don’t actually have to attend performances. Most prefer easy entertainment, so much so that it’s quite possible that the opera house will go the same way as the church, as societies become increasingly dumbed down. If this happens, many believe that something essential will have been lost – but what? Do the arts have a vital role to play in people’s lives today, or are they merely the province of the educated middle classes, clinging to a worthy, mythic, antique raft that is about to sink under a tidal wave of vulgar, spoon-fed tat?


Tallis’s ideas check this slide. The implications of his theories are, I think, immense. They could and should affect how governments subsidise the arts, how they’re taught in schools and colleges, how we validate and analyse them, how we make decisions about what to preserve from the past and, even more fundamentally, how works of art are created. Tallis convincingly dispels the notion that the arts can do us any moral, social or educational good (so governments should have nothing to do with their content or creation), but then goes on to argue that, by virtue of being useless, they serve a vital purpose in helping us to cope with our awareness of the limitations of our existence, of living a finite life of incomplete meanings (so governments have a responsibility to give everyone access to them).


He makes the case that the arts are not the exclusive property of any elite, nor accessible only to the especially insightful. Even the most abstract art of all, music, which is not burdened with a fidelity to an external world, Tallis claims, ‘pitches its bivouac in the chaotic littleness of everyday life’. So he undercuts all those purely formal aspirations that have, lately, led the arts down effete, self-indulgent cul-de-sacs, and he bangs the final nail into the coffin of art made for propaganda. Tallis has identified a purpose for the arts that is based on real rather than wishful needs, and which provides a firm foundation for their development and expansion.


His theory reconnects art to entertainment, for both spring from the same psychological hunger. At the same time, he raises our ambition for the arts to embrace our whole experience of life. This is an agenda for a new Shakespeare: to create works of art that are both popular and profound. Stripped of any responsibility to improve our lot, and free to entertain and thrill in whatever way they like, artists will once again be able to be themselves, listen to their own voices and spread their wings.


Tallis doesn’t give any indication as to what form these new arts will take. In his view, each work of art is a fresh expression of a moment more fully lived. Picasso said that the reason he painted was because he was unhappy. He also once remarked, ‘If I knew what I was going to do today, why would I do it?’ Life doesn’t need to be a tedious repetition, a labour or, even, an endless holiday: it can be an adventure. This possibility of freedom is open to the artist in every one of us, whether we are creating artworks ourselves, or choosing which art forms we want to enjoy and explore. For the surprising and hopeful implication of Tallis’s simple and beautiful observations is that our massive collective discontent, which has the potential to destroy the planet, could be transformed, by our own agency, into a massive collective benefit.




Chapter 1
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Man and Animal


We know much less about the nature and the origin of consciousness than we think we do. Consider, for example, our ability to see. Seeing is so closely related to our awareness that the phrase ‘I see’ also means ‘I understand’. The evolution of sight, the transition from a sightless creature to one which has something like a recognisable eye, represents a long journey across genetic space. Many thousands of mutations are required. Biologists (such as Richard Goldschmidt) have claimed that, since the first few thousand mutations would confer no advantage, the organisms affected by them would not enjoy preferential survival. And this would seem to suggest that the long journey from sightlessness to vision would not be likely even to begin unless all the necessary mutations took place at once – an event that has a negligible probability. Richard Dawkins has reminded us, however, that even the smallest steps towards an eye might have conferred advantage: most obviously, a single photo-sensitive spot on an organism’s surface would give it some kind of edge over the competition. A gradual evolutionary journey towards eye-hood is therefore possible. Even so, something fundamental remains unexplained. An ever more complex photosensitivity correlating with salient features in the outside world and regulating and fine-tuning behaviour makes evolutionary sense; but there is no reason why that photosensivity should be conscious; why the eye should see, in the sense of understand.


The questions that hover around the evolution of the eye are nothing compared to those that haunt the more general question of the evolution of our minds. Consciousness has always been an awkward customer for biology – and evolutionary theorists – to deal with. Samuel Butler complained that Darwin’s theory ‘banished mind from the universe’. What he meant was that it removed not only the need for a purposeful Creator to explain the origin of the species but also intention and purpose from the entire evolutionary process. This hasn’t worried many biologists, for whom it is a positive virtue of the theory. But it does make it rather difficult to find a place for mind, or consciousness, in the scheme of things.


