




[image: image]






Also by Henry Hitchings


Dr Johnson’s Dictionary


The Secret Life of Words


The Language Wars




Who’s Afraid of
Jane Austen?


How to Really Talk About Books You Haven’t Read


Henry Hitchings


[image: image]


www.johnmurray.co.uk




First published as How to Really Talk About Books You Haven’t
Read in Great Britain in 2008 by John Murray (Publishers)
An Hachette UK Company


Copyright © Henry Hitchings 2008


The right of Henry Hitchings to be identified as the Author of the
Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright,
Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any
means without the prior written permission of the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British
Library


ISBN 978-1-84854-719-3


John Murray (Publishers)
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.johnmurray.co.uk




Henry Hitchings


Henry Hitching was born in 1974. He is the author of The Secret Life of Words which won the John Llewellyn Rhys Prize, Dr Johnson’s Dictionary and The Language Wars. He has contributed to many newspapers and magazines and is theatre critic for the London Evening Standard.





1


FIRST THINGS FIRST: WHY TO TALK ABOUT BOOKS YOU HAVEN’T READ?
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You are at a wedding or a dinner party, and the conversation is flowing – a roiling, competitive brabble. Or perhaps it is edgy, hesitant (though still competitive). But then the subject moves on … to books. The change in direction is an opportunity for you to look either brilliant or ridiculous, and you sense this keenly. Which will it be?


A few years ago I came across a party game that reveals the anxieties involved in this question. The game requires each player to think of a book with which everyone else will be familiar but which he or she has not read. To illustrate: if while guzzling my goldfish bowl of Pinot Grigio I claim ignorance of Gulliver’s Travels and everyone else present has read it, I achieve full marks. (The liars, though! They’ve only read the first two sections, about the little folk of Lilliput and the big people of Brobdingnag, without getting on to the heavy stuff about noble horses, deformed degenerate humans, and cranky scientists trying to extract sunbeams from cucumbers.) But if I nominate, say, Halldor Laxness’s Independent People, an Icelandic novel apparently much concerned with sheep, their turds and the weather, and if no one else has read it either, I fare badly.


The problem here is pretty obvious. In order to win, I need to make an embarrassing confession – revealing my unfamiliarity with something I would probably be expected to know. On the other hand, if I’m too proud to divulge the name of a book unknown to me that others are likely to have read, I lose. This calls for a kind of social game theory: what price am I prepared to pay for victory? In the novel Changing Places by David Lodge, the writer who has been credited with inventing the game, it is played by literature scholars, and is won by a dislikeable American, Howard Ringbaum, who to general amazement announces that he has never read Hamlet. In order to win he has to go so far as to ruin his professional credibility.


The game, which Lodge fittingly calls ‘Humiliation’, highlights the degree to which not knowing about certain iconic books is regarded as a blunder. In the context of Humiliation, this blunder has its reward. But in just about any other situation, it does not. Usually we are rewarded for what we do know, rather than what we are willing to admit we don’t, and one of the reasons you might talk about a book you haven’t read is to avoid appearing philistine or uninformed. You don’t want to be the person who thinks that George Eliot was a man and wrote the lyrics for Cats. You don’t want to sound clueless when everyone else is enthusing about the big-screen version of Ian McEwan’s Atonement. Alternatively, you might do it in order to maintain the image of expertise that Howard Ringbaum woefully loses: an art historian probably ought to have read a ground-breaking new work on Caravaggio, and a nightclub doorman should have digested the latest page-turner about bare-knuckle boxing in the Black Country.


There are plenty of other reasons, though. Maybe you do it because you want to keep up the flow of talk with someone you find interesting; it’s a form of flirting or flattery. Or you do it because you are a risk-taker – you wouldn’t know Flaubert if he stood up in your soup. Maybe, too, you think that humans are fundamentally deceitful, and you don’t want to fight that tendency. You might also do it to discover if you ought to read this particular book, or need to – in a spirit of curiosity rather than duplicity. And you could also be attempting one-upmanship, that sport of obtrusive and hollow superiority.


You might do it to avoid talking about something less palatable; for talking about books, whether you have read them or not, seems more like fun than talking about mortgages or babies. You talk about a book you have not read because you know the person to whom you are talking hasn’t read it either. ‘This could be amusing,’ you think, ‘I could really get away with this.’ Perhaps you want to do justice to an impression of yourself that you have artfully created: as polymath and intellectual sharpshooter. Or you do it in error; because you think you have read the book, because it sounds like something you might have read, because you dimly recall dipping into it, or because your memories are confused and you are influenced by having seen it for sale, reviewed or advertised.


