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			Introduction

			This book collates many, in fact most, of the short essays I’ve written and read over the past decade for BBC Radio 4’s ‘A Point of View’, recorded most often on Thursday mornings in New York, and broadcast on Friday nights and Sunday mornings throughout the UK. The title references the oddity of the arrangement. I felt caught in mid-air, or mid-Atlantic, every week, living in New York while referencing, and talking to London – as though I’d been suspended, eerily, somewhere in stationary orbit half way between the two.

			The title also references a favourite book of mine, Max ­Beerbohm’s collection of his radio pieces for the BBC, ‘Mainly on the Air’. Beerbohm, of course, was speaking from London to London – if of an older London to a newer one – but, different though that intention is, I have always been an admirer, even an adulator, of his tone, and had a vibration of it somewhere in the back of my mind – a thought, doubtless, that would turn poor Max and his Edwardian idolaters over in his and their, grave graves.

			To say I was overjoyed to be offered a spot within the APOV rotation, and even more pleased to be serially re-invited to try again, suggests the American estimation – in British eyes, perhaps, the overestimation – of the BBC as an institution. It’s a reciprocal infatuation. Brits, I’ve found, idealize the New Yorker, my magazine home in America for the past thirty-plus years, in something like the same way – imagining it, I’ve often found, to be more directly continuous with the legendary magazine of the Ross–Liebling–Thurber era (with Dorothy Parker and Robert Benchley usually thrown in as make-weight, though neither did their best work for the magazine) than perhaps it is. I am accustomed to having breezy British reviewers of my books, not always hostile ones, detect a ‘New Yorker’ tone or manner in them, though in truth if that tone exists at all it is now as a refugee dialect in the work of one or two nostalgists for a now mostly defunct style. We speak Thurber and White the way émigrés in Broadway cafeterias once spoke Yiddish.

			But the British readers may be righter than the American writers know. We laugh hollowly at the idea of a persistent tone, given how much has changed – particularly as we labour on one more quick hitting thousand-word comment on gun massacres or the political crisis. Yet the DNA of the magazine is persistent, and many of the things that mark it out from all others – its lengthy pieces, its love of facticity, its now too rare but still instinctive leaning into humour – do remain constant and vibrate best from far away, if not high above.

			And so, we Americans and Canadians – to arrive at my point, which won’t survive too lengthy a build-up – do the same thing with the BBC, particularly as it persists on radio. We see it as a consistent whole, stretching back to Beerbohm and Stephen Potter and Joyce Grenfell and for that matter the Beatles playing live, a constant if ebbing sea of smart plays and wise commentary and Saturday morning songs – hyper-civilized, and very different from the semi-hysteria and commercial yobbery of American radio. There was a period in my younger life, living in Paris in the early Seventies, when the BBC was my whole connection to the English-speaking world, my entertainment, my island. I could never get enough of its excellences, from the coolly well-organized trad-jazz programmes to the bland sounding but decisive political commentary. I suspect that, in places far more remote than Paris, this sense of connection to a civilized tradition, supplied by the BBC, has long rung true.

			And so, I have in my own delusional way, tried to maintain, or indulge, something like that imagined tone in these pieces. Neither too heavy nor too light, using a tone unafraid of whimsy – Nabokov says somewhere that anything of quality in writing has some aspect of the whimsical, self-consciously pleased to be pleasing – and making its political points with a sideways blow rather than a direct strike. To hear this tone articulated by a Canadian-American with unduly slow, syllabically laboured, rabbinical pronunciation – encouraged in this by my producers, who worried that my normal rushed tones would whiz right by their listeners as little more than a hiss of crushed consonants – was probably in itself all the entertainment I offered.

			*

			It is a standard trope for journalists to sneer at anything that seems like collected short journalism. But my favourite books, or some of them, consist exactly of collections of these kinds of short occasional essays, including those of Wolcott Gibbs, and E. B. White. I love, to make a reference more recherché even to British readers, to read the old collections of ‘Fourth Leaders’ from The Times, very short funny pieces, many of them, if my informants are right, written by Peter Fleming, Ian’s superbly well-equipped older brother. I can’t get enough of books of miscellaneous pieces of short humour and commentary; looking up at my bookshelves as I write, I see not only White and Gibbs and Beerbohm, but Alan Coren and Michael Frayn. For a long time, pieces like this populated the pages of the New Yorker, and I wrote ones very much like those included here – on Nobel Prizes and cash machines and the Museum of Modern Art’s garden in the snow. But, as time went on, and the magazines exigencies became more urgently political – and, as I suppose, the tone of such things too old-fashioned, however much they were loved by writers, and I think, by readers of the less strenuously insider kind; it’s really other journalists who become impatient with them – there was less space for them, although on occasion one can still sneak one past the umpire. Quaint or modern, I like that stuff. To maintain a tone of rueful comedy in a small space while still scoring a point or two and keeping a shapely shape seems to me in its way as beautiful a pursuit as has ever ignited any haiku – which such pieces hope to resemble in their tininess of scale and largeness of echoing rebound.

