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INTRODUCTION
 MARRY? WHY WOULD YOU WANT TO DO THAT?


He – or she – asks, ‘Will you marry me?’


In the past, your range of acceptable replies was limited to ‘Yes’, ‘No’, ‘When?’ and ‘Ask me again, later’. In the twenty-first century, this extraordinary question begs another: ‘What for?’


But as you walk down the aisle, arm in arm with your new spouse, your head is more likely to be filled with gauzy notions of everlasting love than doubts as to why you have voluntarily subsumed your identities in the impersonal clichés of bride and groom. The dreams embodied in these timeless, hopeful figures are taken as read. Still, if happiness writes white, the precise instructions for how a couple will reach their chosen destination, their happy ever after, are also elusive. Marriage is a very beautiful dream, but the dull, practical job of merging two lives into one is not dwelt on in its mythology.


Not everyone is optimistic about marriage. On Christmas Day in 1685 the naval administrator Samuel Pepys noted in his diary, ‘To church in the morning, and there saw a wedding in the church, which I have not seen many a day; and the young people so merry one with another, and it was strange to see what delight we married people have to see these poor fools decoyed into our condition, every man and wife gazing and smiling at them.’ Some find such spectacles intolerable. Mrs Willis, who worked for my grandmother, declined an invitation to my parents’ wedding: ‘I never go to weddings. Poor young things, all their troubles just beginning!’


So hard was it to drag grooms to the altar in eighth-century BC Sparta that the ruler Lycurgus passed a law ordering that bachelors who were slow to marry should be excluded from summer games and shows, and in winter, be forced to patrol the forum, nude, uttering curses on their own heads that theirs was a just penalty for neglecting their civic duty. No amount of pressure from her own or other governments could persuade Elizabeth I of matrimony’s merits. She told her French ambassador, ‘When I think of marriage, it is as though my heart were being dragged out of my vitals.’ As her father Henry VIII severed ties with her mother, Anne Boleyn, by dividing Anne’s body from her head, Elizabeth’s misgivings are understandable. Yet the suspicion that a wedding marks not the start but the end of a charmed period has always haunted marriage, like an unwelcome guest, lurking outside the chapel.


After all, call your wedding day the happiest of your life, and what are you really saying?


That it is all downhill from here.


Marriage is an heirloom. The first recorded exchange of wedding rings took place in Ancient Egypt in 2790 BC, but the invention of marriage must predate this occasion by many moons. It exists to yoke men and women together, to draw lines around groups of people and call them families, ensuring the production of legitimate children and the peaceful inheritance of property and other social privileges. Without marriage, each king’s death would have precipitated a war of succession. Each union forged a link in a chain of being that kept humanity at peace, allowing each generation to transmit its values to the next, and society to reproduce itself more or less smoothly. Its success at this task has been such that while pyramids are ancient history, marriage is still with us. Whether it should be is another matter.


Until recently marriage was a rite of passage, the next thing to do in life, after learning how to shave or wear lipstick, and to make your living. A spoilt playgirl heaves a sigh in Hitchcock’s The Lady Vanishes (1938):


I’ve no regrets. I’ve been everywhere, and done everything. I’ve eaten caviar at Cannes, sausage rolls at the dogs. I’ve played baccarat at Biarritz and darts with the rural dean. What is there left for me but marriage?


But do we still need to ink the ties of blood and affection in the legal contract of marriage? Today DNA tests confirm which child belongs to which parent, and many social forces that once coerced couples to the chapel have lost their bite. Pre-marital sex, cohabitation and illegitimacy are no longer taboo. Now that women can work, nobody need marry to raise a family or have a home of their own.


Marriage is extraordinary. Less for the fact that it still exists than the courage it asks. Each couple to hold hands and swear their wedding vows takes a giant leap of faith into the unknown future. They are seizing their one chance in life to change the story that they tell the world, and each other, about who they are. To make this almighty wish come true requires more than faith: it takes art. But epidemic levels of divorce suggest that it is an art which many fail to master.


Marriage has never been so free, or seemingly unnecessary. Yet many people continue to regard a wedding as the summit of life’s achievement. The question remains: why? What propels millions of newlyweds down aisle, into registry office or up garden path, now that everybody knows that marriage is not until death but divorce do us part?



THE MADNESS OF WEDDINGS



What does the word ‘marriage’ mean to you? With all the effort, and money, that we are urged to devote to it, you could be forgiven for thinking that a show-stopping Big Day and a successful marriage are one and the same thing.