Consider the extraordinarily complex ordering process that is associated with crystallisation. Would a solution of copper sulphate produce better crystals if the individual molecules knew what they were about, if they got together and defined their aims and objectives? Of course not. It might be objected that the analogy is not fair, because the crystallisation of copper sulphate is not a conscious objective whose realisation is to be carved out of natural process. But since, according to evolutionary theory, the universe from which consciousness emerged was that of unconscious and purposeless matter, in which there were no conscious processes, the analogy seems perfectly fair. So we cannot explain the emergence of consciousness on the basis of the needs created by the adoption of conscious purposes.


Are we entitled to envisage consciousness emerging in the same gradual fashion as the eye as a result of the operation of natural selection on random change? At first sight it would seem so. One could imagine a long evolutionary journey, a Great Trek across genetic space, from the ‘low cunning’ of the potato in the dark cellar (or E. coli in some even darker place) to the much higher cunning of the fully conscious human being. But is consciousness a property, a feature of organisms that can emerge gradually in this way? Can consciousness come into being in the piecemeal fashion of organ systems or plumage? It seems that there is a clear difference between consciousness (or mind) in this respect and life, which can, it seems, many scientists now think, come into being by degrees. Consciousness is either there or not: you can’t be a little bit conscious any more than you can be a teeny-weeny bit pregnant.


Moreover consciousness doesn’t necessarily confer an evolutionary advantage, though we hopefully – a better word might be vainly – tend to assume it does. It is a common observation that many procedures that can be carried out automatically may be performed less efficiently, or indeed break down altogether, if the subject tries to enact them deliberately, consciously executing each step. Consciousness has to be kept in check if the many activities of daily life are to be accomplished with the requisite expedition and fluency. It is an equally common observation that, as a skill is acquired, mechanism increasingly dominates over conscious and deliberate action. A learner driver at first specifically addresses himself to the tasks of changing gear, keeping the car in place by moving the steering wheel, braking when instructed, etc. The experienced driver no longer does these actions separately and deliberately but simply drives himself from A to B. It is possible to find that one has driven fifty or a hundred miles along a motorway without being able to recall ‘doing driving’ at all – the so-called ‘time-gap experience’. This emphasises the way in which skilled behaviour is hierarchically organised, so that its components become automatised. Consciousness-driven activity emerges out of background driving only when the unexpected happens – for example, a sudden obstacle has to be avoided – although even in such cases appropriate responses have often been initiated before conscious decisions have been taken. Conscious intervention in acquired skills may be a necessary preliminary to further improvement; apart from this, however, it is the road to paralysis, to the inhibition that results from a dysfunctional self-consciousness. Hamlet’s awareness made him dither.


A good deal of conscious behaviour – hobbies, loving people as well as lusting after them, creating and enjoying art – and many of the uses to which consciousness is put (such as speculating about the origin of consciousness) seem to have little to do with survival in any but the most tenuous or metaphorical sense. Indeed, much of conscious human behaviour even in the undeveloped world, and certainly in the developed world, is concerned less with survival than with happiness or satisfaction. The pursuit of knowledge far exceeds the seeking out of information necessary to satisfy physiological need. It is as though consciousness, if it had originally developed to help us to avoid tigers and catch cows, has gone out of control so that it now allows (or drives) us to enjoy reading philosophy and talking about music, and to try to make a more complete sense of our origins and destinations by, for example, constructing theories of evolution.


It is difficult to believe that such an ‘exceeding of its brief’ is purely accidental, or even that it is merely secondary; on the contrary, it seems closely related to the essential nature of consciousness. Conversely, the evolutionary view of consciousness as a mere servant of adaptive behaviour, a mere instrument of survival, something that serves a particular, defined purpose, seems to be untrue to the facts of everyday experience: we are conscious of much more than is expressed in our behaviour and there are many forms of consciousness for which there is no behavioural expression relevant to survival.


