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The Art of Writing a Column


Writing can be more drudgery than pleasure, and journalism more degradation than duty. But to write a regular column on any subject that takes your fancy is surely one of the great privileges of life. When asked to contribute an article on ‘Literature and Life’ every week to the Evening News in 1907, Arnold Bennett called it ‘the realisation of a dream I have dreamt for a long time’. George Orwell, given a similar weekly column by Tribune in December 1943, celebrated his delightful freedom by entitling it ‘As I Please’.

I have been writing columns of one kind or another virtually all my professional life. I began in 1953, when I was twenty-four, contributing a weekly column from Paris to the New Statesman (often paralleled by another one in Tribune under the pseudonym ‘Guy Henriques’ – thus provoking the French Socialist leader Guy Mollet, a particular target of mine, to the angry query ‘What sort of a Guy is this?’). I have written columns in the Evening Standard, the Daily Telegraph, the Sun and the Daily Express, in the Catholic Herald and the Paris weekly L’Express, in daily newspapers in Spain, Italy and Japan. For many years I wrote the ‘London Diary’ in the New Statesman, and since 1980 I have written a weekly column in the Spectator, from which this selection is drawn. In short, I know a bit about writing a column, though there is still a lot I do not know, and I find myself discovering new tricks and devices – and occasionally falling into new traps – almost every week.

One thing I have learnt is that the column is much older than most people realise. It antedates the newspaper, indeed. I am not going back to Roman times, though you could make a case for columnists of a sort existing even then. A more plausible birth-date is the 16th century, with Montaigne the founding-columnist and Francis Bacon his successor. Of course these were essays not columns, and were written neither to a fixed length nor for immediate publication. Montaigne began his Essais as a commonplace book for his own re-perusal; only some years later, in 1580, did he first print them as a collected volume. Bacon’s Essays and Apothogms had a similar genesis. But both men produced columns in the sense that their reflections were short, regular, often topical, neatly turned and highly readable, and a satisfying blend of knowledge, argument, personal opinion, idiosyncracy and self-revelation. The subject-matter in both cases – calamities, education, repentance, conversation, thinking of death (Montaigne), and riches, youth and age, friendship, ambition, marriage versus single life, etc (Bacon) – crop up continually in columns written in the 1990s. These two experienced and clever men dealt with many, perhaps most, of the main problems which preoccupied worldlings in the 16th century, continue to interest and puzzle us today, and will be items of human intellectual furniture so long as our race endures. If, today, I were planning to write a column on death, I would certainly want to look up what Montaigne had to say in his essay ‘Thoughts on Death’ and Bacon in ‘On Death’. And if I were writing about gardens I would begin by re-reading Bacon’s marvellous little discourse ‘On Gardens’. On such fundamental matters, nothing much changes in four centuries – or, I suspect, four millennia. And I like to think that Montaigne and Bacon are peering over my shoulder – albeit with quizzical, ironic or even faintly contemptuous expressions – as I sit at my desk columnising.

There were well-informed London gentlemen who wrote regular columns about life in the capital, for the information of country squires and lords, even in Shakespeare’s day. But these were more newsletters than reflective essays. It was the 18th century which saw the birth of the column. The Spectator of Addison and Steele was a columnar periodical. So was Samuel Johnson’s Rambler, his Adventurer and his Idler, and Coleridge’s Watchman, though it only ran for ten issues, and his Friend, which lasted for 28. These columnists had all the trouble of seeing their work through the press, and collecting money from subscribers so that they could pay the printer. They were the columnists of the heroic age. By comparison, Coleridge’s younger contemporaries, Charles Lamb and William Hazlitt, had it easy, turning in their copy to regular publications, leaving all the difficult money side to editor-proprietors. On the other hand, their essays or columns might well be censored, cut, held over or even rejected altogether. Some will hold that Lamb was not a columnist at all – his pieces appeared irregularly and varied enormously in length – and that Hazlitt’s ‘Table Talk’ was the first true column. That may be so, but I turn, in search of inspiration or guidance, as often to Lamb as to Hazlitt, and regard both as mentors of the Great Columnar Tradition.

After these pioneers of the 1810s and 1820s, when Lamb and Hazlitt – and Leigh Hunt – wrote their best work, columnists come thick and fast, in endless succession until our own day. There are so many good ones it is not easy to award crowns. One has to bear in mind, too, that a column which is brilliantly suited to, say, the 1840s, may not work today at all. The columnist writes for tomorrow or this week, not for posterity, although the best satisfy both. One of the greatest American columnists, Ralph Waldo Emerson, the most highly-regarded and representative voice of the mid-19th century, from the eastern seabord to the Rockies, bores most readers now (though not me, as it happens). On the other hand, H.L. Mencken, perhaps the finest of all and hugely influential in his day, still comes through hot and strong in his six collections of pieces, Prejudices (1919-27).

My roll of honour would include G.K. Chesterton, who wrote columns of all kinds and shapes during his prolific life, often in pubs and cafés and in railway waiting-rooms and on trains, in true Grub Street fashion. The amount of genuinely original thought in his ephemera thus dashed off is truly awe-inspiring, and I find him a rich brantub from which to pick out specimens still capable of inspiring a columnist’s thoughts half a century after his death. Bennett’s Evening News columns have sunk without trace but those on writers and books which he later contributed to Beaverbrook’s Evening Standard in the 1920s are classics of the art. Beaverbrook himself told me that publishing them gave him the greatest satisfaction of his entire career as a newspaper proprietor. The Standard has always had good columns. It ran Dean Inge of St Paul’s, known as ‘the Gloomy Dean’, whose columns on religious abuses and the general decline of morals, collected in book form, make a favourite volume on my shelves. In my own day it broadcast Randolph Churchill’s powerful, rough- edged and often prodigiously well-informed voice, shouting on politics, as well as an entire choir of clever women, from Maureen Cleave to Valerie Grove. The Observer is another columnists’ newspaper. In the 1950s it had a mesmerising political column written by Hugh Massingham, who came from a family of fine columnists. He specialised in getting unsuspecting politicians to tell him their secrets. Then there was the urbanity of Harold Nicolson, with its faint whiff of malice, written by a man intended for diplomacy but really born to columnise.