In the lexicon of modern love, a wedding is a fairy-tale occasion, and fairy tales demand fancy dress, as well as a wedding theme (Rock and Roll, Guys and Dolls, or Knights in White Satin perhaps), and a multi-storey wedding cake (price: equivalent to a small second-hand car). Not to mention co-ordinated table-settings, witty canapés, imaginative music, party favours, floral sculpture, napkins tortured into swans, and food that is original yet sufficiently dull to appease the palates of toddlers and toothless Great-aunt Enid alike. Oh, and maybe a Bollywood dance routine for the bride and her maids, or real live butterflies in glass cages, to release during the champagne toast.


Or so preacheth the gospel of the wedding and bridal magazines that heave their bosoms in the news-stands at a supermarket near you. And plenty of couples seem to believe that these measures are necessary.


Today’s average bride cannot feel herself camera-ready until she has tanned, dieted and shoehorned herself into a Disney gown of complexion-draining hue and weird, pâtisserie construction. Meanwhile your typical groom must witness the grisly transformation of his beloved into Bride of Visa. Suddenly he must form opinions about cutlery and flowers, and develop at least the appearance of an anxiety disorder about hitherto unsuspected aspects of hospitality, like party favours. If he tries to change the subject from wedding plans by saying, ‘Whatever makes you happy, dear’ Bride of Visa will snap back, ‘You just don’t care!’ Which may strike him as ungrateful, given that he has already pillaged his savings for a gob-stopping, diamond knuckle-duster (if the engagement ring is not a knockout, people will talk). No wonder that grooms feel compelled to expunge several billion brain cells on an extravagantly drunken stag weekend paint-balling in Croatia.


What price this pomp and nincompoopery? In 2008 an average wedding cost about £23,000, raped from a parent’s pension pot, a child’s mortgage deposit, or both. Many couples spend far more than this. And that is not accounting for the stress and unpaid hours of planning. Laidback brides and mothers-of are lesser spotted animals and not encouraged, since the wedding industry was worth £6 billion a year to the UK economy, and an estimated $58.5 billion in the United States in 2006. Yet these astonishing figures may underestimate the true financial oomph of marriage. In the late 1990s newlyweds comprised 2 per cent of the US population yet bought 58 per cent of its knives and forks. It could be worse: in Japan, diamond companies have waged a successful advertising campaign to persuade grooms to heft up several months’ salary on an engagement ring, and this is a land where traditional Shinto weddings entailed nothing fancier than drinking rice wine from a wooden bowl.


Clearly, consumer societies believe in marriage. But perhaps they do not mind so much if, by the time we reach the aisle, we are so frayed by the stress that we end up splitting sooner rather than later – and buy more cutlery, then spend another fortune on marrying somebody else. From an economic point of view, the more we marry – with bells, whistles and hand-blown glass knobs on – the better.


Not for a moment am I suggesting that the vampiric wedding industry is a conspiracy to ensure that couples cannot stand each other by the time they say ‘I do’. Perish the thought that the debt hangover from the Big Day has anything to do with the fact that one in ten marriages end within five years. I will even concede that weddings are fun. I loved mine and cry at my friends’. Most people find them uplifting. Maggie Blunt, a spinster of Slough, was not jealous at her future queen’s 1947 nuptials:


Turned on wireless. A moving occasion. I do not need commentator to tell me this or doubt the cheers from the crowd broadcast. The feeling is genuine enough – a delightful sort of family feeling . . . We do love our little ceremonies. And why not? All of us are hungry for colour, romance and adventure . . . I wept copiously into the washing up bowl as I listened.


What a nice voice the groom has. And so surprisingly English – though I don’t know what I was expecting. The Princess’s voice too was becomingly virginal. One wishes them a long and happy life together, to set an example to the nation of what marriage can be like.


We make a fuss about weddings because they are not just tokens of two people’s love. Fading TV soaps boost their ratings with a hasty union because weddings tug at the very roots of the idea of society as a ‘pact between the dead, living, and the yet unborn’, to paraphrase the philosopher Edmund Burke. When we witness our loved ones swear their undying promises, our pleasure is deepened by the knowledge that they are following a path likely walked by their parents, and almost certainly by their grandparents.


Our styles of weddings are also symptoms of society’s attitude to marriage in general, and the madness of modern nuptials suggests that our feelings about marriage are confused, verging on manic. ‘The best part of my wedding?’ confided several friends. ‘That we had got it over with.’