			*

			I’ve organized the pieces on the page into three parts. ‘Family Matters’ gathers the many pieces I did on domestic comedy, from the ‘Marthanomics’ practiced by my wife to the sadness of kids leaving homes. ‘Fictional Measures’ includes all the ones about the arts, mostly, though not exclusively, about the art of writing – and brood not so much on ‘aesthetics’ as on ‘meta-aesthetics’, the way that seemingly peripheral things – authors’ names to vanilla yoghurt – affect our feelings about an artistic whole. I seem, on re-reading them, to be interestingly – or is it merely monotonously? – obsessed with Shakespeare, who keeps coming back, and with Dr Johnson, who shows up often too. Both of these may seem like fusty preoccupations, but my own view is that Shakespeare really does remain eerily evergreen, no matter what damage is done by trying to make him ‘relevant’. Nicholas Hytner in his recent memoir records, sadly but accurately I think, that the sound and action of even Restoration comedy, still potent when he was young, has by now passed out of general understanding, even among educated people. Mirabell and Millamant still made sense in 1960 in a way that they do now only – as they say in American progressive grade schools – ‘with support’. But Shakespeare, and Hytner would agree, doesn’t need any support at all. This is, I suspect, because though the allure of his work lies in the phrases and verbal magic, its solidity lies in its character making and storytelling. Memorable people doing memorable things is a good formula for permanence, even better than shapely sentences making significant shapes.

			If both of those collations share the high-hearted tone advertised above, the third family of pieces, called ‘Factional Measures’, recognizes its own more dubious nature in its choice of title. ‘Faction’, i.e. political warfare, is never a good thing for writing. The primacy of party politics above all else is a literary sin. ‘To party gave up what was meant for mankind,’ Oliver Goldsmith said sharply of Edmund Burke, believing that a man who could define the sublime and the beautiful was wasting his time in parliamentary debates. Too many poignant second thoughts have to be surrendered to a ruling political passion. Old jokes may date; old squabbles certainly do.

			Still, as these years of Sunday talking went around, I had to increase my own engagement with the political emergency that rose in both countries. Responding to it became part of everybody’s responsibility as a citizen. As the world changed, I changed with it, and found myself having to take on more and more responsibility for making sense, particularly, of the madness that was descending upon American life. My aim, in these pieces, became to define, in ten-minute bursts, what ought to be meant by the liberal humanist tradition at a time when it was under an assault not known in Europe and America since the 1930s. The crisis that rose in America and is not resolved yet was not one of ideology but of integrity, and what mattered most was not the future direction of government, but the future of liberal democracy itself. The oscillation of power in a mature democracy is normal and necessary and we should expect a period of progressive change to be followed by one of retrenchment, even of reaction; to ask for anything else is to do the one thing that a democracy can’t do, and that is to make strong opposition illegitimate. The moral genius of liberal democracy is exactly to say that dissent with the programme of politics in power is as essential as power itself. There is no more beautiful phrase in English than ‘official opposition’. The evil lies in the attempt to banish that legitimacy, to make opposition seem unpatriotic.

			I pray for a time when party can leave the party. Until then, only a fool can pretend that the emergency is less than it is, or has been. I tried to say this, and thank the BBC for sticking by me, when the true words I spoke were, as I know is the case, at moments extremely ‘controversial’. It was hard to insist, and harder still for the higher-ups to insist on my behalf, that I was not taking a party position on the question, for instance, of Clinton vs. Trump, because it was not in any sense a party question. It was an existential question, pitting one politician who, whatever her faults, accepted the premises of liberal democracy against another who, whatever the pathos of his followers, emphatically did not. 