About this time a clutch of outstanding arts columnists adorned the Sunday Times. They have never been excelled, in my view: Cyril Connolly and Raymond Mortimer on books, Desmond Shawe-Taylor and Ernest Newman on music, Cyril Ray on the good life, Edward Sackville-West on gramophone records and James Agate on the theatre. These gifted men were an important part of my education, a sophisticated and enjoyable Sunday school of culture, the caviar and the pâté de foie gras of European civilisation slipping down one’s throat with gratifying ease. Equally, while I was living in Paris as a young man, I devoured François Mauriac’s famous ‘Bloc Notes’ on the back page of L’Express, Raymond Aron in Figaro, Albert Camus in Combat and Maurice Duverger in Le Monde. Some made more regular appearances than others, but all qualified for the title of columnist since they produced periodic discourses on important and usually topical issues of their choice. Jean-Paul Sartre, on the other hand, gave himself too much space in Le Temps moderne – he was the only journalist I have ever known who could write 20,000 words in a day without making himself ill – and was not therefore a columnist by my definition, more a verbal phenomenon, sometimes a verbose one.

The Americans produce more columns than any other nation, nearly all syndicated and many of poor quality. Walter Winchell’s columns, immensely influential in their day, are unreadable now, and even Walter Lipmann, the outstanding pundit-columnist of the Truman–Eisenhower–Kennedy years, has not survived, his weekly digests of Washington wisdom seeming today flat, empty and composed of truisms. On the other hand, William Safire, who deals with words as well as issues in the New York Times, is a pundit in the Mencken mould, funny as well as shrewd and apposite. So the tradition carries on.

What makes a good columnist? In my view there are five essentials. The first is knowledge. I am not saying that a columnist ought to be a walking encyclopædia. Far from it. Nothing is more tedious than a man crammed with knowledge – especially facts – who is anxious to unburden his treasure on you. Some of the greatest bores are knowledgeable men. (Interestingly enough, women do not bore you with facts, more with opinions: I do not know of any woman columnist who crams too many facts into her offerings – the weakness of the sex is to supply too few.) But he who ventures to write a column must know a great deal, on a wide variety of subjects. His knowledge, however, should be stored and classified, kept up to date and dusted down regularly, but called on only sparingly, in small quantities, exactly according to the need of the piece. The good columnist’s knowledge should be like a vast cellar of fine wine, cool and well-kept, constantly maturing and periodically replenished as fresh vintages become available. He invites the reader in to sip and to taste, in sufficient quantity to appreciate the quality of the wines available. But he never presses his guest to drink more than a glass on each occasion, so that these visits to his cellar retain their freshness and pleasure. But equally, no reader should be allowed to pass without some knowledgeable hospitality, be it ever so slight. I feel I have been short-changed if I finish a column without acquiring some useful or interesting or unusual little nugget – something I did not know and am glad to know.

No columnist will survive long without being to some extent a man or woman of the world. In theory a column can be written by an innocent and unworldly bystander, who makes a point of being out of it and not knowing what is going on. Given great literary ingenuity, this will do for a time, as a novelty or a journalistic paradox. But readers will not long be amused by someone even less well-informed than themselves or who merely mirrors their own vacuity. It is true that a columnist can, as it were, place himself in voluntary exile, and affect to survey society with disinterested detachment. J.B. Priestley in the 1950s wrote an admirable series of essays in the New Statesman called ‘Thoughts from the wilderness’, in which he criticised modern society from the viewpoint of a man, like Cicero, who had retired from the great game in London to his country estates, to sit things out for a while. But this only works if, like Priestley, you have once been in the thick of events, and intend to be so again.

Knowledge is composed of many things. Worldliness, of course: knowing how a prime minister conducts a Cabinet meeting or how the Booker Prize is awarded or why invitations to Mrs —’s luncheons are eagerly sought, while Lady —’s parties are ill-attended if something better is on offer. A columnist should have travelled far, especially to those key places which constantly crop up in the news and conversation. He should be familiar with Paris and New York and Rome and Venice, and have visited all the rest at least once. He needs to be able to distinguish a genuine exotic from a mere travel-agent’s brochure material. Languages do not matter – it is the columnist’s job to speak, write and understand English to perfection – but if he insists (on what must be rare occasions) on using foreign words, he must get them right.

A columnist ought to have known, and know, a huge range of people, from the humble right up to the top. He who claims an extensive acquaintance with the common man or woman skates on thin ice, and I do not advise a display of demotic knowledge. Taxidrivers should never be quoted, at any rate on politics. On the other hand, gardeners can be put to use and, with skill, built up into a serviceable stock character – not to be brought in too often however. Kingsley Martin made splendid use of his Sussex gardener for over a quarter-century, employing him to impart wisdom and comment covering a much wider ground than mere horticulture. I have quoted gardeners myself – and their dogs, for that matter. Cleaning-women I do not advise. Butlers or valets are taboo, even if you have them. On the other hand, it is often convenient to have a well-informed and sensible detective-sergeant on tap: crime and criminals play a necessary part, these days, in a well-regulated column read by the middle classes. Personally I like to bring in an observant and well-connected foreigner to produce an outsider’s view of English mores, especially if the language can be made quaint and amusing – I often employ Lady (Carla) Powell for this purpose. Quoting the great, the good and the bad is sometimes necessary but is always risky. Of course the columnist ought to know personally the principal rulers of the day, and if possible anyone else who is in and out of the news. But awareness of this extensive and grand acquaintance ought to filter through to the reader, as it were by accident, and should never be baldly claimed. Name-dropping is fatal to a good column. The sad example of Ali Forbes, Britain’s Name-Dropper-in-Chief, ought to be in all our minds. But I like a name or two in each piece. Good journalism is always about people. An argument, an impression, is always more effective if it is pointed up by real men and women, cited or quoted or exemplified. And brush such characters in with an adjective or two, to bring them to life and persuade the reader that they are or were real persons to you, not just celebrities.

Knowledge of history is the most useful to the all-purpose columnist. It needs to be blended in, imperceptibly, with personal recall of the recent past. This is a difficult, subtle and essential business. The reader needs to feel that you comment on what is going on in the world not from theory or conjecture but from experience – that you have lived through anxious decades, near the centre of events, as well as studied more remote ones. I do not say a columnist needs to be old – far from it – but he or she must not be too young. It is one thing for a young man or woman to relate actual experiences, week by week, in a place we want to hear about – I am thinking of Zoe Heller’s column from New York in the Sunday Times Magazine – when all that is required is a busy life and literary skills. It is quite another to have someone in their twenties pontificate about the day and age from the perspective of a mere newspaper-reader. There are too many such columnists about nowadays, none of them worth tuppence.