A wedding is not an end, except in novels and comedies; in reality, it is a beginning. But should we be surprised if after the steeplechase to the altar, to suggest that there is any further art to married life strikes some couples as absurd? Having survived the wedding, well may they feel that their most vital marriage skills – spending, arguing, knowing when not to listen, and how to offend relatives – have been well honed. And the idea that marriage marks an end to the games of love must have been around for as long as marriage itself. ‘It was a strange condition of things,’ reflects David Copperfield in Dickens’s great autobiographical novel, ‘the honeymoon being over, and the bridesmaids gone home, when I found myself sitting down in my small house with Dora; quite thrown out of employment, as I may say, in respect of the delicious old occupation of making love!’


The fuss involved in the show business of weddings should make couples think hard about the commitment they are getting into, but there is evidence that, to the contrary, it distracts many from what married life involves, both its demands and its deeper benefits. A greater sadness is that the high price of getting hitched puts off those who could profit most from marriage. Poor, young parents in deprived areas tell sociologists that they would dearly love to marry, but are too ashamed to do so, because they cannot afford to marry ‘properly’. By which they mean, like celebrities in magazines. Inflated wedding expectations can even lead others to regard marriage as one long, flat after-party. Many a divorcee can trace the first seed of doubt to the moment after the ceremony, as they walked out arm in arm, and found themselves thinking, Is this it? Because they did not feel as happy as they expected – which is not surprising if they were tired and stressed – they concluded that something must have been wrong.


There was a time when a couple could call themselves hitched after nothing fancier than jumping over a broom, hand in hand. Maybe today’s couples drop more coins into the wishing well that is a wedding because they are older and richer when they get around to marrying than the majority of brides and grooms in bygone days. But I suspect that many go overboard because they are also frightened of divorce, so hurl money at their nuptials in the hope that a perfect day will guarantee theirs is a perfect marriage. By similar reasoning, I heard a champagne-soused bride reassure her guests, ‘I said I’d never do it, but I married him, didn’t I? So he must be worth it.’


Addled as my friend’s logic was, to marry today, wishful thinking is necessary.


THE CASE AGAINST MARRIAGE


A cynic would argue that weddings have evolved into such exotic blooms to lure us, like dazzled insects, into the increasingly irrelevant trap of wedlock. Certainly, it is a great irony that the more weddings cost, the less in love society seems to be with marriage.


Each year half a million British men and women marry, but numbers are falling, and we seem less adequately equipped than any previous generation to turn the fairy tale of marriage into reality. At present 45 per cent of unions end before the grim reaper cuts in on their dance. Yet these baleful odds of success do not discourage everyone: 40 per cent of weddings are remarriages for at least one party, usually him, although divorce is likelier for them than for first-timers.


Rare is the groom who will confide on the eve of his vows, as did an acquaintance of mine, that he believes lifelong love is neither reasonable nor possible, ‘because when marriage was invented, you were dead by thirty’. But it is often said that monogamy is unnatural. Given that scientists cannot decide if ours is a tournament species, like peacocks, who compete for mates, or a pair-bonded species, like swans, who pair off for ever, let us assume that we are polygamous monogamists. In other words, that marriage is a choice, and often a difficult one to stick by.


Many believe that this choice is no longer necessary and that marriage retains its grip on our imaginations for no stranger reason than the rigor mortis of custom. To some, marriage is a discredited old bully that limits men and women and subjugates them to Church and state. Even priests have had reservations about it. In 1672 Richard Baxter, Presbyterian divine, lamented that ‘if nature itself had not inclined’ women to accept ‘so calamitous’ a life, with children causing ‘tedious trouble day and night’, and ‘subjection to their husbands, and continual care of family affairs’, these and ‘much more would have utterly deterred their sex from marriage’. Until the 1870 Married Women’s Property Act, a wife had no right to her property, and in legal terms existed only ‘under cover’ (as a subdivision) of her husband. The inequities between men and women’s status were such that until 1828 a British wife who killed her husband, even in self-defence, committed petty treason, the penalty for which was, for many years, the witch’s punishment, burning.


Some cannot forgive marriage its past sins. In 2008 Georgian singer Katie Melua, that rare thing, a self-made teenage girl millionaire, griped: ‘Marriage . . . was invented for money and convenience. I’d like to believe in monogamy but if I have children I am never going to read them stories about finding Prince Charming because they will grow up feeling disappointed.’ Others believe that the conjugal commitment is purer made outside the cobwebby institution of matrimony, unsullied by God, law or in-law. Like aviator Amelia Earhart, who on the morning of her wedding in 1931 handed her groom this billet-doux:


You must know again my reluctance to marry, my feeling that I shatter thereby chances in work which means most to me. I feel the move just now as foolish as anything I could do. I know there may be compensations, but have no heart to look ahead . . .