			Even before any of this became evident – when it was still possible to persuade oneself, however delusionally, that the worst could not take place – I wrote and submitted for the series (and then withdrew, and then rewrote and resubmitted and withdrew and resubmitted) a liberal humanist credo. I withdrew it, again and again, for fear, I think now, of seeming too portentous, less than because I doubted that a credo could fit within a ten-minute slot. (A credo is a statement of what one knows to be true – if it surpasses ten minutes, it has become a statement of what one wants to be true.) It was broadcast at last, with an irony so brutal that one can only shiver at it, two weeks after the election of an enemy of everything that liberal humanism stands for and suggests to the most powerful office in what had once been the most powerful liberal democracy. I would have to be as narcissistically deranged as Trump, to suggest that had I broadcast it earlier, anything would have altered. As it was, it had not only the zero effect that would-be pundits can predict for all their interventions but something closer to a less-than-zero effect, a kind of anti-gravity persuasiveness. I offered it not only knowing it would do no good, but knowing that its not being able to do any good before meant that it would do less than no good now. Nonetheless, I still believe the words I offered in that dark moment, whose darkness has not yet lifted, to be true and the most significant, or at least sincere, that I have ever written.

			I believe still what I said then, that liberalism (or liberal humanism, to give it its more proper name) is one of the great spiritual adventures of humankind, and that the proof that it is far more than some kind of weak and dated parliamentary centrism lies in its consequences: the emancipation of women, the spread of universal democracy, the extension of civil rights to homosexuals, the end of torture and censorship, a faith in free inquiry into man’s origins, and with it the discovery of earth’s true place in the universe and of human being’s true history on earth. All of these great gifts are the consequences of those radicals of the real who made the liberal tradition. Far from being the limp non-alcoholic translation of religious ideas, its makers are spirited and passionate pilgrims against it. Hume and Voltaire, Mill and Harriet Taylor, Epicurus and Popper – the central humanist tradition is one not made in the ruins of metaphysics, but in conscious and joyful defiance of them, in which freedom from authority, and the need to make all our meanings for ourselves, is liberating, literally life-giving, inasmuch as it gives purpose and meaning to our lives, and to the wisdom about the world we pass on.

			To which words I might add only an essayist’s codicil: that if the liberal humanist tradition writ large involves those great and imposing philosophical figures, the liberal tradition lived, so to speak, small – and all real life is small living – has as one of its blossoms exactly the kind of comic essay that I had had to put aside in order to pontificate. It is proof of a cosmic Santa Claus that the real originator of liberal thought is not some philosophical parser of social contracts, but Montaigne, the originator of the miscellaneous essay that starts in puzzlement and ends in more. It was Montaigne’s central insight that there are no central insights. Everything in life involves its opposite. 

			By giving life to this truth, Montaigne animates for the first time an inner human whose contradictions are identical with his conscience. He urges on us the essential lesson that variety is not the spice of life. It is its meat and drink. Comedy is its spice. Only by seeing the absurdity of our preoccupations can we see ourselves as absurd as we truly are. The effort to make small Sunday morning jokes is as true to the humanist commitment as that of making any number of Saturday night speeches. Comedy, even comedy made in a volcano’s mouth, can never really be trivial. Laughter is the answering volcano people possess. It is our own form of intimate explosion.

			So my thanks to everyone at BBC Radio 4 who made delivering these small explosive essays one of the purest pleasures of my professional life: particularly, to Richard Knight, Sheila O’Shea, Adele Armstrong, and, from on high, Gwyneth Williams, and so to everyone else at Radio 4. Moeko Fujii, my astonishing assistant/apprentice, expert in everything and yet exhausting about none of it, assembled the collection, organized its sections, and helped me cleanse its paragraphs.

			I would dedicate this collection to Clive James, who preceded me in the APOV chair, and shaped its contours – even more because his life’s work as an essayist, journalist, and commentator was all about getting stuff like this right, finding a public tongue that would be waggish without being coy, and high spirited, even high hearted, without being fatuous. Not to mention breaking down walls between high and low, without being cheap about either, doubting categories while insisting on values. In all our efforts to remind ourselves, to use a quote from Beerbohm, that sanity need not be philistine, Clive’s voice will be one of the most enduring.