Next to knowledge comes reading. Every good columnist carries a library around in his head. A column – not even a literary column – should not be bookish, which is fatal to the essential note of worldliness. One of the worst columns I can recall was the weekly causerie produced by Sir William Haley. As Haley had been Director-General of the BBC as well as Editor of the Times, and had made his way up from very humble beginnings, he ought to have had plenty to say. But he preferred to write in the persona of a bookman, and a notably old-fashioned one at that, fussing over ancient Everyman editions and World Classics and turn-of-the-century pocket stuff. It all smacked of John O’London’s Weekly, a well-meaning journal for autodidacts which died a natural death from fustiness. No: the reading must be there – the more of it the better – but slipped into the column by sleight of hand, gracefully, economically, only when it is really needed. Whatever the topic is, the columnist ought to be able to make a long arm and neatly pull down the book from the recesses of his mind, when reference or quotation is apt. No showing-off. No erudition for its own sake. Poetry to be quoted only on rare occasions – and be certain the reader wants to hear it or be reminded of it. No Greek, ever. No Latin either, unless you are absolutely sure of yourself and your readers. I have many dictionaries of quotations on my study shelves, but these are for checking, not inspiration. Never quote unless the saying is already familiar to you. The best kind of literary reference in a column is one which makes the reader want to go out and buy the book, immediately. That means it must be apposite, interesting in itself, and skilfully worked into the theme of the piece.

The second function of wide reading is to produce ideas. I am a great browser of shelves, an assiduous dipper into volumes. I thumb a book through, read a page or two, then replace it. I do this in bookshops and libraries, and among my own shelves. At present I own (I think) about 12,000 volumes. Sometimes I have had more, sometimes less. Every few years, a shortage of shelf-space dictates a huge and painful purge, when meretricious or duplicate or disappointing works are weeded out. Then, all too quickly, fresh arrivals fill up the vacant spaces, and overflow them, and a new crisis develops. I receive many new books for review, or publishers send them to me, hoping for a mention. Most of these volumes go, speedily, to what I call the knacker’s yard, which in my case is an admirable establishment near my house, called Notting Hill Books, run by that great and learned lady Sheila Ramage and her lovely assistant Pamela. However, Sheila also sells books, chiefly on art, at much reduced prices, so I usually emerge from her shop with many more volumes than I take in. The urge to buy books is a chronic disease, which is cured only by bodily annihilation. In my case, the consequences of the disease are dealt with by dividing my books into two libraries. Most are kept at my London house, into every cranny of which they have spread. But about 2,000 books on the history of art, the majority large quartos or folios, have been consigned to my Somerset house, where special shelves have been built to accommodate them. As a result, the book I particularly want at any one time is always 250 miles away. However, I can see no other solution.

I do not claim to have read all or even most of the books I own. Some I read many years after purchase, others never. But I have looked into all of them. I know what they contain. All are for potential use, as well as pleasure. Many are for reference or checking, and it is gratifying how often I refer to them. The advantage of having so many books, on all the topics that interest me, but chiefly history, literature, the world, travel, philosophy, politics and religion, is that they are there for a rainy day. By this I mean a deadline-day when I have not yet found a subject for a column. I peer along the shelves, hoping for inspiration. This is a dangerous procedure, for I may pick up a volume, become absorbed in it, and find at the end when I look at the clock, that it is not to my purpose, and meanwhile precious hours have flown. On the other hand, it has saved my journalistic bacon many a time. Besides, having so many books at hand often means that I can flesh out an existing idea, but a rather thin one, with a certain amount of scholarship, real or spurious.

The third key to column-writing is news-sense. A columnist may be a historian, as I am, or a playwright, like Keith Waterhouse, or a novelist, like Robert Harris. But he ought never to forget that, for this purpose, he is first and foremost a journalist. He should keep a fine nose for the news, and sniff it inquiringly before settling to his task. The reader’s mind hankers after novelty, always. The best column is one which responds to novelty, links it to the past, carries it forward to the future and invests the topic with wit, wisdom and elegance. The novelty can be anything: geopolitics, home affairs, science, literature, fashion, art, the drama, society, religion. Its gravity is immaterial; what it must be is new, not some hackneyed theme which has been chewed over for weeks. A good columnist will spot some emergent topic just as it comes to the forefront of the news, and fire his guns before the battlefield is trampled over and lost in smoke. Just occasionally it is good tactics to take last week’s theme and upend it, but only if you have something good and valid to say which runs counter to the conventional wisdom.

My method is to make three out of four columns topical in one way or another. In the fourth I please myself, and write about what I think matters, irrespective of what is in the papers, or will be. I write about the weather or the season or something I have done or seen or heard. These personal columns are the real test of whether you know how to do the thing. You have to marshal all your literary skills and make absolutely sure you can carry your readers with you to the end of the last paragraph. If you are not sure, beat a hasty retreat and stick to topicality. On the other hand, if you can pull it off, these eye-witness or autobiographical pieces are, I find, the ones that most delight the reader, stick in his or her mind, and find their way eventually into the anthologies. One word of caution: beware braggadocio or triumphalism. Such personal pieces should be seasoned with modesty, should be humble or if needs be ironic about one’s claims to importance, and stress incompetence and failure – or discomfiture – rather than personal accomplishment. The reader is more likely to sympathise and identify with one who cheerfully endures misfortunes, than with one who effortlessly surmounts them. In the battle for life, the good columnist is a natural loser, albeit a perennially optimistic one.

The fourth point to be borne in mind is that your natural news-sense should take account of the need for variety. Most columns should never be too far from the events of the day, be they political, social or cultural. But, while being topical, the columnist should dodge about between these, and other, fields. I try never to write on domestic politics, or geopolitics, two weeks running, unless the news leaves me no choice. And if there is a big political news story, which rivets the attention of all writers, I am careful to consult with the editor about how he is handling it. If his coverage is comprehensive, I am often inclined to give the subject a miss and write on something completely different, even lightweight – that is, if he will let me. Or he may warn me off in the first place. If I write on painting, a subject which preoccupies me more and more, I will then leave it alone for at least six weeks, however great the temptation. I avoid discussing TV if possible – it is too easy and obvious. I try not to write about religion more than four times a year, and never at Christmas or Easter, when everyone else is doing so. On the other hand, I never write less than four pieces a year with God in them. I do not write a foreign piece two weeks running. If I travel, I sometimes use my experiences for a column, but not often, and only when they merit it. Everyone travels nowadays, frequently, all over the world – or it is sensible to assume they do. No place is truly exotic any more, unless you are on the inside track there; and then you must beware of snobbery or in-grouping.

It is fatal to appear to condescend to your readers, just as it is impolitic to suck up to them, or hector them, or try to jolly them along. Remember, it is the easiest thing in the world for them to stop reading your article after the first paragraph, or half-way through, or at any stage. They do not even need to take a conscious decision. Their eye simply slips off the page. Or the piece is put down because the phone rings, and never taken up again. And if your column is not finished one week, it may not even be begun the next. Remember: you are always the suppliant, it is the reader who is the haughty beloved. Woo him or her, in every paragraph, in every sentence, with every word – and, hardest thing of all, never seem to do so. Never grab him by the lapels or thrust an importunate hand up a tightly gathered skirt or bellow into an indifferent ear. Love, but do not let your anxiety to be loved in return be evident. If you know how to stalk red deer, stalk. If you know what tickling trout is, tickle. But forget your shotgun: it does not work with this kind of game.