And there is the problem of the distinctive nature of human consciousness. The relationship between human and animal faculties may be captured by imagining the animals fighting their way through a wilderness near to the beginning of a motorway that humans are travelling along at sixty miles an hour. The animals may move in the wilderness parallel to that motorway for a few yards but cannot drive on it. With a few exceptions, each generation of animals, moreover, begins at the same point in the wilderness as the last and there is no cumulative progress – not even painfully slow progress – except in so far as the animal’s body changes over vast periods of time. The power of making explicit, the explicitness inherent in human consciousness, is what makes motorway travel possible for humans and lack of it that denies animals such travel. The analogies between human and animal faculties deceive us into thinking that we and they are travelling along the same road, that they are on the same road as us, only further back. In fact, animals are not even on the road; only at a location corresponding to a point just beyond the beginning of the road. Thus the relation between animal tool-using and human technology; or between animal communication and human language.


This account of the difference between man and animals leaves the relationship between them deeply puzzling and the transition from the one to the other almost inexplicable. There is a difference not in degree but in kind between animal tool-using and human technology and between animal communication and human language. Ought I to apologise for this failure to accommodate the evolution of consciousness into the evolution-of-bodies story? Not at all. It is better to have an unsolved problem than a false solution.


*


In the classical country house, the park or garden is separated from the countryside by a Ha-Ha. Essentially, it is a trench: on the side nearer to the house it is perpendicular and faced with stone; while the outer side is turfed and slopes gradually up to the original level of the ground. The most important feature of the Ha-Ha is its near-invisibility from within the house. It permits an unobstructed view of the countryside – hence its alternative name, claire-voie. From the house, the fields appear as a simple continuation of the park. This is, of course, deceptive. For the Ha-Ha presents a formidable barrier to sheep and cows and other animals that might wish to enter the gardens and graze on the prize roses or trample through the kitchen garden. Moreover, it is a potential hazard to human beings, who might easily overlook it, as is indicated by its name: those who observed it said ‘Aha!’ and those who did not caused their friends to say ‘Ha ha!’ when they fell into it. According to most commentators, the Ha-Ha symbolises the boundary dividing human Culture from Nature, the domesticated house and garden from the wilder country beyond. It is possible also to see it as a rather precise metaphor of the invisible but very real divide between man, the explicit animal, and the rest of the living world. The non-human animals cannot cross this barrier; and those thinkers who do not observe it, who fall victim to the illusion of continuous ground between Nature and Culture, are destined to drop into it.


I commend this metaphor to all those who look to a return to animal knowledge and instinct, or to primitive wisdom, as the way out of what they perceive to be ‘our present dilemma’. I would also commend it to anyone else who might be tempted to denigrate human Culture as a deformed or unsatisfied or dangerously suppressed version of the animal Nature. If there is such a thing as The Human Predicament, and if it makes sense to offer any kind of treatment for it, I suspect that the prescription would take the form of more, not less, explicitness; of capitalising on the advances that we have made, rather than falling back into the instinctive world of primitive man, of hominids, or higher primates. The major challenge of the next millennium is not to return to our animal selves, but to deal with and perfect our knowledge. We cannot solve our problems by returning to, and perfecting, a nature we never had.




Chapter 2
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Summer of Discontent


For over ten years we have holidayed in the same place: the same rented cottage in the same Cornish village. This is not through inertia or because we can’t afford to go to Spain but out of a positive decision not to change a winning formula. After our first visit, we said we wanted to come back every year forever. With Cornwall I associate some of our happiest hours (as well as one or two unhappy ones) and the afterglow and foreglow dominate the rest of the year. At any given time, I am a certain conscious distance from our Cornish holiday. We often refer to it; the family album is dominated by Cornish photos; and my study is cluttered with memorabilia of the village and cottage where we stay.


The outward journey is a relay of landmarks and the successive holidays are themselves, increasingly poignantly, landmarks. They have charted the growth of our children: the development of their interests from (say) the movements of slugs under stones to the tactics used by tank commanders in the Russian campaign; and their changing awareness of time – from the shoreless, unformatted, innominate days of infancy to a mapped-out year which gives habitation for hopes and worries about events months ahead. They have marked the changes in our careers – in my own case from a humble junior doctor to an (of course) equally humble but better-paid professor. The holidays, in short, are an instrument for revealing the slow, large-scale changes in our circumstances, a series of frames in a time-lapse video of our lives.