But let’s now turn the question on its head. Why wouldn’t you talk about a book you haven’t read? For fear of exposure as a fraud. Out of intellectual integrity. Because you know you are a bad liar. Because you are not a liar at all. Or because it threatens to return you to a familiar nightmare, in which you arrive to sit an exam for which you are meant to be peachily prepared, only to find when you put pen to paper that all your knowledge and all your skills and all your confidence have deserted you.


As you can see, this list of reasons is shorter than the previous one. The reasons contained in it are substantial, but if you are genuinely troubled by them you are unlikely to succeed in talking about books you haven’t read, because the art of doing so involves a good deal of effrontery.


This art feels necessary because, it seems, there are certain books which any civilized person ought to have read. If you winced at that last sentence, thank you: there are several things about it that are objectionable, not least of them the vile ‘any civilized person’. Nevertheless, there’s a nagging awareness that educated people are expected to have a hands-on knowledge of authors such as Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, and of works such as The Divine Comedy and Ulysses. Step into a bookshop, even a poorly stocked one, and you’ll be overcome by the sense that the volumes on its shelves contain a wealth of things you ought to know or to have seen. There is just so much to comprehend. You can read two new books a week and consider yourself impressively up to speed, but you are still reading only a tiny fraction of 1 per cent of the titles actually being published. Many of those titles are all but unreadable – specialist works on, say, computer operating systems or professional horticulture – yet a vast amount of eminently readable and informative or inspiring writing escapes us every week, and we’re never going to be able to catch up with it. In even trying to, we quickly end up print-drunk.


This is something felt by all readers, whether keen or occasional, and it results in a good deal of anxiety and deception. After all, so many other people seem ever ready with some nugget of philosophy or a poetic gem. The effect can be humbling. P. G. Wodehouse’s immortal butler Jeeves often quotes Shakespeare, whom Wodehouse himself rather jauntily referred to as ‘my brother author’. On one occasion, Jeeves’s master Bertie Wooster is describing his opponent in an upcoming darts competition. Recalling a line of Lady Macbeth’s, he says that this person, when reminded of their imminent match, stands ‘goggling like a cat in an adage’. The adage in question, learnt from Jeeves, is about the hazards of ‘letting “I dare not” wait upon “I would”’; it relates to a cat that wants to eat fish, but is not prepared to get its feet wet to do so. Bertie is haunted by this image, which is relevant here not only because it is an example of the way Shakespeare crops up in the most unlikely places (Bertie Wooster? A darts competition?), but also because, when we talk about a book we haven’t read, the paltry fears of ‘I dare not’ must not be allowed to encroach on our resolve. You can’t be defensive: you have to be creative.


Why don’t people read?


A different question now – and specifically, why don’t more people read more for pleasure? Among the explanations that get lobbed around are that it is difficult, requires more concentration than other leisure activities, and is expensive. In Martin Amis’s novel Money (1984) the main character, John Self, inspects the habitat of his creator: ‘I tell you, this Martin Amis, he lives like a student … Why isn’t he living right up to the hilt of his dough? He must have a bad book-habit.’ The money spent on rare editions and glistening hardbacks could surely, he thinks, be more productively invested.


All this learning and dust-gathering cleverness tends to be seen as nerdy or pretentious. The adjective ‘bookish’ has been used scathingly for 400 years; in the second part of Shakespeare’s Henry VI, the Duke of York declares that Henry’s ‘bookish rule’ has ‘pulled fair England down’. Bookishness is the opposite of the ability to get stuff done. Try searching the internet for the words ‘bookish dictator’ – the last time I did so I got just one hit, and it was from a Canadian blog about comics.