The reader will notice that I used the word ‘I’ a dozen times in the paragraph before last. Then I realised what I was doing and switched the tone. All good columns are about humanity and human nature, and they are personal. But they should never be egotistical. Vanity is the cardinal sin of the columnist. Next to that in heinousness is omniscience, vanity’s younger brother. A know-all manner is a repellant. So is undue stress on insider knowledge. Never use phrases like ‘I asked the Prime Minister’ or ‘a member of the Cabinet told me’. The personality of the columnist should always be present but it should rarely break out openly in the text. A good columnist is a submarine, prowling just below the surface of his prose, periscope up but inconspicuous.

On rare occasions it is just permissible to use your column to promote a personal cause or come to the rescue of a friend in distress or memorialise someone you knew who will otherwise receive no mention. But these topics should be broached entirely on their intrinsic merits, never because of their connection with yourself. Assume there is something inherently tiresome about your own personality or radically defective about your judgement where your personal interests are involved – or, better still, get yourself a wife with the courage to point these things out to you. (It is a fact that confirmed bachelors rarely make good columnists for long – and even Bernard Levin, the great exception, would have been a better one under regular wifely supervision.) And this brings me to the next, and most important, point: never exploit your power as a columnist for personal ends. No doubt the traffic cop was quite mistaken to stop you for speeding/careless driving, and his language was inexcusable. But the readers do not want to hear about it. Nor are they interested in the reasons why the council refused you planning permission for an extension, or your appalling experience with BA/Virgin Airways, or the impudent behaviour of the ticket-inspector on the 4.30 from Paddington to Oxford, or the exasperating way in which John Lewis/Peter Jones laid your new drawing-room carpet. Having trouble getting your washing-machine repaired? Forget it – so is everyone else. I suppose if you are really seriously mugged, it might just be worth a mention. But nobody, except your local police – who have no alternative – wants to hear your blow-by-blow account. Your fog story, your airport delay story, your story of being swindled/overcharged/cheeked/abused, etc by the insurance/British Gas/the check-out girl at Safeways/the Inland Revenue are – I stress the point – of absolutely no interest whatever. That is what your family is for, to listen to them, just as you are there to listen to theirs. The reader has nothing to do with it. Mark well: you are not doing him/her a favour – he is paying you, to be entertained. So he does not want to be told that the nurses at St Mary’s, where you went for a hip-replacement, were absolutely splendid and it has quite changed your opinion about the NHS, etc. Nor will she be spellbound if you tell her about going to Buckingham Palace to receive your OBE, and what a surprisingly beautiful skin the Queen has got, and how efficiently the car-parking arrangements are managed. Be your age: no one is interested in the fact that you are a minor – probably very minor – celebrity, except yourself. So do not write about your dog, except perhaps twice a year, or your children (once) or your wife (ever).

All the same, be yourself. An impersonal column is a contradiction in terms, like a discreet diary. For your column to be a success, the reader must like you, and in order to like you he must know you. So peep out from your puppet-box from time to time. People who regularly pay good money for newspapers and magazines positively want to develop personal relationships with them – love-hate ones, mostly, punctuated by grumbling, exasperation and actual violence. I have seen even Rupert Murdoch pick up a copy of one of his own newspapers, the Sunday Times – and my copy as it happened – recoil from it with fury, scrumple it up and hurl it with impressive force into the fireplace. This emotional relationship between paper and reader is at its most intense when the columnists are under scrutiny. So if you write a column, you are in the front line, less that a stone’s-throw from the reader’s trenches. Put your tin hat on a stick and wave it – let him know you are there.

One last point. Life is sad for most people. It is doubtless sad for you too. But, like Pagliacci, you must not let it show: on with the motley! By all means use your column to criticise the great, and right abuses and shake governments and bring low the proud. But make the point, from time to time, that we live in an infinitely beautiful world, surprisingly full of fascinating people, and heart-warming happenings, and laughter, and that God is in his heaven.


Is your journey really necessary, professor?

More and more young people are trying to get into universities. The trend is hailed with approval as though, in an ideal world, every boy and girl in the country ought to have a university education. The Government appears to share this delusion, since it is feverishly trying to divert funds from more worthwhile objects, or the still more desirable aim of reducing taxation, in order to provide extra ‘places’. So I was glad to see one academic, Geoffrey Strickland of Reading, launch a fierce attack, in the Sunday Telegraph, on university expansion plans. He would prefer to see the money spent on retaining famous old regiments, believing they provide a better form of training for those aged 18 and over. Having been subjected to both forms, I agree with Strickland, provided enlistment remains voluntary.

Universities are the most overrated institutions of our age. Of all the calamities which have befallen the 20th century, apart from the two world wars, the expansion of higher education, in the 1950s and 1960s, was the most enduring. It is a myth that universities are nurseries of reason. They are hothouses for every kind of extremism, irrationality, intolerance and prejudice, where intellectual and social snobbery is almost purposefully instilled and where dons attempt to pass on to their students their own sins of pride. The wonder is that so many people emerge from these dens still employable, though a significant minority, as we have learned to our cost, go forth well equipped for a lifetime of public mischief-making.

I remember the days when the new University of the West Midlands was designed to contribute to the reinvigoration of our car industry; instead it provided the kiss of death, by churning out Trot shop-stewards a good deal more destructive than their supposedly uneducated working-class predecessors. It is no accident that Ontario, Canada’s richest province, is now being wrecked by a socialist government led by a fanatical 1960s’ Rhodes Scholar. The new form of totalitarianism, Political Correctness, is entirely a university invention, and the virulent outbreak of black anti-Semitism, which has Brooklyn in violent uproar, was bred on campus in the fraudulent ‘Afro-American Studies’ departments. At the very moment when these evils – and others – are spreading rapidly to Britain, a Conservative government plans to expose yet more of our children to them, at public expense.