			I would dedicate this book to him, save that would seem more than a little presumptuous, like dedicating a book of advice on child-rearing to your mother. She already knows how. She showed you. So, while still offering it to him clandestinely, I’d ask him to share the dedication proper with another friend and favourite writer, Anthony Lane, whom I often imagined as my ideal listener for these pieces – turning on the radio, as I saw it, on a Sunday morning in Cambridge between chores and choir, and hearing the slightly too-rabbinical voice of his too-earnest American friend, offering measured ambivalences on everything. As it happens, this never took place – I don’t think he listened to a single one – but then we always write for imaginary listeners in imaginary countries, mediated by imaginary institutions. Somehow, within the imaginary ether we inhabit, a single voice may still be heard. That’s what the air can offer.
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			Embarrassing Teens and the Teenage Truth

			10 June 2012

			Recently in America, nothing has been argued about more, or more vociferously, than child-rearing methods. As though such a thing existed. One might as well talk about wolf-watching methods. They do it to you; you don’t do it to them. You may have heard, for instance, of the self-proclaimed ‘Tiger Mom’ – that Asian mother who boasted of pushing her kids brutally through school and towards success – though surely the memoir of the Tiger Cub will be the one to read.

			The real truth about teenage or adolescent kids is simple, though, and I will announce it here. The one thing that is written into the human genome is that, exactly at the age of thirteen, your child – in a minute – and no matter how close or sympathetic the two of you have been before, will discover that you are now the most embarrassing, ridiculous and annoying person on the planet. This is a universal truth.

			It will sometimes be expressed in a tone of pitying condescension, and sometimes in one of exasperated wrath; you can tell, depending on whether the modifier or the noun is stressed: ‘Dad, you are so weird,’ is almost affectionate, while ‘Dad, you are so weird,’ is close to hostile. The thirteenth birthday arrives, and the genome lights up like a Christmas tree when the mayor throws the switch. The parent who only a few years – a few months – before was a fount of wisdom and expertise and even companionship, becomes those three things: ridiculous, embarrassing and annoying.

			The three fall in a neat exact order, and a highly specific sequence. You are first of all ridiculous because of your pretensions to be cool. You persist in the belief that you know good pop music from bad, or something about the relations of teenage boys and girls. And this in spite of the obvious truth that you are barely sentient, with one foot rooted in the dim, ancient past while with the other your toes are already tickling eternity. You are embarrassing because, in spite of being ridiculous, you are not content to keep your absurdity decently to yourself, but insist on parading it around in public, greeting the thirteen-year-old’s friends and teachers as though you were a normal human being and not a kind of ward of the state, on the brink of being permanently committed. It is bad enough to be ridiculous, but do you also have to be so public about it? And you are annoying, because, in spite of being ridiculous, and in the face of the wild public embarrassment you obviously cause, you still actually think that you can give advice and counsel – strongly suggest, or even command, the thirteen-plus-year-old to do things.

			No parent can hope to eliminate all three, but what every parent is capable of doing – and all that any parent is capable of doing – is to eliminate exactly one of the three as an accurate descriptor. ‘I may be ridiculous and annoying,’ you can say, honestly, ‘but I am not embarrassing.’ Or, ‘I know I embarrass you, but you cannot accurately call me ridiculous.’ One out of three is the game of life.

			What I might call my special insight into this truth is that I have discovered, I believe, that this one-in-three rule is generational. That is, each descending generation can, and on the whole does, eliminate one of these three. At least in the kind of modern urban family where the first generation came to the new country, or rose from the mines and working classes (in my case, both), while the next became educated middle-class people, and then the next (my own) became worried, harried professionals, hovering over one or two hyper-favoured kids. Your grandparents, for instance, were, to your parents, wildly embarrassing and hugely annoying but they were never really ridiculous. Their lives ran consistently together from one end to the other. Even when they were young Jewish people, they were, so to speak, old Jewish people.

			As, in another context, even when our grandparents were old working-class people they resembled what they had been like as young working-class people. Their beliefs and rituals and ways of life ran true; they were creatures of habit, but not of fashion; and we always grant to habit the near holy aura of ritual. It’s the same reason that Millet’s peasants, in his paintings, seem so dignified to us: if they changed their smocks and chapeaux every season they would be merely pathetic, but there, in the same costumes, they submit to the centuries and can hold their heads up – or rather bow them down, but you get the point.

			Our grandparents, similarly, were always themselves, and made no attempt to become some other self, seen in a glossy magazine. They accepted the immutability of identity.

			Our parents, in turn – though they often struck us as annoying beyond belief and ridiculous beyond measure – could not accurately be called embarrassing. Theirs was a middle generation of aspiration; first to education, which they achieved, and then to sophistication, which they thought that they had achieved. They were ridiculous because they were so constantly in flux: they changed their hairstyles and their clothes – look at those old photos. Ridiculously hirsute in the Sixties and then absurdly wide-lapelled in the Seventies. But you could not call them embarrassing – they were interesting people. They had had interesting lives, they were broadly cultured, they knew which way was up, whether they were looking at a Brancusi sculpture or a six-inch spliff. You might not want to share a spliff with them, but they were not embarrassing in front of your friends. They had the avidity of the ambitious.