I shall not hold you to any medieval code of faithfulness to me, nor shall I consider myself bound to you similarly. If we can be honest I think the difficulties which arise may best be avoided should you or I become interested deeply (or in passing) with anyone else.


Please let us not interfere with the other’s work or play, nor let the world see our private joys or disagreements. In this connection I may have to keep some place where I can go to be myself now and then, for I cannot guarantee to endure at all times the confinements of even an attractive cage.


I must extract a cruel promise, and that is you will let me go in a year if we find no happiness together.


I will do my best in every way and give you that part of me you know and seem to want.


Earhart went through with it, calling theirs not a marriage but a ‘partnership’ with ‘dual control’.


Marriage has been accused of many crimes. The charge sheet reads something like this: in the name of love, money, family and social legitimacy, marriage oppresses women; depletes men’s testosterone (scientists claim true); enriches divorce lawyers (you bet); curbs desire (up to a point); blights ambition (debatable); and co-opts otherwise sane individuals into signing a code of conduct bequeathed to us by an outmoded world (why, certainly). A world in which men were men, wives were married to their houses, and children were God’s blessing, not unlimited domestic liabilities with grave implications for your finances, social life and career.


So marriage is, you might say, a big ask, and even the state seems disenchanted with it. Under British welfare arrangements, parents are financially better off if they live apart and do not tie the knot, and in 2003 the term ‘marital status’ was abolished from government-sponsored family research in the UK. Instead we get to tick a box marked ‘couple parent families’. In effect, this move declared marriage to be meaningless, of no statistical significance as an influence on our lives. As a result, no longer shall we know what difference marriage makes to a British family – whether it helps couples to stay together, or has any other impact on their or their children’s wellbeing.


Is marriage meaningless? Not according to the vast, well-documented difference in outcomes for families of the wed and unwed. Those who imagine that because marriage is old it is also irrelevant to modern life overlook marriage’s distinguished pedigree. As history shows, wedlock can knot us into almost any sort of social and familial formation – be it nuclear, feudal, bourgeois, or pharaonic, back when claimants to Egypt’s throne had to marry their sister. The custom of marriage has survived by being flexible, and by obeying the evolutionary imperative, to change, or die. One charge we can convict it of is suiting a whole host of ways of living. If marriage is guilty of anything, it is association with our past.


In 2008 one in five British spinsters were saving for a dream wedding, although they had yet to meet their would-be groom. Yet what, in our free world, has marriage still to offer?


THE WONDERS OF WISHFUL THINKING


If marriage is a story that we tell about who we are, the reason it has been told by countless generations is that today, tomorrow and always, it answers timeless human needs. But now the terms and conditions of the story have changed: we need not marry people because our parents say so, nor must we be wed to leave home, have sex, get a job, nor are we obliged to conform to starchy roles of husband and wife, and if we want to walk away from our marriage, we can.


This means that marriage is ours to remake in our own image. Elderly as the institution is, it remains fresh, as each couple strikes their own deal, so it is also always personal. Now it can be custom-fit, marriage can be better than ever, as long as we understand what makes it an asset.


When those Ancient Egyptians traded nuptial bands, five millennia ago, they placed them on the third finger of the left hand. This finger was believed to connect to the heart by the vena amoris or ‘vein of love’. Rings also touched on the supernatural, their eternal circle a spell against ill spirits. And then, as now, there was an element of casting a spell about marriage. As Ted Hughes wrote in ‘A Pink Wool Knitted Dress’, of his wedding to fellow poet Sylvia Plath:


    I stood subjected


To a strange tense: the spellbound future


Part of marriage’s enchantment is the appeal of tradition. The fact that so many people have thought it a good idea means that by casting our vote into the marriage box, we gain membership of the reassuring ‘democracy of the dead’. But the real magic of marriage is the audacity of its ambition, for what men and women can be to one another. To marry is an act of hope that tells the world that you intend to share your life, that this commitment comes before all others, and that love is at its heart.


This is wishful thinking, yet surprisingly often it comes true. As agony aunt Irma Kurtz said, marriage ‘is the best retirement plan’. It is the downiest of nests too, since married couples are richer. The US Health and Retirement Survey in 1992 found that unmarried women were 86 per cent poorer than wives and widows, and bachelors 61 per cent poorer than husbands and widowers. The married enjoy more and better sex (those who have it), as well as better hormonal balance, mental and physical wellbeing. Husbands outlive bachelors by seven years, wives outlive spinsters by four. Children of married parents are also more emotionally stable, educationally successful and likelier to make stable marriages themselves.