Even if you can prevent universities from doing positive harm, it is not clear what positive good they are supposed to do. They have expanded haphazardly from medieval institutions designed to train theologians and geared to the ecclesiastical year. No one has ever thought out, from scratch, the best way to provide advanced training in a secular world. We have just grafted new notions on to the same old decaying corpse. The most sensible collegiate bodies today are the expanded business schools now spreading rapidly in Latin-America – I lectured at several of them this spring, and found them admirable – but even they have been unable to cast off completely the university heritage. The fact that universities are popular with young people is neither here nor there. They still have a social value, more’s the pity, and of course, during a severe recession, it makes sense for school-leavers to postpone, by three years or more, their launch into an uncertain job-market. But a visitor from another planet, unfamiliar with the history of the institution, would think it odd that our ablest boys and girls, at a time when their mental and physical powers are at their highest, are withdrawn from the service of society and kept in comparative idleness at the expense of the rest of the community, which is denied such a privilege. To those who object to this by pointing to the cultural blessings a university education confers, I reply: don’t think in abstractions, turn to the real, living products. For an archetype university graduate, recipient of these inestimable advances, you need look no further than Neil Kinnock. He and the way he thinks, talks and acts, are what the system is all about.

The space-visitor might question other aspects of universities we take for granted. Ought not doctors to be trained in clinics and surgeries and hospitals? And lawyers in courts? And engineers in factories, mines and on construction sites? And teachers in schools? And civil servants in government offices? Why take them away from the background of their work and concentrate them in an academic pressure-cooker? Again, he might look at many of the university courses and decide they make no sense at all. Last week’s Times Literary Supplement revived the old, ferocious battle about compulsory Anglo-Saxon in the Oxford English degree. A don from Corpus had no difficulty in showing that, on its own merits, ‘doing’ Anglo-Saxon was ridiculous. But it was made compulsory because old-fashioned academics thought taking a degree in English was a soft option anyway – which it is – and should be stiffened by forcing the undergraduates to do something hard. Take away Anglo-Saxon and there is nothing left but idleness and an increasing clutter of nonsense, such as deconstruction, post-deconstruction and the like, all expressed in hideous jargon. The contempt of the Oxford English faculty for the rational world beyond has just been exhibited by the appointment of an unrepentant Marxist to one of it chairs. By all means drop Anglo-Saxon. But if English is taught at all as a degree subject, students should be expected to show a proficiency in at least two European languages and a familiarity with their literature, as well as our own. At some stage they should be obliged to take tough papers in grammar, syntax and spelling. Good handwriting should be required too. They should be asked to produce competent verse in a wide variety of strict metres, under examination conditions. Above all, they should be expected to write clear, concise, purposeful and pleasing prose, putting arguments with logic, sense and succinctness, and without recourse to jargon.

At present they are taught few if any of these things, and examined in none. What they get, instead, is ideology, polysyllabic constipation, and a certain diabolic skill in turning works of literature into texts for preaching class hatred. English faculties at many, indeed most, universities illustrate perfectly what is wrong with the university idea and why it has no long-term future.

7 September 1991


Lend me your moisturiser, old girl

‘Perfume for men has arrived’, states an ad in the current issue of Tatler. A poll taken by Faberge suggests that men are spending longer in the bathroom each morning and making increasing use of cosmetics to improve their appearance. Hair-gel, mousse, moisturiser, hand and cold cream, even scent – often borrowed from their wives – are being furtively but daily applied to male skins. No doubt the poll is self-serving but it confirms the evidence of my own nose and eyes. At a lunch party not long ago, I noticed at least two men who had been using make-up. Like most trends, it started in America. If, in a big city like Chicago or San Francisco, you travel down in a hotel lift around 7.30 in the morning with a phalanx of male executives heading for key breakfast appointments, the stench of toiletries is overpowering.

Are we witnessing the start of one of those great historical shifts in relations between the sexes? Until the 1820s, in most Western societies, men and women competed shamelessly to spend time, money and trouble on their personal appearance. They made equal use of glittering fabrics, strong or delicate colours, jewellery and gilt, wigs, creams and powders, and both whalebone and padding. If you look at the paintings of say, Nicholas Hilliard or Van Dyck, it is, on the whole, the men who dazzle. Puritan interludes, as during the Commonwealth of the 1650s, affected women no less than men, thus keeping the battle of the sexes equal, and they did not last long. By 1663, that old curmudgeon Anthony Wood was complaining that men were spending more on their appearance than women, and making use of scent and cosmetics, including face-patches. He said that the officers of Charles II’s Life Guards were among the worst offenders. The attempts of the sexes to outdazzle each other continued throughout the 18th century.

Jane Austen, as always, was quick to scent the wind of change. In Persuasion (written 1815-16), she contrasted the plain, masculine naval officers she admired (two of her brothers rose to be admirals) with the silly, scented Regency buck, Sir Walter Elliot. Sir Walter regarded himself as an authority on beauty, male and female, and the means to enhance it. He was devoted to Mrs Vincent Gowland’s skin-creams. When his daughter Anne arrives in Bath, he compliments her on her improved appearance. ‘Had she been using anything in particular?’ ‘No, nothing’. ‘Merely Gowland’, he supposed. ‘No, nothing at all’. ‘Ha! He was surprised at that’, adding that he recommended ‘the constant use of Gowland during the spring months’. Sir Walter, who liked to lounge around Bath, on the lookout for handsome men as well as women, arm-in-arm with his friend Colonel Wallis (‘Fine military figure, though sandy-haired’), was particularly hard on the appearance of naval officers. There was poor Admiral Baldwin, only 40, but ‘his face the colour of mahogany, rough and rugged to the last degree, all lines and wrinkles, nine grey hairs of a side, and nothing but a dab of powder at top’. By contrast, Admiral Croft, who rents Sir Walter’s house, complains to Anne that her father seemed ‘rather a dressy sort of fellow for his time of life’. He had to get his wife Sophy to help him shift all ‘the large looking-glasses’ from his dressing-room.

But, pace Sir Walter, even Admirals took a lot of trouble with their appearance. The daughter of Sir Edward Codrington, victor of Navarino, left a description of watching her father put on his powder, while she would sit ‘reading to him one of Miss Edgeworth’s charming little stories’, her father correcting her punctuation as she did so: ‘There was the white powdering cloth spread out on the carpet, the powder-puff which seemed to me to be a fairy’s work, the matter-of-fact powder-knife which cleared off the fairy’s work from forehead and temples.’ This was the last period during which men could scrutinise the physical beauty of their own sex without being accused of homosexuality. The artist-diarist Farrington records a large, all-male breakfast at which ‘Gregson the Pugilist’ was displayed in the front drawing-room, stripped naked, to be admired ‘on account of the fineness of his form’. Farrington also went with Sir Thomas Lawrence, the portrait-painter, to inspect a ‘handsome black man’ who turned out to have ‘the finest figure they had ever seen’. Ladies could comment on a man’s shoulders, waist and legs without seeming bold. Legs, particularly calves, were much scrutinised at dances. The Wordsworths were mortally offended when Thomas de Quincey, whom they had befriended, wrote a magazine article criticising the poet’s legs, and said he ought to have two pairs, one for walking and ‘another for evening dress parties, when no boots lend their friendly aid to mask our imperfections from female rigorists’.