			Our generation – the third generation – are, as our kids assure us, by far the most ridiculous and the most embarrassing generation that has ever lived. We are ridiculous because, where our parents liked to share stories of their cooler youth with us, we actually think that our super-cool youth is still going on. We have no idea of how out of it we are, and yet persist in acting as though we’re with it. We don’t have the decency to withdraw back into our own generation; we advance into theirs. This is ridiculous beyond words, embarrassing beyond measure, and yet we are not, really, annoying. When our kids want something, we try to oblige, within reason. They play us the dirge-like music of Radiohead, or the glee-club chanting of Arcade Fire, and we listen for hours, piously. They insist on texting us rather than actually making a phone call, and we obligingly learn to text ourselves.

			A couple of summers ago, my own now seventeen-year-old son, knowing that we were going to London on a summer visit, came into my office and asked, very sweetly, if it might be possible to go a few days early so that he could attend the Blur reunion concert in Hyde Park. Not only did I assent at once, but I actually insisted on going with him, wearing madras shorts and an old shirt and ducking beer bottles. You can hear me on the live recording, singing along to ‘Tender’: ‘Come on, come on, come on . . .’ Really, you can. I don’t know why he finds it ridiculous when I insist on this.

			I know what you are asking: What can come next? Once the cycle is exhausted generationally, what follows? I was puzzled by this too, until, sharing these thoughts with my son, he said, evenly and without a trace of rancour, ‘You know, it’s your not being annoying that’s the most annoying thing about you. You’re sort of . . . meta-annoying.’

			The cycle, I saw, will not begin again. It will simply advance, like modern art, into new areas of self-conscious annoyance, more ironic ridiculousness, more self-aware embarrassment. The truth about kids therefore, whatever Philip Larkin may have said, is to stay in as long as you can; and have as many kids as possible. That way, there is bound to be a child, somewhere in the unfolding generations, who, dismayed by this meta-madness, will look back on you as the embodiment of simple, unaffected life, of the unridiculous, of peasant-like poise combined with sage-like reticence.

			‘That’s your dad?’ they will say, looking at your old iPhone photo among all the holograms. ‘He’s so . . . period.’

			‘Trust me. He was ridiculous,’ your own child, now an ageing great-grandparent himself, will say.

			‘I don’t know. He looks . . . kinda cool. Was he annoying?’

			‘No,’ your now aged child will admit. ‘He took me to this Blur concert, once.’

			‘You were lucky,’ the kid will say.

			And your child, through his grey beard, will nod – reluctantly, perhaps, but he will nod. He’ll have to, because it’s true. Life is made tolerable by such small-imagined mercies.

		

	
		
			The Curse of a Ridiculous Name

			6 July 2012

			I have a funny name. I know it. Don’t say it isn’t, or try to make me feel better about it. I have a funny name. My children and social networkers tell me that. And you out there have even been tweeting about it: ‘@bbc.pov.Gopnik: what kind of name is that? Hashtag weirdnames.’

			Gopnik. It has a strange sound, and an ugly look. It manages to be at once starkly plain and extremely uninteresting, boringly unadorned and yet oddly difficult to say. Despite the stark, Orcish simplicity of its syllables, it manages to be hard to pronounce. ‘Golnik’ or ‘Gotnik’ people say, swallowing or spitting out the middle consonant.

			A first name is malleable. Your Chancellor of the Exchequer began life under the name of Gideon Osborne – a name that might only have helped him become one more short-tenured professor of dark arts at Hogwarts. But he plucked the safer and saner ‘George’ from among his other pre-names, and seized the country’s trust with it. For a while, anyway.

			Last names are more durable. My parents tried to elevate the name by giving all six of my brothers and sisters poetic Welsh or Hebrew names, such as Morgan and Blake. All good names, but with no middle names at all to help. ‘Gopnik’ rises immediately after each one, like a concrete cinderblock wall topped with barbed wire, to meet them bluntly as they try to escape.

			It’s not just a funny name. It has become, in the Russia from which it originally hails, an almost obscenely derogatory expression. A gopnik in Russian, and in Russia, is now a drunken hooligan, a small-time lout, a criminal without even the sinister glamour of courage. When Russian people hear my last name, they can barely conceal a snigger of distaste and disgusted laughter. Those thugs who clashed with Polish fans at Euro 2012? All gopniks – small ‘G’. And I’m told that it derives from an acronym for public housing, rather than from our family’s Jewish roots, but no difference.