A married family is not only the most effective welfare state, but it costs taxpayers nothing. According to the institution’s advocates, married people commit fewer crimes, and most husbands confine their illicit behaviour to white-collar frolics. Married fathers who live with their children provide greater support, financial and otherwise, and married people are less likely than the unmarried to boot their old parents into care homes – not because they care more, but they have more space and more flexible living arrangements. So marriage is good for society, and governments should keep faith with it.


By what mechanism does marriage have these beneficent effects? There is an element of self-selection. Happy people are likelier to marry, and optimistic expectations of marriage are found to predict the best outcomes. Conservative people also tend to keep the peace. Even so, research confirms that these factors cannot explain all of marriage’s success.


What we gain by making this promise to transform the meaning of our life is a chance to transcend our limitations and become more than the sum of our parts. Gay marriage campaigner Jonathan Rauch wrote: ‘No other institution has the power to turn narcissism into partnership, lust into devotion, strangers into kin. What other force can bond across clans and countries and continents and even cultures?’


At times, other people are hell, but without them life has no meaning, and if living in others’ mess is occasionally maddening, so can be the loneliness of a home where the air is disturbed by only the flies and you. Sharing your life is healthy too. Scientists suggest that there are five ways to enhance wellbeing: to connect with your world; to give; to learn; to be observant and curious; and to be active. A lifelong relationship demands all these, and goes further, by extending our possibilities with shared memory and complementary life skills, offering an endless learning curve in human sympathy. ‘There are no words to express the abyss between isolation and having one ally,’ observed G.K. Chesterton. ‘It may be conceded to the mathematicians that four is twice two. But two is not twice one; two is two thousand times one. That is why, in spite of a hundred disadvantages, the world will always return to monogamy.’


Need you marry to be monogamous or to have a life companion? Of course not. To champion marriage is not to call other ways of life bad. I don’t believe that my friends are defective for living alone, or with a dog they adore, or with friends with whom they may or may not have sex. But I do believe that marriage, when it works, is the most reliable means of support, and I know that it is more than a piece of paper. It means something.


A wedding is not simply a ‘fateful moment’ when you take stock of your relationship. It is a decision, and the instant you make it, it is real. The act of marrying may not reconfigure your DNA; however, it will alter your self-image and your view of your spouse.


As literary historian Phyllis Rose observed: ‘Commitment grows when you begin to use the language of commitment.’ And psychologists find that although women may commit deeply to another person without ceremonies (perhaps due to the emotional weight of deciding to carry a person’s child), for men in particular, marrying transforms their feelings for their loved one. For all of us, a sense of owner-ship increases the value we vest in something, be it a person or a possession, and this deepens our sense of duty towards it. It is also harder to flounce off – divorce being expensive, difficult, and, having sworn undying love, then to change your tune you also look a fool.


Even if you lived together before, and superficially your life remains the same, marriage alters the compass of your world. In the eyes of the law, friends and family, from now on you are side by side, in a three-legged race, before the obstacle course of life. Like an axle between wheels, marrying shifts your centre of gravity to somewhere between you two. This is your wedlock. Henceforth, your first obligation is not to yourself but to a strange new state of being, us.


What a relief. ‘I am – can it be true? – no longer the most interesting thing in my life,’ observed novelist Zoë Heller. ‘Of all the gifts of middle-age, this release from the dank cell of self seems to me the most precious.’ Marriage also offers certainty. A friend, belatedly wed after two children, wrote: ‘I still struggle with the terms “husband” and “wife” . . . But I love that we have the wedding as an important and happy memory in the story of our lives and I love wearing a ring and I love having an anniversary and I love that the path, together, is chosen. Obviously, the relationship still has ups and downs but somehow it feels like they happen on firmer ground.’


In this respect marriage is a confidence trick. You are staking a claim for how the future will be, whatever destiny flings in your path. And to feel in charge of your destiny is a great tonic. When the eighteenth-century politician Charles Fox revealed his clandestine marriage to a famous courtesan, a friend noted that Fox was full of vim, compared to his contemporaries’ ‘air of shattered debauchees’. Sometime Prime Minister Charles Grey observed: ‘Is it not a fine thing to grow young at 50?’


Crucially, the new perspective of marriage also transforms our relation to time. Studies find that cohabiting couples tend to measure their relationship by the years they have been together, by what they have done for each other. By contrast, a wedding is a mark in time that decisively turns us to the future. Opening up this long-term horizon gives the married a huge strategic advantage in life.


