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‘Why is it so difficult to assemble those things that really matter and to dwell among them only? I am referring to certain landscapes, persons, beasts, books, rooms, meteorological conditions, fruits.’


James Salter


‘Our business here is the conscientious, continuous, resolute distinction of quality from mediocrity.’


Alfred H. Barr on the founding of the
 Museum of Modern Art, New York


‘Those whom the gods love do not die young; they live to be old, remaining quick to learn and feel.’


Raymond Mortimer on Bernard Berenson


Francis Galton, Charles Darwin’s cousin and an unfettered polymath, eugenicist, traveller and adventurer, felt there was a right and a wrong way to roll up your shirt sleeves. (He also recommended gunpowder in warm water as a reliable emetic. He was right about the shirt sleeves, but probably wrong about the gunpowder.)





 


 


 


Q.What’s more valuable, a fifty-pound sack of potatoes or a one-ounce tin of caviar?


A.The potatoes, obviously. They have far more creative potential and require some satisfying technique to make delicious. You only need to open the tin of caviar. Yet the small amount of caviar would, unquestionably, cause a short moment of intense pleasure.


But a potato is more challenging. The caviar cannot be improved. But the potato can. In an almost infinite number of ways.


(However, in an ideal world you would have both, since there is almost nothing quite so good as a simple baked potato with a small splash of sour cream and a sprinkle of Caspian sturgeon’s eggs.)










Heathrow, 5 February 2020



I have flown more than most. One year, long ago, an average of eight hours a week for a year. And I certainly do not repudiate air travel.


At its best, flying is a supreme reconciliation of technology, consumerism and wine-tasting with the occasional mystical insight . . . the latter caused, perhaps, by Peruvian Chardonnay and oxygen deprivation as much as spiritual elevation.


Surely, only the dullest person would not be moved by the circumstances of sitting five miles high, above the clouds, skirmishing on the edge of space. The world and its cares seem happily distant with a glass of airline wine to hand and a view to rival the gods’.


And arrival is always a thrill, and a relief, wherever it is. But especially in one of those places – Nice or Lisbon, say – when they open the plane door and an emollient wave of warm, damp air (lightly tinged by the pungent smell of avgas) says you are a long way from home. The sight of a palm tree or oleander is also very welcome.


I don’t claim even amateur clairvoyance, let alone well-developed second sight, but on this bright February morning I was in the BA lounge at Heathrow, and it was just a few days before the Spanish began, perforce, to take the new and invasive virus very seriously. And I was on my way to Barcelona.


Of course, I have always recognised what a shocking indulgence air travel is. But I like indulgences. Still, this day at nine in the morning with a glass of champagne (you have to nag for it, but eventually it will come), I looked across the vast vista of what was long ago Hounslow Heath – where highwaymen once did their business – and found myself thinking ‘Whatever is going to become of us?’


All the way to the hazy horizon, the landscape was given to aircraft and the apparatus of flight. Lumbering jets manoeuvred like tranquillised elephants. Service vehicles buzzed around them fussily. I am not going to say ‘Dance of Death’, because that would be morbidly inappropriate, but it was certainly a slo-mo masque of magnificent futility and shaming absurdity. I became dismayed by what an out-of-control waste-production system flying had become. Expensive. Dirty. Damaging. I asked for another glass of champagne.


Can this weird global conspiracy – so out of the reach of governments – ever be reformed, I wondered. What ends could possibly justify the wanton expense of so many precious and rare resources?


It was only a minor revelation and scarcely an original one. But how little I realised that this would be my last return flight for a long time. I left Spain to return to London a week later, just as the medical news became more sinister than anybody had anticipated.


And air travel would never be the same again. Perhaps nothing would ever be the same again.










Value



The highest forms of enjoyment are free




_______________ 


‘There is no wealth, but life.’


John Ruskin, Unto This Last (1860)


_______________ 





Let’s see what money can’t buy.


Whiskery Chinese sages in their streaming wet caves – I am thinking of Ying Chu – knew that the most valuable things in the world are beyond the reach of cash. Literally priceless. Indeed, they are beyond any sort of measurement.