And so each year, we look forward to that magic, climactic moment when we arrive in Cornwall, arrive in our holiday. And therein lies the difficulty. Increasingly – and we adults now acknowledge it openly and my diary has discussed it for some years – we note the lack of an absolute sense of arrival. And this despite the fact that every holiday is in many ways better than the last, fulfilling our intentions more precisely. To anticipate: we have an insufficient sense of being on or in the holiday we had imagined or looked forward to; as if holidaymaking demands a sharper, more continuous, more specific, sense of being here and being of ourselves and this sense is denied us.


The feeling of insufficiency takes various forms. The most obvious and illuminating is our inability to determine the precise moment at which we have definitely arrived – after which we can confidently say, ‘We are here. The holiday has begun.’ Is it when we cross the Tamar and know that, geographically, we are in Cornwall? When we read TIREDNESS KILLS TAKE A BREAK and Mrs Baggit tells us to look after Cornwall and take our litter home? No, we are still fifty miles from the cottage. Is it when we first see the sea? There are quite a few miles of narrow lane yet to go. Besides, you can’t do anything with the mere sight of the sea. Surely, then, it is when we first reach the cottage. But there is so much unloading to do and pressure to do it quickly before our illegitimately parked car becomes a road block and our arrival is celebrated with official fines and/or unofficial abuse. Unloading – decanting possessions in large blocks – passes over into unpacking: distributing individual items. Putting a particular pair of underpants in a particular drawer, or discovering that a treasured toy or an essential gadget has been forgotten, is hardly arrival. Manifestly not: it is too much like housework, too detailed and too interior, and faces too decisively away from the sea. And, in the early years, too fraught to be holiday-like: the hasty distribution of effects was shadowed by an anxiety that, when our backs were turned, somebody would discover a way to fall down the ungated stairs or off a wall.


What about when we first go into town to buy provisions – and find that the general store is not so general as it used to be? This, surely, is a way of being arrived: renewing acquaintance with the village and the villagers (fewer of whom than expected remember us from previous years). No; for it is a journey and circular to boot. Moreover, the children’s impatience tells us that it is only a preliminary. They have unnegotiable ideas about what shall count as arrival. Our holiday hasn’t begun until bared feet have touched sand.


And so, in an endeavour to arrive as quickly as possible (‘weather or not’ – the annually re-dusted joke), we prepare for the beach. We pack food, drink and toys, and clothes for all contingencies – a wide range, given that the evolution of British weather is a classic exemplar of chaos theory. At last, oppressed by the weight of our possessions, we arrive on the beach. We find a suitable place: out of the wind, not so close to the sea that the tide will soak our sandwiches, nor too near to the youths with the ghetto blaster or the topless teenage girls braving the non-tropical Cornish air. The windbreak is erected, our mallet adding to a chorus that simulates the forging room in Nibelheim. We spread out our possessions. We sit down on the blanket, already covered with sand and spilt coffee, exchange smiles and prepare to subside into stillness. But not for long. Someone’s spade has been forgotten and a packet of football stickers has mysteriously disappeared. Several additional journeys are required to placate a child’s grief. And numerous further adjustments – of the position of our camp, of the direction of the windbreak, of the distribution of our bits and pieces – are also necessary. Eventually, everything is in place.


Have we now at last arrived? Not at all. Even leaving aside the cloud that is homing in on the sun like a heat-seeking missile, we know that it is not enough merely to be touching sand. A game must be underway. Cricket, for example. So up we get to define a pitch, to put in whatever stumps have survived the journey, assign individuals to teams and try to resolve without recourse to the European Court of Human Justice the dispute over who is going to bat first. This, surely, is the moment of arrival: awaiting with bat in hand the ball which will be hit so hard that it will land in the sea. Or is it? Even when you are playing cricket, even when you are the privileged one with the bat – a minute portion only of the time devoted to the game (a much greater proportion being spent chasing after the ball that someone else has hit or missed) – you have to wait: for the bowler to get the ball, and to complete his run up to the stumps. There is more waiting when you have missed the ball and there is discussion as to whether you or the inattentive wicket keeper should chase after it. And when you have hit the ball, and almost score what looks to you like a six, you are rewarded with more waiting – more motionless journeying towards an ill-defined goal. The entire argument is symbolised in the fact that the moment the ball finishes coming towards you (and it has been on its way since the holiday was first dreamed about), it starts its journey away from you. The arrival between the journey towards and the journey away is the infinitesimally brief moment of contact between ball and bat.