In addition, people complain of not having enough time for books. They say they have overdosed on reading at work or in school – those drab annual reports, those mildewed poems about autumn and funerals. Maybe, too, they lack a quiet and peaceful place in which to read. True, there’s the loo, but that’s only good for Heat magazine – or this book. They may also complain of being slow or incompetent readers, like the child who confesses, ‘Teacher, I was too busy reading the book to understand it.’ The behaviour of reading may not have been ingrained early enough. Books are too long. Their subject matter does not have much to do with day-to-day life: how often do you find yourself employed as Commissar of Cat Control, or coming upon a severed nose in your freshly baked morning loaf, or transformed overnight into a monstrous, verminous bug? Plus, modern printed volumes are cumbersome – according to one friend, ‘If a book’s bigger than a DVD, I’m going to bed with the DVD.’ Or, as a former colleague imparted, ‘Only a man would want to surround himself with all that dead … like, wood.’ In any case, the reader has to do all the work. There are far too many hard words. Following those serpentine sentences is soporific. It’s enough, the mindless objector shrieks, to give a person eyestrain. It’ll make you feel stupid. It’s a hassle. The rest of the world doesn’t really care about what you have read. By the time a book is published, it is already … what’s the word? Obsolete.


Unquestionably, there are some seductive alternatives to reading. Anyone who has ever tried to be an advocate for books will have heard all about the magnetic appeal of the latest computer game, cult TV series, website or band. Other media seem more urgent, their landscapes more impressive. Evidently, there are more distractions now than confronted, say, Dickens or Wordsworth or Proust. Shakespeare may have been at risk of getting stabbed in the eye, like his fellow dramatist Christopher Marlowe, but he wasn’t infernally busy editing his iTunes playlists or updating his MySpace profile. Reading may easily be neglected or forgotten when we are absorbed in matters to do with our health, our responsibilities to family and friends, or our jobs and homes and finances. Most of us have become preoccupied with such concerns. A further claim is that the spread of literacy has allowed us to take reading for granted, with complacency becoming the norm: illiteracy has given way to alliteracy.


Of course, some kinds of reading are in rude health. We devour the text of emails, confidential business documents and the free newspapers we find discarded on the train. We fuss over instruction manuals and information about things we consume – the ingredients on the packaging for a ready meal, say, or the superfluous blather on the back of a bottle of wine. Every day we pay close attention to advertisements and signs. But literature is a different matter. ‘Books are a load of crap,’ wrote Philip Larkin. An ironic thing for a poet to say, and especially for a poet who worked as a librarian. But then, like so much of Larkin’s writing, the judgement seems a challenge to itself. In this case it is also a parody of the kind of philistine mockery to which poets and librarians have to grow accustomed.


One of the problems with the opposite argument – that books are nourishing and vital – is that it sounds mawkish. Literature can help us make sense of the everyday, can locate us in the world (can help us locate our souls, I might even risk claiming), and can enable us to see more keenly the structure of our feelings and perceptions. When we recognize the experiences of a character in a novel, the recognition contributes to our understanding of our selves. More than that, the book becomes a part of this understanding. The literary works that add most to our self-awareness and self-knowledge are part of our personal history, as important as ‘real’ experiences. We remember them intensely.


To say these things is by no means easy; they seem to suggest not only earnestness, a cloying sincerity, but also self-involvement, a disconnection from normality – from the real world of bills, hangovers and bathroom aromas. Reading is one of the pleasures of solitude, and its rewards are (mostly) selfish. They are also hard to convey to those who have not tasted them. As much as anything, you cannot teach a person the art of being alone.


It is an assumption of this book that you do read – what are you doing now, after all? – but this assumption runs in parallel with a suspicion: that you find yourself in situations where you want or need to dissemble, to pretend to know more than you really do.





Two views of reading


A. ‘Reading makes immigrants of us all. It takes us away from home, but, more important, it finds homes for us everywhere.’ (Jean Rhys, author of Wide Sargasso Sea)


B. ‘“Tell me what you read and I’ll tell you who you are” is true enough, but I’d know you better if you told me what you reread.’ (François Mauriac, 1952 Nobel laureate)





Through the pages that follow, even as books are championed, there will run a vein of suspicion: sometimes, surely, we are too reverent about books, and we are too reverent about reading. The sixteenth-century essayist Michel de Montaigne took this view. Without a whiff of regret, he revealed that ‘When I meet with difficulties in my reading, I do not bite my nails over them; after making one or two attempts I give them up.’ ‘If one book bores me,’ he explained, ‘I take up another; and I turn to reading only at such times as I begin to be tired of doing nothing.’ Montaigne encourages us not to think books are sacred.