The only things you can measure are banal: you can attach a number to the height of, say, a table. But ‘eighty-five centimetres’ tells you very little. It only tells you that it is higher than a seventy-centimetre table and lower than one a metre tall. Your measurement will not tell you if it is a beautiful table. Nor an ugly one. And something altogether more mysterious tells you whether it’s a table you like or dislike.


That’s the uncertainty forever attending any conversation about taste, which is the business of deciding what we like: it’s way beyond the reach of science. Meanwhile, nor can love, desire, charm, fantasy and wit be determined in centimetres or kilos . . . nor even in bytes. But they can all be enjoyed without spending much money. Basically, the highest forms of enjoyment are free. Or, at least, not very expensive.


‘My capital is time, not money’ was Marcel Duchamp’s withering response to a question about why he spent his last years playing chess instead of realising the cash ‘value’ of his revolutionary art. Duchamp it was who told us that a porcelain urinal sourced in a plumbers’ depot could, viewed correctly and signed by the artist, be seen as ‘art’ (although some attribute this powerful and disturbing insight to his collaborator, the zany Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven. Although to give Elsa her due, we need a bigger word than ‘zany’.)


But Duchamp always tiptoed along a line between cynical fraud and blinding astonishment. Anyway, while great wealth remains elusive to most of us, time is capital we all possess, although it’s a diminishing asset for everyone. And it’s every individual’s privilege to decide how best to spend it.
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Marcel Duchamp refused to cash in on his revolutionary art and spent the latter part of his life playing chess every single day. In 1963, memorably so with a nude Eve Babitz.


To pursue the image: wisely invested, capital should generate interest. And any investment of time should create value. Not, I mean, in those rare moments of exaltation in the presence of great art, although great art is very strongly recommended, but 60/60/24/7/365 until the Crack of Doom.


There’s no good reason why the thrill of art cannot be enjoyed every single day, whether or not you are in the presence of an ambitious urinal or a confirmed masterpiece. That’s because, if the twentieth century taught us anything worthwhile, it was that the experience of ‘art’ does not begin and end at the front door of an art gallery or museum. Get it right and you’ll be able to enjoy what T.S. Eliot called ‘a lifetime burning in every moment’. Or a lifetime peeing in Duchamp’s urinal.


But I’m not advocating that an incorporeal mysticism should surround us like an aura as we detach ourselves from the surly bonds that restrain us to Earth. On the contrary: I love the world of things, urinals included. Being able to enjoy stuff adds dignity and ceremony to everyday experience.


I learnt this being taken around the factories my father used to manage. Instead of going to football matches as a youth, I spent Saturday afternoons with a Cincinnati four-axis lathe, boggling at the exquisiteness of the aircraft components it made.


You don’t have to own a jet to enjoy the beauty of its components. In fact, you might enjoy them even more if you have not actually paid the $100 million (not including discounts) necessary for the purchase of a gorgeous Gulfstream G650ER. But if a business jet’s Power Transfer Unit is not available to admire, there’s similar pleasure to be had from contemplating the handsome shoulders of a Burgundy bottle, something which, if at all possible, really should be an everyday experience.


But the world of stuff is under threat; our analogue age is coming to an end, or, at least, its development is stalling. Virtual experiences are succeeding material ones. Put it this way: the richest man in the world doesn’t make things; he owns a delivery business powered by vast server farms pumping yet more heat into an already scorched Arizona desert.


If you asked Amazon to deliver a urinal in the style of Marcel Duchamp, there’s no doubt it could, but if you asked Jeff Bezos how it was made, I suspect he would not have a clue. We seem to be losing our grip on things.


But, personally, never mind urinal art and aerospace componentry, I’d rather look at a bowl of fruit (especially lemons) than strap on a virtual-reality headset and ‘enjoy’ telematic sex, following erotic dynamics determined not by individual passion, but by a coding nerd with scrofula and a novelty T-shirt.


The very day I am writing this, a news site is trumpeting ‘Microsoft puts the whole world in a game’. Oh, dear me, please don’t let this be true. I don’t want the world to become a game with a set of instructions drafted by another coding nerd. I’d like the world to preserve mystery, curiosity, fear, accident, discovery, personality, privacy, privilege, idiosyncrasy, choice, bloody-mindedness, chance. Mistakes and flaws are so much more interesting than perfection. And perfect knowledge does not exist. Doubt is, in any case, surely more interesting than certainty.