Ours is an age of high-pressure jobs, short-term contracts, declining loyalty, instant rewards. But as short-termist as our culture seems, it is built on a model in which, for success, we need to defer gratification; to make plans, study for exams, invest in mortgages, climb career ladders, and play a long game. Likewise, for psychological stability, we need to feel anchored. So we are pulled in contrary directions. Understandably, many of us find it less than easy to accept setbacks, to take a gamble, to resist easy options; to summon the trust and confidence to step off a career path, take out that loan, have children or to quit and seek something better, never mind to marry. But marriage, if we trust in it, offers flexibility, motivation and a safety net. Even setbacks may seem opportunities with a little encouragement and support. One day in 1848 Nathaniel Hawthorne came home to inform his wife that he had been fired from his job as District Surveyor for Salem, Massachusetts. ‘She leaves the room; she returns with fuel and kindles a bright fire with her own hands; next she brings pen, paper, ink, and sets them beside him. Then she touches the sad man on the shoulder, and, as he turns to the beaming face, says, “Now you can write your book.”’ Hawthorne wrote The Scarlet Letter, and made his fortune.


In everyday judgements, a second opinion makes us brainier. Just as the aggregated guesswork of a crowd is wiser than any expert, so married people gain the wisdom of couples. Having another person to guide you, or to react against, can make it easier to form opinions, to discern problems, to make choices and be assured you have picked the right ones. No advice is disinterested and spouses may lack distance, but since they have almost as great a stake in our happiness as we do, we can trust their advice as we cannot that of any seemingly neutral friend. And when it comes to making the gravest decisions, the heart is the surest guide.


The support is not only external. When we feel needed, courage helps to brace us from the inside. Doughty British housewife Nella Last described her reaction after Paris had fallen to the Nazis in 1940:


I put rouge and lipstick on . . . picked some roses and got out my best embroidered tea-cloth. I cannot tell what made me do it, and there were only boiled eggs, strawberry jam and some rather indifferent cake for my ‘party table’. My husband came in and we looked at one another silently, and then I said, ‘Bad – very bad’. He nodded and sat down at the table, and he said, ‘It’s not so bad now I’m HOME,’ and I saw his work-grimed finger tracing the holly-hocks embroidered in the corner of the cloth. I poured out the tea and, as I passed him, he leaned against me and looked up at me, and I saw the terror bogey looking out of his eyes. Mine had gone – please God never to come again – and I felt strong and sure. I bent and kissed him and said, ‘get your tea, my dear’ . . . He said, ‘You never lose courage or strength, my darling . . .’ To confess my terrors would have been to rob him of his faith, so I smiled and said nothing.


Marriage not only widens our world, but deepens our experience of it. The daily grind is altogether more significant than one damned thing after another, when it is shared. Telling tales to one who knows you intimately is a pleasure – even, perhaps especially, if you are recounting misfortunes. (Historian’s wife Jane Carlyle put all her genius into telling her grouchy husband mock-heroic tales about her battles with neighbours over noisy cockerels.) And if sharing troubles reduces their hold over us, our joys multiply in mutual laughter.


To philosopher Søren Kierkegaard, marry without romance’s ‘impulse to eternity’ and you had merely a marriage of convenience. I would say that marriage salves the human impulse to eternity by satisfying our deepest desire, to slow down time. Joan Didion wrote of her experience of widowhood: ‘For forty years I saw myself through John’s eyes. I did not age. This year for the first time since I was twenty-nine I saw myself through the eyes of others. This year for the first time since I was twenty-nine I realized that my image of myself was of someone significantly younger.’


Shared memories, special moments, knot together the years like beads on a necklace, and empower a spouse to teleport you to a happier place too. One mother wrote: ‘My husband is the one and only person in the world who I can rely on to recall the dazzling highbrow conversation I can enter into, even though I may be discussing Johnny’s runny nose or Laura’s tummy-ache.’


Above all, being married means having someone to believe in you. When bits start falling off you, having that special person to boil the egg, to remind you where you left your false teeth, to laugh when you cannot touch your toes, to argue about who did what to whom, to remember how gorgeous you were, how you adored the baby who is now a selfish son, and why you, of all people, were their one and only – all this is more than a consolation. You might even have grandchildren.


It is a risk to stake your life on another person. If your marriage works out, you create a place of safety in life’s voyage, but this place will exist only for you two. ‘Grief feels like suspense,’ C.S. Lewis wrote after his wife’s death. ‘Thought after thought, feeling after feeling, action after action, had H. for their object. Now their target is gone. I keep on through habit fitting an arrow to the string, then I remember and have to lay the bow down.’ Lose your centre of gravity, that person, the axle between you two, and you can feel lost. But the risk is worth taking because marriage, when it works, enhances life as nothing else can.