Our avid desire for knowledge – about how to get our new answerphone up and running, or about what happens to Rupert Campbell-Black at the end of the Rutshire Chronicles – causes us to skip or skim. Years ago a friend unblushingly told me that she tended to miss out the passages of description in novels and just read the dialogue – ‘That’s where the interesting stuff happens.’ How I laughed. And yet, and yet … we have all at some time passed rapidly over an explanation, a passage of analysis, an indigestible-looking chunk of detail. Some readers, the opposites of my friend, skate over the dialogue; for them, the meat of the story is to be found elsewhere. Others ignore any paragraph that begins unpromisingly – for instance, ‘The next day commenced as before’ in Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre. But here’s the thing: in different ways, and to differing degrees, everybody skates. Is there anyone who has read every word of Bleak House or War and Peace? Some people – such as a translator – will indignantly insist that the answer is ‘Yes’, but most of us read casually, and there is a real stigma attached to admitting this. People tend to be dishonest about their reading habits.


When I confess in public to not having finished a book, or to having skimmed it, I am greeted with looks of horror. I do actually tend to finish books, but I refuse to be detained by something that’s not rewarding me. I say ‘rewarding’ rather than ‘entertaining’ because I am unlikely to be entertained by a grim novel about the withering of Western civilization, but I may be riveted and exercised by it. Telling a serious reader that you failed to finish a book, however, is a bit like telling your lover you are ‘vaguely committed’ to your relationship. An unfinished book is an accusation, staring at you menacingly.


Samuel Johnson, the endlessly quotable eighteenth-century man of letters, was adamant that books need not be consumed in their entirety. To his friend Hester Thrale he exclaimed, ‘How few books are there of which one can ever possibly arrive at the last page!’ This was shocking to his contemporaries. So was his response to a man who asked if he had read a new work that had attracted a good deal of admiration. ‘I have looked into it,’ Dr Johnson said. Pressed over whether he had ‘read it through’, he tartly replied, ‘No, Sir; do you read books through?’ Johnson’s candour strikes us as unusual. His belief that one could begin a book in the middle or plunge into a volume in a ‘fortuitous and unguided’ fashion struck others as bordering on sacrilege. But Johnson’s was in some surprising ways a modern sensibility, and he was astute in his understanding of the different types of reading it is possible to practise. He was also ahead of the game in recognizing that at the very same time that reading declines, the number of writers increases: ‘writers will, perhaps, be multiplied, till no readers will be found.’


We’re all writers these days, aren’t we?


There is an old saying that to lead a full life one must raise a child, plant a tree and write a book. Now, an incomplete attempt at each is deemed enough. Everyone we meet seems to have a website, keep up a blog, script little snippets to broadcast on YouTube, scrawl pensées in a William-Morris-pattern journal, paint so-called clean graffiti, or send one of those artfully artless Christmas round-robin letters full of lines like ‘Matilda aced her GCSEs and achieved a richly deserved merit in Grade 7 Oboe’ or ‘This year we discovered the hidden jewel that is Aix-en-Provence.’ Dignified by type – Times New Roman, Arial or Garamond, according to taste – a person’s words appear immortal. No author considers his or her output to be anything less than essential: ‘My novel about a bizarre love triangle involving three twenty-something Oxbridge types? It just has to be written.’ But then again, let’s be honest: is there anywhere better furnished with evidence of the vanity of mankind’s desires and ambitions than a library, where row upon row of books lie mouldering, untouched?


Nonetheless, to people who read, books have the ability both to heighten the senses and to anaesthetize them, to involve the mind yet also to beguile it. We hear of reading as escapism, but the word demeans the experience. (If reading is escapism, it is an escape into life, not away from it.) Reading is capable of absorbing people completely. At its most sublime, the concentration it requires feels effortless, and comprehension seems automatic. It can resemble eating and drinking; we sample books, and, as we engage with them more fully, gain an impression of their bouquet, their subtler flavours, their aftertaste. Some readers are gluttons, others nibblers. Dr Johnson was alleged to tear the heart out of a book ‘like a Turk’, and once surrendered a volume of Greek speeches because it was ‘too fine for a scholar’s talons’. Reading can be aggressive or delicate, just as it can be soothing or exhilarating. Sigmund Freud diagnosed the ‘mild narcosis induced by art’; the experience is like dreaming while awake, and most readers know this opiate pleasure. Physiologically, reading is complex, and it causes arousal. That arousal can be erotic, visceral, intellectual, or of some other kind. Reading is a many-sided pleasure, as well as a precarious one. And it leads to conversations, with others and with ourselves.