			My wife, even before the Russian-equals-gopnik business, tried gently to pry apart her potential children from my name. Her last name is Parker. Simple as that. And she would much prefer that her offspring go through life without the difficulty of their father’s name. ‘Let’s just call them Parker,’ she urged when we married. ‘And then,’ she added gently, as one talking to a small child, ‘you can give them your name as a sort of secret middle name.’ We ended by doing the worst thing you can do to a child in these times: we hyphenated.

			The real trouble is this. Like every writer, I would like my writing to last, and most writers who have lasted not only have euphonious names, but names that somehow resonate with their genius. ‘Jane Austen’: how can you not write matchlessly wry and intelligent novels with a name like that? Who would not want to be named ‘William Thackeray’ or ‘Evelyn Waugh’? The solid sense and then the elegant malice are written into the names – even the androgyny of ‘Evelyn’ adds to the slight air of something-not-quite-right that his prose implies. I envy even those writers blessed with Restoration Comedy names. ‘Will Self’: what better name for someone whose subject is impulse and the ego? Or the satirical ‘Tom Sharpe’ – or the subtly sexually ambiguous ‘Stevie Smith’? In the Latin world, get a name like ‘Gabriel García Márquez’ or ‘Mario Vargas Llosa’, and you can practically make reservations for Stockholm, direct from the baptismal font.

			Are there any big modern writers who have really funny names? Only Kipling, I think, and that is an accident of the participle. More to the point, are there good writers who are now forgotten, as I am pretty sure I shall be, because their names are so funny? Yes, I have to say with dread, there are: for instance, the twentieth-century American poet W. D. ­Snodgrass. ­Snodgrass was a truly great poet, the originator, if anyone was, of the style we now call ‘confessional poetry’, a hero to Robert Lowell and Sylvia Plath and the rest. But he had that funny Pickwickian name, and he knew it. He used to make fun of his own name: ‘Snodgrass is walking through the universe!’ one poem reads. (I, too, make fun of my surname, in the hopes of keeping off the name-demons.)

			No use. For all his priority, I bet that you have heard something of Robert Lowell and Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton but that, unless you are a specialist in American poetry, you have never heard of W. D. Snodgrass.

			The subject has led me, gloomily, to search for the first reference to the power of names over writers’ reputations. Oddly – astonishingly – I think we can find it quite precisely. It occurs in the best and most famous scene in all of English biography, that moment in Boswell’s Life of Johnson when, in 1776, Boswell craftily arranges a dinner between the arch Tory Dr Johnson and the radical libertine John Wilkes. The two men, political opposites, come together over their love of learning and good food.

			Wilkes is talking about the lost office of the city poet, and says: ‘The last was Elkanah Settle. There is something in names which one cannot help feeling. Now Elkanah Settle sounds so queer, who can expect much from that name? We should have no hesitation to give it for John Dryden, in preference to Elkanah Settle, from the names only, without knowing their different merits.’

			Wilkes’s cruel but accurate remark is a big one, a herald of the coming Romantic era as much as any poem about a lake or a lilac. For while the classical sensibility that Dr Johnson represented involved an, at times, undue respect for the authority of sense, the coming Romantic sensibility that Wilkes heralded involved, above all, a hypersensitivity to the accidents of sensation. Things become whatever feelings they evoke; if a name evokes an aura, it becomes it. Academics even have a name for this: they call it ‘phonetic symbolism’.

			The irony, the final irony, is that my kind of essay writing (a lot of it anyway) depends on finding meanings in the minutiae of sensation, which is just where the tragedy of a name like mine resides.

			The only writer I can think of in all of English literature to have out-written his name – to have been given a really weird and funny-sounding name and yet replace its phonetic symbolism with a new symbolism of its own being – is . . . Shakespeare.

			We are so used to that name by now that I think we forget how truly odd it is. A blunt description of an intrinsically funny action – shaking a spear. It is not even a dignified action, as ‘Swordthrust’ might be. He is merely ‘Shake-spear’. In his own day, it was obviously the first thing people noticed about him. The very earliest reference we have to him as a playwright involves the critic Robert Greene sneering at his funny name. ‘He supposes he is . . . the only “Shake-scene” in [the] country.’ And a later wit wrote a play in which a dim undergraduate keeps talking about ‘sweet Mr Shakespeare, Mr Shakespeare’, obviously for the comic effect of the repeated funny name. Indeed, the name ‘Shakespeare’ is exactly like the name of a clown in Shakespeare, whose funny name would set off pages of tiresome puns. ‘Prithee, sirrah, and where do you shake that spear? Come, sir!’ ‘Oh, sire, in any wench’s lap that doth tremble for it.’ And so on. You know the kind of thing I mean.