All this began to go when the revolution in male dress introduced by Brummel got a grip. True, he introduced the strap over the instep which stretched trousers tight (and caused Pope Pius VII to ban them as obscene), but in general he hated colours, favoured black, white and grey for men, and stressed the importance of cleanliness, daily baths, frequent changes of linen, and diet. He vetoed scents, unguents, grease and hair-oil, and thus prepared the way for the ultra-masculine male who took over in Victorian times. When I was a young man, only homosexuals used cosmetics. Once, up in London from Oxford for a dance, I found myself having to share a room with a queen of 25 or so. He behaved impeccably but I was fascinated to watch him make up in the morning: it took him half an hour, about par for a girl-model today.

This phase in human history, when ordinary males put up with presenting their beauty unaided, has lasted about 150 years and was bound to end. Television has played a potent part in the change. Since politicians and other celebrities discovered the improvement make-up could bring to their appearance, they have been tempted to make discreet use of it even off the box. It is spreading rapidly, in my observation, along with the more obvious use of bright colours, glitter and jewellery among young males. It is only a matter of time before traditional male evening dress goes for good, and we are back among the silks and satins. And, when mousse and moisturiser march for men, can wigs be far behind?

21 September 1991


‘Sleek and shining creatures of the chase’

Recently I sat in a canvas chair in the village street of Stogursey doing a watercolour drawing of its magnificent church of St Andrew. Originally a Benedictine foundation, c.1100, it has an odd, intriguing shape for an English parish church, and the play of light and shade on its white walls is tempting to the artist. I have painted it twice before, but on this occasion there was a silvery sky and pale sunlight which added a note of great subtlety. I was getting along splendidly and had almost finished when, suddenly, the entire foreground was filled with life. A scarlet-clad huntsman, on a noble chestnut horse, was taking a full pack of hounds out for their exercise. The sheer beauty of the dogs in shades of grey, white and yellowy-brown, almost took my breath away. I possess just enough talent, as a draughtsman, to feel intense frustration that I do not have a good deal more: how I longed in this instant, for the facility of a Stubbs or a Ben Marshall or a Munnings, to add this group to my drawing in the brief seconds before they passed out of sight!

My second thought was more sombre: if Labour has its way, this kind of scene will pass out of English village life for ever. All the villagers had come out to watch the hounds go through: their simple pleasure, like mine, would be denied. But I think we might lose more than that. My house is only a few miles away from Stogursey, up the slopes of the Quantock hills. A hundred yards from it is a copse, whose trees sway above a tangled mass of bushes growing out of a small, ancient stone quarry, abandoned perhaps hundreds of years ago. It is a haunt of foxes, whose comings and goings I watch from our terrace, sometimes with field-glasses, often with the naked eye, for they hunt rabbits right to the bottom of our garden and sometimes inside it. There are five at present, presided over by a vixen-matriarch of lithe beauty, with a white tip to her huge tail.

Will such creatures survive the banning of hunting? I do not know. There are countless foxes in the district and many packs of hounds. The hounds kill large numbers, but it is a contest of skill, which the clever foxes survive. There was a big, old dog-fox, with a bright orange coat, who also lived in the copse. He had plainly been hunted many times, and laughed at his pursuers. He disappeared two years ago, out of season, dying in his lair, no doubt, full of years and wickedness. The vixen too, will die of old age, I predict – she is too clever by half for the hounds – but I am not sure about her almost-grown cubs. One strikes me as particularly stupid. The hunt will probably get him this winter. Of course the cleverer the fox, the more kills he or she will make, of young lambs or chickens or ducks. The farmers put up with a system of control which continually improves the intelligence of the foxes because most of them hunt and are passionately devoted to the sport. But if the hunt is banned they will reach for their guns, and the gun is the great equaliser, against which intelligence is no defence. I could have shot the old orange fox many times over and, this summer, wiped out the five who live in the copse, with no difficulty, and without straying from the terrace.

I have never hunted, and it is many decades since I shot any kind of animal. Indeed nowadays I am reluctant to kill even an annoying housefly – such a miracle of God and nature is its complex, super-efficient body, when studied closely – and I give it three public warnings, as in all-in wrestling. So blood sports as such do not interest me. But, as a historian, I can accept the paradox that carefully-controlled hunting, and the survival of species, go together. If we want foxes, to observe and delight in, we must have hunting.

The same paradox applies to the red deer, the pride and beauty of the Quantocks. They are admirable creatures, noticeably bigger than the ones I see in the Highlands. The living is easier, the winter far less severe. All the same, they have only survived because Somerset and Devon are the one part of England where stag-hunting has always taken place. Like fox-hunting, it has the same effect of uniting the farming community behind a single system of control, one of whose purposes is to improve the herd. A recent survey has shown that our Quantock deer are in a fine state of health, and that their numbers are growing: there are now, it is calculated, about 800 on our little range of hills. I see them constantly, especially in the autumn and winter. There is no more dramatic sight than a long line of red deer silhouetted against the horizon on a bleak December morning. If hunting goes, some foxes will remain, but I fear we will lose our deer. They are monstrously destructive. Deer-fences are not particularly effective and cost a lot of money: many farmers are close to bankruptcy as it is. So they will shoot the deer as pests. Moreover, once the hunts are disbanded, and the watchful eyes of this system of communal control removed, the poachers from the cities will move in: they are already active.

No issue separates town and country more sharply than hunting. Recently a pop singer, who has made himself a multi-millionaire by filling the air with what are, to me and many others, hideous sounds, bought a tract of land in our part of the world, paying a high price for it, in order to impede stag-hunting. His wife is said to keep deer as pets. But in Devon and Somerset, the red deer are not pets: they are wild animals, living the life of freedom and danger for which nature designed them, as they have done for countless thousands of years. For many centuries now, their survival has been intimately linked with the lives of the farmer-huntsmen who share with them our superb hills, moors and woods. Into this network of history and custom, as delicate as gossamer in some ways, the urban ideologues thrust themselves, with their ignorance, arrogance and money. Yes: and their impudent tone of moral superiority. About the last person on earth I would listen to on moral issues is a pop singer, to me the symbol of metropolitan barbarism. Indeed, if there were a pack for hunting them, I might be inclined to subscribe. As it is, I doubt if such individuals, however rich, can destroy the local hunt: it is too deeply rooted in the community. But an urban-based Labour government, with all the power of a parliamentary statute behind it, is a different matter.