Talking about books is a social activity: a pleasure of the table or of party-going; to be indulged over foaming pint glasses or a nursed dram of whiskey; the stuff of good-natured late-night rambles or fierce, invigorating confrontations; and perhaps even of the tennis court or the bedroom. De gustibus non est disputandum, insists the Latin proverb – in common parlance, there’s no arguing about taste. This is plainly untrue. Taste is one of the things we argue about most often, and it is one of the things we are most inclined to argue about. I shall struggle to persuade a person whose favourite kind of ice cream is vanilla that prune and Armagnac flavour is actually better, but I can enjoy trying.


Personally, I hate arguing. But I must quote an old friend’s riposte – ‘So why the hell do you do it all the time?’ One of the attractions of arguing is that it can transform what you know, think and understand. Argument is typically described in terms of conflict, yet it is also a mode of inquiry. As the Scottish philosopher David Hume observed, with a nod to Plato, ‘Truth springs from argument amongst friends.’ Ideas and values need to be tested, and argument achieves this. It is also a form of callisthenics for the mind. An intimate knowledge of the things we are disputing – Latin American politics, climate change, the relative merits of Gossip Girl and Hollyoaks – is less important than the value we derive from stretching our intellectual sinews. Culture is conversation.


Talking about books, whether you have read them or not, is deliciously conducive to argument. This argument can be exciting and productive. However, there are times when you should most definitely avoid arguing about books you don’t really know. You should always assess the power wielded by the person you are talking to.


A friend of a friend, a brilliant person with a silver tongue, applied to a grand old university to study English and History. At interview he was, unsurprisingly, asked to talk about the relationship between the two disciplines. Could he think of a text that was particularly valuable as both literature and historical source material? He mentioned the Icelandic sagas, citing their combination of a strikingly economical style and a distillation of history; they had literary appeal, but were also valuable sources of knowledge about voyages and patterns of migration. His interviewer, evidently surprised to find a seventeen-year-old enthused by what he called ‘these remote epics’, asked what he most liked about them. ‘I enjoy the power of the verse,’ my friend’s friend explained. And here his story broke down. The Icelandic sagas are in prose, and contain just the odd snatch of poetry.


A quick word here about ‘epic’, because the term will recur. In essence, an epic is an account of extraordinary events, told in lofty poetic language. Epic literature tends to deal with incidents that are important in the construction of a culture or a nation. It is ambitious, and it is large, and it is concerned with heroism. Thus Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey are considered epics, along with the Anglo-Saxon poem Beowulf, John Milton’s Paradise Lost and – to give a modern example – Omeros by the Nobel Prize-winning poet Derek Walcott. Epic is usually dominated by male characters. By contrast, the Icelandic sagas pay plenty of attention to women, and they are about farmers, not kings. They are therefore said to be ‘like epics’, but not actually to be epics. One more reason they get excluded from the epic genre is this awkward business of their having been written as prose. My friend’s friend was not offered a place at that august university.


Schadenfreude is not on the menu here, for his mistake is of a sort that we have all made. In trying to impress, we overreach. When I was a child I belonged to a film club. One of the other kids in the club, whom I’ll call Matthew, would always scan the notice of forthcoming screenings and yawn: ‘Waltzing Matilda? Seen it. The Spy Who Loved Me? Seen it. Kes? Seen it.’ Occasionally he would punctuate this incantation with a critical comment: ‘It’s amazing’ or ‘That one’s shit.’ One day the last item on the list was ‘To Be Announced’. Matthew, true to form, skated down the list, dismissing each film as old news, and concluding, ‘To Be Announced. Seen it. It’s shit.’ His image collapsed in a gale of laughter.


The essential question for a person who wants to talk about films he hasn’t seen or books she hasn’t read would appear to be ‘How much do you need to know to be able to get away with ignorance?’ And there is a second important consideration …


How can you make a little learning go a very long way?


One of the reasons we are able to get away with pretending to have read books we’ve never even dipped into is that half the time the person we are seeking to impress hasn’t read them either. This will probably not be true of that tortuous university interview – though, actually, convincing the world’s leading expert on John Milton that you’ve got to grips with Paradise Lost may be quite easy; the more someone knows about a subject, the more accustomed they are to finding that others know less about it, and from the Olympian heights of academe the various shades of lessness can be hard to distinguish. To a scholar profoundly invested in a subject, the difference between a sixth-former who has read a book and one who hasn’t can be imperceptible, since both are likely to seem fabulously ignorant.