			Indeed, if he had died of the plague, as was as likely as not, after writing only two plays and some poems, I wonder if we would not now have to suppress a laugh when we heard his name in class. ‘The minor poets of the Age of Jonson,’ some don would intone – or ‘the Age of Fletcher’, or ‘Lovelace’, for surely someone else left in his shade would have risen in the space left clear by his absence – ‘were Drayton and Davenant and the short-lived Stratfordian, Shakespeare.’

			And then the students, desperately memorizing for the exam: ‘Yeah, there’s Beaumont and Manningham and then that other one – you know, the one who died young and wrote the Roman play with the twins and those weird bisexual sonnets, which I actually kinda like – you know, the guy with the funny name . . .’

			But he kept on writing, about bees and kings, and other things, and so lost his name and became himself. It can be done, it seems, if one writes long enough and well enough.

			But the bar, that bar, is too high. And the phonetic symbolism of my name is too absolute. The spectre of those gopniks in their crewcuts and parkas rise to overwhelm all hope. It is fixed. I shall remain, and now say goodbye, and then vanish, as a – and A. – Gopnik.

		

	
		
			The Secret to a Happy Marriage

			29 March 2013

			Anyone who tells you their rules for a happy marriage doesn’t have one. There’s a truth universally acknowledged, or one that ought to be anyway. Just as the people who write books about good sex are never people you would want to sleep with, and the academics who write articles about the disappearance of civility always sound ferociously angry, the people who write about the way to sustain a good marriage are usually on their third.

			Nonetheless (you knew there was a ‘nonetheless’ on its way), although I don’t have rules, I do have an observation after many years of marriage (I’ve promised not to say exactly how many, though the name ‘Jimmy Carter’ might hold a clue).

			This principle, or formula, came to me when I was thinking about something else entirely – usually a good sign, lateral thinking being generally saner than the logical kind. I was brooding on the marriage of Charles Darwin and Emma ­Wedgwood, his cousin, for a book I was writing that was in part about the Darwins. In 1838, when Darwin was first thinking of marriage, he made an irresistible series of notes on the subject – a scientific-seeming list of marriage pros and cons. Against the idea, he listed ‘the expense and anxiety of children’ and the odd truth that a married man could never ‘go up in a balloon’. In favour of marriage, he included the acquisition of a ‘constant companion and friend in old age’ and, memorably and conclusively, decided that a wife would be ‘better than a dog, anyhow’. And the Darwins went on to have something close to an ideal marriage. As he lay dying in 1882, the distinguished scientist, who had irrevocably altered the consciousness of the world, and knew it, said simply: ‘My love, my precious love.’

			What made it work? My theory is that happy marriages, from the Darwins on down, are made up of a steady, unchanging formula of lust, laughter and loyalty.

			The Darwins had lust, certainly – ten children in seventeen years suggests as much, anyway – and they had laughter. Emma loved to tease Charles about his passion, already evident in youth, for obsessive theorizing. ‘After our marriage,’ she wrote to him early on, ‘you will be forming theories about me, and if I am cross or out of temper you will only consider: “What does that prove?”, which will be a very philosophical way of considering it.’

			And loyalty? Well, despite Emma’s Christian faith, she stood by him through all the evolutionary wars, and did for him the one thing only a loyal spouse can do: pretend he wasn’t in when German journalists came calling. So, marriages are made of lust, laughter and loyalty – but the three have to be kept in constant passage, transitively, back and forth, so that as one subsides for a time, the others rise.

			Lust, I suppose, needs no explanation. I will add only that when I told our children complacently once that if my wife had been five inches taller, she would have been out of my league, she replied – accurately – that she was out of my league, and always had been, and that if she had been five inches taller we would simply have been playing a different sport. Nor does laughter need much annotation. The greatest joy in life is to discover that the same absurdities of life seem absurd to you both, creating that lovely moment of breakage when the masquerade of courtship you have been enacting becomes suddenly a backstage embrace: We’re onto each other, and to the world, and will forever be in cahoots.

			The trick is that marriage is played upon a tilted field, and everything flows downhill towards loyalty.