28 September 1991


It’s always Christmas in the supermarket

Sociology magazines like to scrutinise supermarkets to unearth leftwing points. I read an article in one of them recently which claimed that the average income of customers declines steadily from the 9 a.m. opening onwards. The rich can ‘choose their time’ to shop, so go early, ‘missing the crowds’ and ‘getting the freshest produce’. The poor shop late, are hustled and hassled, get battered fruit and veg, sometimes at reduced prices. The theory is insular and collapses completely once you go to America. When I spent a year in Washington, the hypermarket I used on M Street was open 24 hours a day, 365 days a year, and the only correlation I noticed between customer and time was that, during the small hours, even more lunatics than usual were at large.

The theory doesn’t work here either, to judge by my regular visits to Sainsbury’s with my wife Marigold. We go as soon as it opens and the people there are of every age, sex, colour and class. The one thing they have in common is scruffiness and, still more, impatience. If the staff are a bit late opening up, an angry crowd collects, usually led by a male shopper of the type the police describe as a ‘loner’, and who features in serial-rape/murder cases. There are some testy, short-fused female shoppers too, beefy ladies, not necessarily members of the Jackie Onassis Fan Club, who grip the handles of their trolleys fiercely and look as though they would like to use them to batter the doors down. I call this phenomenon Trolley Rage.

There is no question that supermarkets are a boon. The pair of us can collect a month’s supplies in less than an hour. But I miss the old-style grocers’ shops I visited as a small boy with my mother: the pungent smells, the enormous white aprons worn by the oleaginous assistants, the dazzling skill with which they cut cheese and bacon, and tied up the neat parcels they lovingly wrapped, while my mother sat near the counter on a tall stool studying her list. Most of all, the dramatic climax when the money and bill were put in an aerial railway and whizzed up to the lady in the high cash-box, then came crashing back with the change, bells ringing furiously. Children today get none of these pleasures, though it’s true they enjoy riding on the trolleys.

My other complaint is that the taxonomy of our supermarket is eccentric, rather like the arrangement of books in the London Library, and seems to follow the workings of a woman’s mind, rather than mine. I find myself hunting in vain for Bovril among Sauces and Condiments, where it logically ought to be. Instead it is to be found under Meat. Well, you may say, it is a meat product. So it is, but then what is Marmite doing there too, and that fearsome Australian favourite, Vegemite? I also have trouble with starch, which is not as you might expect under Washing Materials but jostling the hairsprays. But I can see why a female, even say Baroness Blackstone, would lump them together.

Needless to say, Marigold’s list has all the interesting items on it, as they require expertise. I get Detergents, Dishwasher Salt and other dull things. It is not so easy as one might suppose either, as she is most particular and explicit. No use getting Fresh Care Automatic Non-Biological, when what she wants is Non-Biological Persil Original. I am sometimes bewildered by the variety. I find it hard going when I am told to get ‘loo-paper’, or what I would call bumf. Should it be Bio-degradable Nature, or Low-Grade-Waste Greencare, or Recycled Environment-Friendly Revive, or Non-Chloric Bleached Nouvelle, or just old-fashioned Luxury Supersoft?

There are times indeed when, as I anxiously scrutinise the shelves, all their regiments of clamorous products congeal into a shiny mist. Here, for instance, are the multitudes of punchy-named cleansing-fluids: Vax, Vim, Jif, Oz, Bif, Bam, Bash, Flash, Ajax, Wham, Fresh and Bim, not forgetting Shiny Smiles and Lime Light. But what I have to get, when and if I can identify it, is Mr Muscle Spray Trigger-Top, and none other. What is more, Mr Muscle, discovered at last, turns out to have his own family, all different. Well might Captain Cuttle say, ‘When found, make a note of.’ Dizzy and dazzled by it all, I lean against the shelves, my mind wanders and I am liable to go off with someone else’s trolley, often with an indignant toddler in it.

The mind-boggling fecundity of capitalism, in short, has its drawbacks. There is almost too much choice. I used to feel this even more strongly in Washington, especially when I visited the up-market hyper-deli in Georgetown, which has 150 different kinds of bread and over 200 cheeses. It is not surprising that Russians, on their first visit, can’t believe it’s real. When, some time back, a Soviet pilot absconded to the West with a new-model Mig, and was in due course taken round a Californian supermarket, he thought it had all been put on specially for him, like a Potemkin village. The idea that it was everyday stuff for 250 million Americans was impossible for him to grasp.

Supermarkets sometimes astonish me too. I only discovered last week that the magic eye at the check-out can differentiate between orange, green and red peppers, and mark them up accordingly. But, as always, the real surprises are the human ones. This gaunt, hungry-looking fellow, just checking out in front of me, what has he got in his trolley? Why, nothing but six Harpic Red-Tops, three dozen tins of Kleenoff Drain-Opener, a large yule-log cake and 12 Mars Bars. He’s a loner too, or perhaps a visiting member of the Addams family. Has he carved up his wife, and is he about to dispose of the pieces, followed by a rich celebratory feast? The girl at the desk tots up the bizarre contents of his argosy without batting one false eyelash, and he pays with a £50-note. Outside, it is freezing, and an ancient, crumbling figure, wearing a crushed top-hat and straight out of Gissing, is playing ‘White Christmas’ on a hurdy-gurdy. The Kleenoff man gives him a pound coin before loading his purchases into a smart new Volvo. A supermarket makes me feel like a character in Pirandello, unable to distinguish between illusion and fact: does the real world lie within the glittering shop, or on the cold pavement outside? And will there be spiritual supermarkets in Heaven?

21 December 1991


For correctness doth make cowards of us all

There is a deep, ineradicable human need to be shocked by words or images, and therefore a corresponding urge to censor. I never believe people when they say they support total freedom of expression. They all have reservations in certain areas, which of course vary according to their cultural posture. A novelist or playwright who stuffs his work with four-letter words or ‘full-frontals’ would be outraged if he heard someone refer to a ‘nigger’ instead of a ‘black’. Conversely, many people who would like to abolish the Race Relations Act would welcome tougher obscenity laws and a revival of the powers of the Lord Chamberlain. The desire to suppress is permanent in all our hearts; only the object changes. In due course, I dare say, ‘black’ may become censorable among the Politically Correct, and ‘negro’ restored to favour. Political Correctness itself is a modern variant of the old American Puritan tradition, once directed against witches, fallen women, the poems of Walt Whitman and burlesque shows. The woman academic at Penn State who recently objected to a print of Goya’s ‘Naked Maja’, and obliged the university to remove it, speaks for this tradition. A hundred years ago she would also have objected, but on religious grounds: the Maja’s nakedness would then have been an affront to ‘decency’, an insult to the ‘purity of women’. Now she uses the cant term of the 1990s: it is a case of ‘sexual harassment’.