What’s more, a touch of worldliness does not go amiss when you are dealing with scholars. I once managed to satisfy an eminent academic that I knew a great deal about the philosopher Immanuel Kant simply by broaching the small matter of Kant’s interest in the platypus. To this day I can’t remember where I’d picked up the notion that Kant gave two hoots about the platypus. There is a book by Umberto Eco which, when it appeared in English, was given the title Kant and the Platypus, but that was in 1999, and my conversation with the eminent academic took place in 1996. (The connection Eco makes seems in any case capricious. ‘What has Kant go to do with the platypus?’ he writes. ‘Nothing … And this should suffice to justify the title and its use’.) Thankfully, in 1996, while knowing little of either Kant or Eco, I did know a bit about the platypus, and it put me on much safer ground than any hokey attempt to explore Kant’s radical ideas about categories and perceptual judgements. My distinguished interlocutor – a man so unworldly that he needed to have explained to him, when I told him I didn’t have a garden because I lived in a flat, what a flat was – proved, to my amusement, flummoxed by my display of swagger. ‘You clearly know far more about Kant than I do,’ he said, without a trace of irony.


Most of us spend only a very small part of our lives fibbing our way through college interviews or bamboozling sages. But we’ve all blagged: tried to gain admission to a club or a party we definitely weren’t meant to be at, or jumped a queue on some bogus pretext. What is the secret of blagging? Fundamentally, it involves fearlessness and charm. This is at once verbal and physical. And it is not simply something you ‘do’ to others; it is also something you do to yourself.


The majority of people don’t have the time, the energy or perhaps the desire to carve their way through War and Peace. But they still want to know what it’s about. Maybe they’re like my friend the hedge-fund guru who makes a point of being au fait with the latest cool fiction so that he can impress women at drinks parties with his shtick (yes, I said shtick) about the most recent Philip Roth – or by enthusing about Virginia Woolf. Do I hear you say yuck? Is this behaviour really worse than any of the other means of social display?


There are, you should also be aware, books that no one reads, no matter what may be protested to the contrary. I know nobody who can honestly claim to have read Finnegans Wake, James Joyce’s bewilderingly esoteric comedy set in a pub in a Dublin suburb. (There are doubtless people who have read it, but they are neither numerous nor for the most part socially visible.) I have started Finnegans Wake half a dozen times, but have never got further than around page 18 of my Penguin edition. Perhaps it is just the book’s opening that is difficult? But no, I have checked, flipping to the centre of my embarrassingly crisp-looking copy. It’s still as hard as bench-pressing a grizzly bear. When Ezra Pound, a poet whose own works could hardly be described as straightforward, was asked what he made of Finnegans Wake, he suggested that the only justification for reading it would be if the experience could cure venereal disease. Joyce’s own brother Stanislaus dubbed it ‘an incomprehensible night-book’. Nevertheless, I’ve found that the knowledge that in Finnegans Wake Joyce writes the punning words ‘when they were yung and easily freudened’ can be made to go a surprisingly long way.


A related class of books consists of those read exclusively by literature students and the people who teach them. The classic example, still compulsory at some universities, is The Faerie Queene, Edmund Spenser’s allegorical sixteenth-century epic promoting different types of virtue. One of the more humane people I know is a Spenser scholar, yet even he, in a list of his favourite reading, adds a parenthetical ahem after mentioning The Faerie Queene. My own approach to reading this daunting production was to sit it on my lap while watching Test cricket on TV: I would gulp a stanza (nine lines) between deliveries. This meant I could get through more than 500 stanzas a day, and the six completed books of Spenser’s epic took me half a Test series. When I got to the end, I was challenged by a friend to quote a single line. I could quote one: ‘A gentle knight was pricking on the plain.’ The first.





Four books almost no one has actually read




1. John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress. In the more than 300 years since its publication, this Christian allegory has never been out of print, but today it is read by few for its theological content and by even fewer for pleasure.


2. Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf. It’s not hard to see why this mix of autobiography and political treatise isn’t widely consumed any more, but how many of the millions who elected Hitler to power troubled to read it either?


3. Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy. An unclassifiable book which combines medicine, theology, psychology, philosophy and plenty besides. It is often held up as a marvel of English literature and a work of delightful eccentricity, but there are far more people who talk about it than have read a whole page of its contents.