All too easily in the daily grind we can feel victims, as if we are losing pieces of ourselves. But anything we give to marriage, if only patience, is also an investment in something better, and bigger, than us. As Epicurus, philosopher of pleasure, observed: ‘The greater the difficulty, the more the glory in surmounting it.’ Even sacrifices can be rewards, if they are seen as gifts to a marriage. Whatever life chucks at you, be true to each other and you may hold your head high.


Why bet that this person is the one to trust with your life? The impulse is easier to follow if it feels inexplicable, therefore unarguable. The singer Seal said of meeting his wife, Heidi Klum, who was then expecting another man’s child: ‘I wasn’t looking to be in a relationship but we saw something in each other and that recognition transcended everything else. We were in a seemingly complex situation but we both had such clarity.’ Comedian Jack Dee, on the other hand, surmised that he had found the right woman when, after he prevaricated over a date, she firmly told him to naff off (or words to that effect).


Marriage is a mystery, full of questions, because it is not his, or hers; it belongs to you two, and everybody else. Each story has at least two sides. Reconciling them is the art of marriage, and it can be done for better, or worse. The beauty is that what makes your marriage great will be for you to decide. Because every marriage shares one secret. That it is like no other.


This is why it can work for you.




IS IT FOR ME?


If in doubt, you might be comforted to learn that the greatest mind of the nineteenth century struggled. In the summer of 1838, Charles Darwin recorded his internal debate over whether to propose to his cousin Emma Wedgwood. (The spelling mistakes are his own.)


THIS IS THE QUESTION


Mary


Children — (if it Please God)
Constant companion, (& friend in old age) who will feel interested in one,— object to be beloved & played with. —better than a dog anyhow. Home, & someone to take care of house Charms of music & female chit-chat.


These things good for one’s health. — but terrible loss of time.


My God, it is intolerable to think of spending ones whole life, like a neuter bee, working, working, & nothing after all. No, no won’t do. Imagine living all one’s day solitarily in smoky dirty London House. –
Only picture to yourself a nice soft wife on a sofa with good fire, & books & music perhaps – Compare this vision with the dingy reality of Grt. Marlbro’ St.


Marry — Marry — Marry Q.E.D.


Not Mary


No children, (no second life), no one to care for one in old age. –
What is the use of working without sympathy from near & dear friends —who are near & dear friends to the old, except relatives


Freedom to go where one liked –
choice of Society & little of it. –
Conversation of clever men at clubs –
Not forced to visit relatives, & to bend in every trifle. — to have the expense & anxiety of children — perhaps quarelling
Loss of time. — cannot read in the Evenings — fatness & idleness—


Anxiety & responsibility — less money for books &c — if many children forced to gain one’s bread. (But then it is very bad for ones health to work too much)


Perhaps my wife wont like London; then the sentence is banishment & degradation into indolent, idle fool —


It being proved necessary to marry, Charles posed himself another question: ‘When? Soon or Late.’


The Governor [his father] says soon for otherwise bad if one has children — one’s character is more flexible —one’s feelings more lively & if one does not marry soon, one misses so much good pure happiness. —But then if I married tomorrow: there would be an infinity of trouble & expense in getting & furnishing a house, —fighting about no Society —morning calls — awkwardness —loss of time every day. (without one’s wife was an angel, & made one keep industrious). — Then how should I manage all my business if I were obliged to go every day walking with one’s my wife. — Eheu!! I never should know French, — or see the Continent — or go to America, or go up in a Balloon, or take solitary trip in Wales — poor slave. — you will be worse than a negro — And then horrid poverty, (without one’s wife was better than an angel & had money) — Never mind my boy — Cheer up — One cannot live this solitary life, with groggy old age, friendless & cold, & childless staring one in ones face, already beginning to wrinkle. — Never mind, trust to chance —keep a sharp look out — There is many a happy slave —








1
HOW TO BE A HAPPY SLAVE


If there is a formula for living happily ever after, in 1990 rock star Rod Stewart thought he had it. At his wedding reception he raised a glass to wife number two, New Zealand supermodel Rachel Hunter, announcing, ‘I’m as happy as a dog with two dicks.’ Sadly, by 2001 not even his tail was wagging. Marriage certificates, he said dolefully, ‘should be renewed annually, like dog licences’.