A hundred years ago, one need hardly say, the print would not have been displayed in the first place. It would be instructive to know when it was first acquired and put up by the university authorities. I suspect towards the end of the 1960s, reflecting an earlier archaeological layer of progressive correctitude, when the need to ‘abolish taboos’ was paramount. For the painting is, and was intended to be, an affront to the prudish. Indeed, it is disturbing in all sorts of ways. Like nearly all the great reclining nudes, including those by Titian, Velazquez and Manet, it reflects the almost insoluble difficulties painters find in displaying the whole of a woman’s nakedness and, at the same time, suggesting repose. The girl’s body is not sunk in the cushions, as it ought to be; it is as though she is holding herself rigid to present the maximum display. Her legs are particularly awkward and her feet unnaturally placed. Her arms are stiff and do not support her head. Indeed, the head looks as though it belongs to another body and was simply stuck on, omitting the neck. I find it uncomfortable to look at this painting, for reasons which have nothing to do with sex.

Nevertheless, it is also potent sexually, as its history suggests. When it came to London, together with its pendant, the ‘Clothed Maja’, in May 1990, the National Gallery published a little pamphlet, Goya’s Majas, by Enriqueta Harris and Duncan Bull, setting out what is known – not much, alas – about the pair, and I recommend it to anyone interested in this controversy. Until recently, Spain had always been a prudish country and it was rare for a painting of a naked woman to be displayed, even in private. Velazquez’s ‘Toilet of Venus’ was an exception. Goya’s Majas are particularly provocative, and the naked one even reveals pubic hair, perhaps for the first time in European art. Goya seems to have painted them for, or given them to, the all-powerful and lascivious minister, Manuel Godoy, who built up an enormous art collection at the turn of the 18th century. Most of it was for public display, but he also had a secret apartment or ‘inner cabinet’, described by a visitor in 1800 as hung with ‘pictures of various Venuses’. An inventory of 1808 says it contained not only ‘Goya: Nude gypsy/clothed gypsy, both reclining’, but also Velazquez’s ‘famous Venus’, given to Godoy by the rich and emancipated Duchess of Alba, no doubt in return for a political favour.

The Duchess, who was a friend, patron and possibly lover of Goya, is often said to have provided the body, though not the head, for the two Majas. In 1945, the current Duke of Alba actually had his forebear exhumed, hoping by measuring her dimensions to disprove the tale, which has nonetheless persisted. Goya was 50 when he spent several months, in 1797, at the Andalucian villa of the Duchess, then a widow of 34. He not only painted a standing figure of her, pointing to two words on the ground, ‘Solo Goya’, but filled a sketchbook with suggestive drawings of ladies. One of them is certainly the Duchess, showing her legs and backside bare, the rest clothed, and is possibly a joke allusion to the two Majas. Even amid the turmoil of French revolutionary Europe, there was something pretty shocking about Goya’s artistic relations with the lady.

Goya was not only daring, even reckless, but a great survivor. He kept afloat throughout all the tempests which engulfed Spain in the early 19th century. The restorations of the Bourbons, however, involved the return of the Inquisition, and on 16 March 1815, when he was 68, he was summoned to appear before its Tribunal, under Section II of the Rules of Expurgation, to ‘inspect’ the two Majas, which the Tribunal was apparently holding, ‘and declare if they are his works and why he made them, to whose order and to what purpose’. But no response from Goya has survived and there is no record of the proceedings, if any occurred. In March 1815, of course, Europe was suddenly plunged in uproar again by Bonaparte’s escape from Elba, and in the uncertainty the case against Goya may have been dropped. Or he got one of his innumerable powerful friends to intervene. At all events, Goya went unpunished and the two paintings survived, to shock and intrigue future generations.

The print to which the woman objected, on the other hand, was promptly taken down. Every American university, it appears, has a special body which listens to complaints from those who feel themselves ‘oppressed’ or ‘harassed’, and there is an interstate enforcement agency which keeps them up to the mark. They both acted quickly in this case and the ‘Naked Maja’ was consigned to outer darkness. It is a significant comment on our times to compare the two attempts to censor the little wanton. In the year of Waterloo, the Inquisition, symbol of reaction, in the name of traditional morality, failed to get its way. In 1991, the forces of progress, in the name of Political Correctness, succeeded without difficulty. It seems to me that, in our supposedly enlightened age, there is a lot of prudery, intolerance and censorship about – and a good deal of cowardice too.

30 November 1991


Paris is still worth a Mass, just

A short trip to Paris to see the Gericault exhibition at the Grand Palais. No one ever painted horses better, and the show was crowded with tweedy provincial ladies, up from Anjou and Normandy, chattering about les coupes and les écourtées (Gericault was particularly good at doing rumps and tails). Deluging rain all the time, and it was annoying to discover that they had not bothered to move the artist’s masterpiece. ‘The Raft of the Medusa’, to the Palais, so we had to tramp to the Louvre to see it, further irritated by the sententious remark in the catalogue, ‘The walk will be good for your health’. President Mitterrand’s monstrous glass pyramid outside the Louvre never fails to enrage, especially when seen in the wet. Like the pharaohs, he built two small, ancillary pyramids by the side of his own, principal one. The first is for Madame la Presidente, no doubt. But the second? Perhaps for Edith Cresson, the tricoteuse Mrs Thatcher.

The French socialist regime, having abandoned Marxism, and forgotten the working class completely, is fiercely nationalistic. The atmosphere inside the Louvre is one of French cultural triumphalism, echoed in the Metro station below, which is superbly decorated. Not all these Metro face-lifts come off: the Bastille has a vulgar historical mural, badly drawn, garishly coloured, inaccurate; and above it, of course, is the new opera house, another eyesore built to Mitterrand’s ego. But there are compensations. The big mid-19th century church of the Trinity, one of my favourites, is being completely restored, not before time. They have also just finished rebuilding and modernising the immense 1862 organ of St Sulpice, and we went to the inaugural concert there.

There are 250 major church organs in Paris, 24 classified as historical monuments, and this one, built by the great Cavaille-Coll, must be the loudest, having inspired Widor’s tremendous organ symphonies. Widor was one of many famous composers (another was François Couperin) who were organists at St Sulpice. He held the job for 63 years, retiring only when he was 90. Most of the programme thus consisted of ‘local’ works, including one by Cesar Franck, who often played on this magnificent instrument. St Sulpice is the only church in Paris, apart from Notre Dame, which will seat over 5,000 people, and it was packed: hierarchs, ministers, le gratin, two choirs, one of over 200 voices, the vast, rapt audience huddled together in glistening raincoats, umbrellas dripping; the darkness in the cavernous old church almost total except for a spotlight or two, huge waves of sound rolling over our heads and shaking the massive pillars of Caen limestone – quite an occasion.
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