4. Robert Musil, The Man Without Qualities. Now frequently acclaimed as one of the three greatest novels of the twentieth century, along with James Joyce’s Ulysses and Marcel Proust’s À la recherche du temps perdu, this vast book is spoken of far, far more often that it is even picked up.








Perhaps I exaggerate a little, but what this illustrates is that sometimes the fruits of actually reading a book are not tangible. My approach to reading The Faerie Queene was no doubt flawed, but I did read it, and I invested a good deal of time in doing so. By the time I finished it, I had a clear impression of what it was like, but I could have achieved this by dipping into it and probably even by just reading about it. This suspicion was confirmed when my college tutor applauded the response to Spenser’s poem of a fellow student who had not read a single word of it.


In any case, most people are too polite to tell you when you’re talking baloney. One of the reasons for this is that many people who really do have an idea what they are talking about sound as though they don’t. Consider, for instance, this sentence, which follows a discussion of a scene in a film by Jean-Luc Godard: ‘It is the moment of non-construction, disclosing the absentation of actuality from the concept in part through its invitation to emphasize, in reading, the helplessness – rather than the will to power – of its fall into conceptuality.’ I have not made this up. These words are taken from Paul Fry’s A Defense of Poetry, published by the wholly respectable Stanford University Press in 1995. Mr Fry is a professor at Yale. A crude but useful rule in all matters of the intellect is that if you cannot explain something simply you probably don’t understand it quite as well as you imagine. An additional rule, a paradigm for chancers, is that if you know you don’t understand something you should ape the experts and not really explain it at all.


Where’s this book coming from, anyway?


At this point I should make clear that the idea for the book you have before you is not original. The germ of it existed in my mind a long time ago, but its development was inspired by my reading Pierre Bayard’s Comment parler des livres que l’on n’a pas lus? (2007), which also mentions Lodge’s game ‘Humiliation’. Bayard’s thesis is an intriguing one. ‘Most statements about a book are not about the book itself, despite appearances,’ he claims, ‘but about the larger set of books on which our culture depends at that moment.’ What is at stake in all our conversations about books, then, is ‘our mastery of this collective library’ – ‘a command of relations, not of any book in isolation’, which ‘easily accommodates ignorance of a large part of the whole’. Thus knowing what genre a book belongs to can help us judge it without having read it; we understand where it stands. Furthermore, the difference between reading and not reading is, he says, narrower than we are accustomed to think. You could, for instance, remember reading Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables and crying hopelessly over the sad bits, but if you cannot actually remember what those sad bits were, and if you cannot really recall what the book was about, can you honestly claim to know more about it than someone who has not read it at all? And are you in fact in any better a position than that person?


Bayard argues that we should not feel ashamed about what we have not read. But then, as the novelist Hilary Mantel pointed out in her review of the English translation of Bayard’s book, the British seldom do. ‘Outside academe,’ she wrote, ‘the average Briton is inclined to boast about what he has not read. Faced with the author in person, the Briton says scathingly, “Never heard of you,” sometimes adding, “My wife reads – perhaps she’s heard of you.”’ In a manner every bit as shameless, many of Mantel’s fellow reviewers cracked the joke that they had arrived at their opinions of Bayard’s book without having read it.


I don’t think feeling ashamed of literary ignorance is uniquely French, but Bayard’s Comment parler? is Gallic to the core – which is to say unapologetically abstract and philosophical, as well as steeped in references to Proust, Balzac and Paul Valéry (the last of these a ‘master of non-reading’). It conjures an image of Gauloise-toting sages sitting in Les Deux Magots or Le Flore, pinballing argument and counter-argument off dinky glasses of pastis.


Bayard suggests that sometimes when talking of a book one has not read it is wise to be enthusiastic – even gushingly so. I disagree. Among the English insincere enthusiasm is easily spotted. Much better to be scathing or at least sceptical. There is a saying ‘Never praise one Irish writer to another.’ (W. B. Yeats advised his fellow Irish poets to learn their trade and ‘Scorn the sort now growing up / All out of shape from toe to top.’) Praise, especially when it feels vacuous, has a capacity for provoking questions and counter-arguments much more pungent than those summoned up by boldly phrased criticism.