Stewart has since remarried, to another leggy model. His is an ingenious system for stemming time’s drain on wedded bliss: find a fresh prototype blonde, and repeat those solemn vows. But although I am glad that Stewart is keeping the faith with marriage, his solution to its short-comings seems unlikely to work for everyone. Few of us can afford to fund a chorus line of divorcees, or rely on a continuous supply of nymphs to recharge our ageing libido. Yet strangely, Stewart is not the first to champion renewable nuptials. Political think tanks have also recommended that governments remodel the institution of matrimony in response to rising divorce rates and life expectancy, and that instead of for life, couples take out ten-year contracts. The advantages of this approach are clear: a short-term marriage means less complacency, less alimony and lots more excitement. The drawback of short-term unions is that they lack the foundation on which the magnificent social fiction of marriage is built.


Marriage is not real. It is a concept designed to solder people together, and a story that couples tell the world, and each other, about what their life means. Its golden rule is that you suspend disbelief and take it seriously. If to marry is an act of faith, to stay married – to keep your promises, and trust your spouse to do so too – is a matter of active belief.


Cynicism about marriage’s capacity to furnish lifelong love has long been de rigueur, but it renders disenchantment nigh inevitable. The jaundiced romantic climate that prevailed among victims of arranged marriages is illuminated by French aristocrat Geneviève de Malbossière’s shock, as she wrote to a friend of a mutual acquaintance:


Imagine, M. de Flavigny is still in love with his wife. What a lasting passion after ten months of marriage living together in proximity. They will be an example to posterity.


It is no use sitting back, expecting marriage to happen to you: each act is a choice, a turn in the story. As Carol Shields wrote in her novel, Unless: ‘Happiness is a lucky pane of glass you carry in your head. It takes all your cunning just to hang on to it, and once it’s smashed you have to move into a different sort of life.’


Rod Stewart is not entirely wrong then. Marriage can only provide a lucky window to the world if you understand that it is always changing, and requires constant renewal. So marriage is not a contract, nor even a dog licence, but a process, more like an obstacle race. To design it to suit us, we must understand what we ask of marriage, and what marriage asks of us.




I SHOULD HAVE MENTIONED


One might think that couples would discuss their expectations of marriage before tying the knot. In the past, betrothals were negotiated by families, and financial and living arrangements all mapped out. Today most couples freely raise personal dreams, and discuss their careers, and questions like whether they want to live abroad, yet many are shy of discussing what they hope actually to get from living together. As a result, some are ‘blind to key differences between them’, said Terry Prendergast of Marriage Care. Some wilfully keep their blinkers on. Even a professional communicator, like journalist Kathryn Flett, can fly blind into wedlock, and crash: ‘We had talked about travelling, even about living abroad, but there were never any specific long-term plans, and although I assumed children would come in to the equation at some point, that point was not quite yet. I thought we would (should) work hard and that then we would get somewhere – although quite where that somewhere was, I had no idea.’


Unvoiced expectations are the mothers of misunderstanding and disappointment. Here are the top ten topics that couples neglect to discuss at their peril. They would be ideal clauses for a marriage-conserving prenuptial contract. Even if you are married, you may be surprised by your spouse’s views on these subjects. Find out now, not in a row.


1. Parenthood: to be or not to be? (Two-thirds of fiancés never raise this)


2. How to rear children (including education and religion)


3. Debts


4. Joint bank accounts – or not


5. Pensions


6. Chores: who does what, how?


7. Time at work versus time at home


8. Time together versus time apart


9. Bad habits


10. How to communicate about difficult or sensitive subjects, like sex





1. WHAT MARRIAGE ASKS OF US, AND WHAT WE ASK OF MARRIAGE


Once, as the thirteenth-century English king Henry III put it, marriage’s purpose was to obtain ‘friendship between princes’. Nowadays we ask far more of marriage. Many expect lifelong lust and attraction of a relationship that is rooted in the numbing slurry of domesticity. The least romantic couple would agree that marriage is an arrangement in which two people co-ordinate paths as long as both shall live – or like. An assumption is buried in this statement, one that might baffle our ancestors. It is that marriage is about procuring happiness, and that you can find this heaven on earth by living together.


This commonplace expectation is wildly ambitious. For a start, repetition and happiness are like oil and water: hard to marry, long term. And all human beings wrestle with two conflicting urges: we want both to co-operate and to compete. So in marriage we need to balance our needs as individuals against our needs as a couple, to simplify our living arrangements, create routines, and at the same time, not go stale. This is not easy, as priorities and expectations vary so much. Some find it demeaning to take out rubbish while others believe that this is What Men Do. Some find coming home to someone who does not look up from the TV, let alone say Hi, is the abomination of desolation. Others say take a chill pill, and hands off my remote control. Who is right?
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