			We’ve all seen them: marriages from which lust fled decades ago, and laughter became hollow back in the 1990s, but which continue to run on loyalty alone. They persist on a primitive attachment, no better, and in many ways quite like, that of a couple living in rubbish bins in a Samuel Beckett play, held together by an incantation of repeated phrases in the face of the encroaching hopelessness. Loyalty alone can sustain a marriage, but not happily, and not for long.

			And so people are inspired, again and again, to try and pass directly back from loyalty to lust – to relight or rekindle a marriage with the old passion. This produces the romantic getaway, the hotel room rented for the night on Valentine’s Day, and all the rest of the pathetic arsenal of relighting a fire that went out ten summers ago.

			It never works. If anything, more divorces are caused by attempts at erotic rejuvenation than by ongoing mutual bitterness. When your troubled friends head for the Caribbean, you know that it is all over. ‘We tried everything, even Venice,’ your friend says, and you sigh for them. You can’t transcend loyalty and get back to lust in one short step.

			This is because the three-part formula of lust, laughter and loyalty is one in which you can only return from one end of the equation to the other by passing through the middle term. It’s like getting to the café car on a train: you can’t avoid walking through the cars between. You have to pass through laughter to get back to lust, revisit funny to get to fabulous.

			The real, deep, undisclosed problem therefore with maintaining a happy marriage is this: that although the things you both found funny early on will remain so, the larger sense of what is funny will divide over time. Any sane person, for instance, knows that the three funniest movies ever made are This Is Spinal Tap, Monty Python and the Holy Grail, and one of the Naked Gun movies. My son knows this. I know this. Everyone knows this.

			Yet my wife, to take an example completely at random, thinks that funny movies include things such as Annie Hall and The Big Lebowski. Very, very good movies, to be sure. The best. But not really funny movies. My wife, like many of her kind, thinks that funny movies are funnier when they have – you know – a point, and an emotional arc, elements of pathos and meaning. She thinks that funny should be funny-plus, instead of funny-funny. Fortunately, though it becomes harder as the years go by to agree on funny-at-length, everyone can agree on funny-in-brief.

			And since the funniest single sketch ever recorded is Peter Cook and Dudley Moore’s 1960s pub sketch – the one where Pete and Dud share tales about the famous movie stars they have had to beat away from their beds – it creates the perfect pre-aphrodisiac, the moment to begin to laugh again. This means that every marriage can be saved.

			And so, I realize, with the blinding clarity with which Darwin reduced the mystery of life’s passage simply to the struggle for existence, that all happy marriages can be reduced to the ongoing ability to continue to laugh together when Pete explains that he had to beat Betty Grable off with a broomstick.

			Be lit by lust, enlightened by laughter, settle into loyalty, and if loyalty seems too mired, return to lust by way of laughter.

			I have had this formula worked out – and repeated it, waggishly, to friends, producing for some reason an ever more one-sided smile on the face of my beautiful wife. Until, not long ago, I realized that there was a flaw in this idea. And that was that I had underestimated the reason that loyalty had such magnetic power, drawing all else towards it.

			For I had been describing loyalty in marriage as though it were a neutral passive state – a kind of rest state, a final, fixed state at the end of the road of life. And then, against our better wishes, and our own inner version of our marriage vows, at our daughter’s insistence we got a dog. And this is what changed my view.

			‘The expense and anxiety of children’, indeed! Our daughter’s small Havanese dog, Butterscotch, has instructed us on many things, but above all on the energy that being loyal really implies. Dogs teach us many things, but above all they teach us how frisky a state loyalty can be. Dogs, after all – particularly spayed city dogs that have been denied their lusts – have loyalty as an overriding emotion. Ours will wait for hours for one of its family, and then patiently sit right alongside while there is work to be done. Loyalty is what a dog provides. The ancient joke-name for a dog, Fido, is in truth the most perfect of all dog names: ‘I am faithful’. ‘I am loyal’. ‘I remain’.

			Dogs are there to remind us that loyalty is a jumpy, fizzy emotion. Loyalty leaps up at the door and barks with joy at your return – and then immediately goes to sleep at your side. Simple fidelity is the youngest emotion we possess. So to my wife. She has been complaining for the past few years that I have not yet dedicated a book to her. I have always said that it is because I do not yet know how to express the extent of my feelings.

			But now I do.

			‘To Martha,’ I shall write at the beginning of my next book. ‘Better than a dog, anyhow.’

			She will, at least, understand the depth of passion, of lust and laughter and loyalty – of precious, long-married love – that those Darwinian words describe.
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