However, condemnation needs to be meted out in the correct critical idiom. To describe a book or a writer as ‘prosaic’ is far more damning and altogether more convincing than to refer to him or it as ‘dull’. A particularly unanswerable criticism is to say that you think something is ‘deliberately’ bad. You can be diversionary and elliptical, zig-zagging from one topic to another, conjuring a smokescreen of sophistry. But vagueness is not recommended. Anyone can generalize; as the poet William Blake argued, it is ‘minute particulars’ that are the articles of genius, and the constituents of skilful dissimulation are snippets of detail.


My take on the question of how to talk about books you haven’t read is a concrete one. It is concerned with particular books and authors that we are often expected to know about, and it is concerned with real strategies for dealing with the holes in our knowledge. While I do include a few plot summaries and boil-in-the-bag opinions, these are easy enough to find elsewhere: instead what you have in your hands is, I hope, something more piquant and provocative.


Instead of adopting a chronological approach or inching my way through one genre before going on to the next, I want to move as conversation does – lubriciously, slipping from one enthusiasm to the next, making connections and leaving behind a few loose ends. A historical trudge from Greek tragedy to the present day isn’t going to help you one jot. Better to move flexibly through the ages, without that kind of groggy predictability.


Let’s begin with an author whose stock is high. On Facebook, the social networking website, there are groups with the titles ‘I am going to marry one of the men in Jane Austen’s novels,’ ‘Jane Austen books are ruining my sense of reality – and I love it!’, ‘Real men read Jane Austen’ and ‘I would invite Johnny Depp and Jane Austen to my dinner party.’ You can learn a good deal about an author from her fans, but you can learn more from her enemies.


[image: image]


What not to do in a university interview


Don’t pretend to be immensely interested in the interviewer’s specialist subject, which, if you’re dealing with a literature expert, will be something terrifically arcane such as Swiss translations of the novels of Maria Edgeworth. Don’t talk all the time, gabbling like a demented bird – or, worse, a TV evangelist. Don’t wear any brand-new clothes that will cause you to resemble a Marks and Spencer mannequin. Don’t for a moment convey the impression that you think you are more intelligent than the interviewer. Don’t be chippy. Don’t say any of the following: ‘This suit has been in my family for four generations,’ ‘Name three things I’m not? Erm … interested … in … this,’ ‘I mainly want to come here because this place was built on a meadow where my grandfather used to graze his horses,’ ‘Do you mind if I skin up?’ And don’t allow yourself to be thrown by a strange question, such as ‘Would people read Shakespeare in heaven?’ Instead, gently nudge the discussion towards safe ground. But if the question is ‘Why is the carpet in this room green?’ consider replying ‘Because little goblins creep in here at night and paint it that colour.’


[image: image]





2


WOULD YOU INVITE JANE AUSTEN TO YOUR DINNER PARTY?


[image: image]


Jane Austen lived from 1775 to 1817.


Major works: her six novels, of which the most famous are Pride and Prejudice and Emma.


Also wrote: a short ‘History of England’, when she was fifteen. The manuscript, illustrated by her sister Cassandra, is just thirty-four pages long.


Trivia: two of her brothers, Francis and Charles, were admirals. During her lifetime, they were the ones who enjoyed large reputations; hers has been achieved since her death. She went to great lengths not to be identified as the author of her books, and not one of them was printed with her name on it in her lifetime.


[image: image]


In Britain it is not the norm for strangers to strike up conversation on public transport, unless it breaks down. When a stranger does accost you, it’s probably because he or she is a foreigner or an oddball. Some years ago, I was sitting on the top deck of a number 94 bus, which was idling near Kensington Gardens, when a girl of about fifteen, dungareed and strangely coiffed, approached me, gestured at the book I was reading – Fanny Burney’s Evelina – and announced, ‘I’m glad you’re not reading that total shit Jane Austen.’ That, in the words of the pop song, was as far as the conversation went. But I was impressed. There are things you never expect to find next to one another: shit and Jane Austen are unlikely neighbours.


Austen is probably the most beloved of English novelists, yet also the most detested. For every ‘Janeite’ (female) who revels in her books’ ladylike delicacy, there is an aggrieved sixth-former (male?) who has had to plod through Mansfield Park to pass a public exam. Both types of reader miss the essence of her work. The Janeite fails to see how urbane she is, and the aggrieved student is diverted by Assessment Objectives and other such drab considerations from the humour that is the lifeblood of Austen’s writing. In their different ways, both seem to miss the seriousness of her vision.
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