Perhaps this is the wrong model of arrival. Isn’t doing things on the beach – even archetypal, much-looked-forward-to things – a way of losing the beach, and of losing sight of, and so failing to be arrived in, Cornwall? (Even though the sense of being here in Cornwall is fed from time to time by glimpses of the familiar headland beyond the endless adjustments of the rules necessary to ensure both ludic justice and a uniform distribution of happiness.) Is there not an alternative (adult) model in which arrival is the achievement of a certain passivity, rather than engaging in a specific activity? A more genteel version which requires a bit more negative capability than an often-contentious game of cricket? Isn’t arrival really a matter of sensation; for example, the first time you feel the breeze on your bare legs (bared more in response to a sense of occasion than to meteorological realities) or the wet sand under your shoeless, sockless feet?


The trouble is, you are obliged to enjoy these sensations en passant. Correspondingly, not arriving increasingly takes the form of not being able to focus on them; in particular, not being able to greet, and pay proper attention to, the sea. The endlessly postponed moment of arrival becomes the moment when you first look properly at the sea. Early attempts to lose yourself in the vastness between the foam around your toes and the remote horizon will usually be frustrated. For example, you will be accompanied by someone who frames your contemplation within his handtugging impatience to get to the souvenir shop. In pursuit of this latter aim, he announces, as you remark the spindrift blown off the collapsing backs of the waves, that he needs to go to the toilet. The waves crash on to a shore other than your consciousness.


A couple of days later, however, one of the adults gives the other an exeat. One of you is at last alone with the sea. Even though contemplation may be clouded with the kind of preoccupations that comparative peace brings to the surface, this seems at least a nod in the right direction: definitively to arrive is to be engulfed in the distinctive sensations of the place you are arriving at. But still you are not satisfied. It is not enough merely to dandle the sea at the distal end of telereception. To be fully arrived, you must be engulfed. This requires actual immersion.


Journeying is therefore resumed: a change of clothes; a long walk across the beach; and an inch-by-inch, sensitive-part-by-sensitive-part, entry into the water, negotiating past the shocks of cold that still, after all these years, retain their power to shock. The inaugural dip seems less arrival than a tribute paid to tradition and expectation. As soon as you are in, you are thinking about another journey: getting out and a version of arrival that includes dry towels and the sun in a sheltered spot behind the wind break. Quick in and quick out and, all duties and arrangements suspended, giving yourself up to the absolute comfort of solar energy.


The stretch of blue sky seems large enough for you not to have to worry about the return of wind and cold. You lie back and close your eyes. Your lids and the world turn to dazzled orange. The warmth on your arms penetrates beneath the skin. The contingent sounds that fill the 360 degrees solid angle around your repose – the voices of the children, the noise of the sea whose bruit between the waves has the continuity of an overheard motorway, the thud of mallets and footsteps transmitted with a curious metallic resonance through the sand on which your head is resting – mingle with the multi-dimensional dance of your thoughts. Assuming that there are no extrinsic obstacles to giving yourself up to the sun – such as a football landing on your stomach or a piercing cry of woe from one of your children – or a half-extrinsic one – such as some leftover worry or shred of resentment or the feeling that you ought to be doing something else – do you then, at last, arrive? Consider what happens next. Is it not typically the case that at such a moment all the year’s fatigue gathers up in you and demands satisfaction, that you willingly accede to these demands, and that you dissolve into sleep? And that when, an hour or so later, you wake, the world has a greenish tinge, it doesn’t look like Cornwall at all, you have a slight malaise and if you have arrived it could be to anywhere.


Was that the moment of arrival – falling asleep? Certainly, it cannot be faulted for insufficient ‘negative capability’ (to borrow Keats’s phrase). But in other respects it does not impress: arrival cannot (surely) consist of losing sight of the place you have arrived at, and forgetting who you are and what you arrived for. Around here the suspicion starts to grow that the difficulty of arrival is not just a matter of accidental frustrations and jobs to be got out of the way first, before we can arrive: it is beginning to look structural, systematic.
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