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What fools we are! ‘He has spent his life in idleness’ we say, ‘I have done nothing today’. What, have you not lived? That is not only the fundamental but the most honourable of your occupations.


Montaigne, Essays


Armado: How hast thou purchased this experience?


Moth, his boy: By my penny of observation.


Shakespeare, Love’s Labour’s Lost






I


What is it, and how do we come by it?


‘Experience does it’, Mrs Micawber tells the 10-year-old David in a tearfully confidential moment in Dickens’ David Copperfield—or, to give it its full title, The History and Experience of David Copperfield the Younger.


Mrs Micawber is quoting her ‘dear papa’, and as usual she gets it wrong. The sober and abstract experentia docet of the Latin, which might be rendered as ‘experience is the best teacher’, crosses the cultural barrier in poor faded Mrs Micawber’s creative mishearing as a recognition, very English and down to earth, of the way Life, that hard taskmaster, takes us by the scruff of the neck and shakes into even the most wilfully resistant of us an understanding of what it is and can do. When all the teaching and preaching and thinking and theorising in the world has failed to knock sense into our head, experience does it.


Goethe, who had a vast appetite for life, for adventures of the mind, and of the eye and heart, recommended that we should throw ourselves into experience as into an element like the sea. Generations of romantics, from Rimbaud and his contemporaries in the 1880s to the Beat poets of the 1950s and the rock-and-rollers and hippies of the 1960s, for whom intensity was all and risk served only to increase it, leapt at his advice, and a good number of them, as he warned, broke their necks. Not everyone is possessed of a Goethe’s boundless vitality, rigour, rude health and resilience.


So what is experience and how do we come by it? How much of what we experience is direct—the impinging on our senses of actual objects, phenomena, events—and how much comes in a more oblique and subliminal way? In flashes of intuition or insight. As glimpses of a reality we had not known we had hit upon till it was there in our head, glimpses we get while we are ‘looking away’. Or from whatever otherworld we are in when we are asleep and dreaming, or awake and dreaming, or when our mind is idling through a task like ironing or weeding the garden, or when we are writing or absorbed in the wordless, thoughtless, unbodied world of music. There is a moment early on in David Copperfield when young David, on one of his visits to the Micawbers in the King’s Bench Prison, is sent upstairs to borrow a knife and fork from another inmate, Captain Hopkins. When he comes away it is with more than he was sent for:




Captain Hopkins lent me the knife and fork with compliments to Mr Micawber. There was a very dirty lady in his little room, and two wan girls, his daughters with shock heads of hair. I thought it was better to borrow Captain Hopkins’ knife and fork, than Captain Hopkins’ comb. The Captain himself was in the last extremity of shabbiness, with large whiskers, and an old, old brown great-coat with no other coat below it. I saw his bed rolled up in a corner; and what plates and dishes and pots he had, on a shelf; and divined (God knows how) that though the two girls with shock heads were Captain Hopkins’ children, the dirty lady was not married to Cap tain Hop kins. My timid station on his threshold was not occupied more than a couple of minutes at most; but I came down again with all this in my knowledge, as surely as the knife and fork were in my hand.





This is an exemplary passage. Everything in it is relevant to the moment of insight or vision, to the mere glimpse that by some mysterious process (God knows how) becomes knowledge, becomes experience: the ‘threshold’—which is not so much a crossing point to a further room as to a further mind space; the observer’s ‘timid station’ there—a state of passive receptivity in which intuition works in no time at all, ‘a couple of minutes at most’, so that what the eye records (the shock heads of the girls, the dishes and pots on the shelf ) and what the observer ‘sees’ (that sudden apprehension) are of the same consistency, and both have the reality and substance of what can be held in the hand.


The David Copperfield who is recalling this is a renowned writer, and his younger self already works like the writer he will one day become. Set loose in a world that is all puzzles and questions that their elders are unready sometimes to answer, all children become skilled eavesdroppers and voyeurs, little loiterers at thresholds and behind half-open doors. As I put it in speaking of my own early childhood in 12 Edmondstone Street: ‘A “secret machinery” gets to work in us, “a hidden industry of the senses and the spirit”, whose busy handling and hearing and overhearing is our second birth into the world—into that peculiar embodiment of it that is a household and a house’.


In time, most children stop being puzzled in this way. They settle in. The world around them, as it becomes familiar and daily, becomes ordinary. But for writers, like children who have never quite grown up, life retains a quality of strangeness; it remains a matter of questions for which there are no satisfactory answers, of hidden motives, displaced explanations, subtle concealments and mysteries. Eavesdropping of one kind or another, keeping an eye open and an ear cocked, even in public places, for the giveaway facial expression or gesture, the revealing word, becomes a settled habit for the writer, a necessary part of his professional equipment: the laying down of small scraps of information, of observation or experience, for future use. In a famous essay on The Art of Fiction, Henry James, in accepting the proposition that ‘one must write from experience’, goes on to ask:




What kind of experience is intended, and where does it begin and end? Experience is never limited and it is never complete; it is an immense sensibility, a kind of huge spider’s web of the finest silken threads suspended in the chamber of consciousness, and catching every airborne particle in its tissue. It is the very atmosphere of the mind.





It is important to see what James is suggesting here. Experience as he conceives it is more than an accumulation of informative occasions or interesting facts or perceptions, or of real happenings encountered by the self as it moves through place and time. It is a capacity to respond to what the world presents us with—to absorb, to register—and this capacity will be great or little according to each one of us. So he can go on, ‘When the mind is imaginative—much more when it happens to be that of a man of genius—it takes to itself the faintest hints of life, and converts the very pulses of the air into revelations’.


What interests James is how slight the impression may be and how large a sweep of experience it may offer to a mind that is constituted in a particular way. Too modest to provide an example from his own working life, or too protective of his own privacy, he tells us:




I remember an English novelist, a woman of genius, telling me that she was much commended for the impression she had managed to give in one of her tales of the nature and way of life of the French Protestant youth. She had been asked where she had learned so much about this recondite being, she had been congratulated on her peculiar opportunities. These opportunities consisted in her having once, in Paris, as she ascended a staircase, passed an open door where, in the household of a pasteur, some of the young Protestants were seated at table round a finished meal. The glimpse made a picture; it lasted only a moment, but that moment was experience.
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