At the same time, the world of ideas is similarly threatened. It’s not that we are short of data: there are lots of people out there who are much too busy measuring the height of tables and producing redundant data in woeful abundance. But we are short of genuine information, of idiosyncratic opinion. Information is data sent on imaginative vectors, adding value to mere facts. And ‘imagination’? Victor Hugo said it was ‘intelligence with an erection’, which sounds like a very good thing. Instead of this, there is a limp, melancholy and deadly tendency towards collective thought.


One remedy for the digitalisation of experience is to understand and take pleasure in tangible, everyday things, to engage with the mystery of the ordinary. Victor Hugo again: ‘to love someone is to see the face of God’. I have been thinking the face of God can be seen on more occasions than is conventionally assumed.


The subtitle here may be misleading, because – while it costs nothing to enjoy the feeling of rain on your face – you do, of course, need a little money to travel and see and acquire stuff. L’abbaye du Thoronet is, for example, not going to come to you. Nor, alas, is the Prado going to lend you a Velázquez.


There’s no argument here against money and its expression in consumerism, just against the wrong sort of consumerism. Patiently acquiring a personal collection of, say, Duralex glasses is a fine thing. This is because they are an example of excellence in design, being elegant, useful, indestructible and timeless – all valuable properties. The wrong sort of consumerism is, for example, the brainless neophilia of the fashion cycle . . . perhaps now nearing its end as more people appreciate enduring qualities rather than momentary ones.


My sources are as follows. I have met a great many of the world’s (perhaps more accurately ‘the last century’s’) leading architects and designers. For instance: Raymond Loewy, Dieter Rams, Richard Rogers, Saul Bass, Milton Glaser, Ettore Sottsass, Achille Castiglioni, Philip Johnson, Giorgetto Giugiaro, Mario Bellini, F.A. Porsche, Verner Panton, Jony Ive. Architects and designers can be affected and annoying, but they are people who have patiently negotiated an understanding of the material world. More so than most.


The great thing about architects and designers is that their calling positively requires them to have views. You can’t, for example, take on the task of designing someone’s home without having opinions about the values of domesticity and how life should be lived.


A designer looks at the world and thinks: this is pretty interesting. And then a second thought occurs: perhaps I could do it a little better. Maybe next he shrugs and concedes that it’s pretty interesting anyway. The designer has an aesthetic view of existence, a conviction that appearances really do matter.


And designers acquire opinions about the philosophy of existence too, although not many of them put it exactly that way. The graphic designer Milton Glaser – the one who hearted New York so memorably – once told me, unforgettably, that conversations about value and quality would be very much easier and greatly improved if we replaced the word ‘art’ with the word ‘work’. This was because ‘art’ carries so many rarefied expectations, while ‘work’ is nicely down to earth.


And there’s more. I have been to an awful lot of cities, very many interesting restaurants and hotels, seen most of the world’s great buildings and great art . . . at least in the Western canon. You learn by listening and looking. And what follows is what I have learnt from these people, these places and these pictures.


All art forms are commentaries on and criticisms of existence. And that goes for the painting of altarpieces or the design of a potato peeler that works properly. I am enchanted by the meaning of things, of how ordinary stuff can have emotional value. But now there’s even more.


Here’s what I believe: you can design your own life to be a performance, and you can become your own critic. You can surround yourself with stuff you understand and admire. You can learn to read and enjoy the world.


As Eric Gill – stonemason, sculptor, typographer, zoologically inspired fornicator, a man who knew his dogs – understood, the artist is not a different sort of person. Every person is a different sort of artist. Or, at least, they can be with a little repurposing.


Value is about the pleasure to be had from the ordinary and the everyday. But it is also about appreciating beauty in material things, about having an entirely aesthetic view of the world, like a designer. And it is in favour of the argument about the primacy of the analogue over the digital and virtual: the most analogue things in the world are buildings, paintings and food. They are not going digital any time soon.


But there are intangibles that are valuable too. Personal charm cannot be measured but can always be detected. Charm is worth cultivating in yourself and encouraging in others. And if it seems incongruous to discuss insubstantial gods and ghosts in a book about solid stuff, this is because it’s rewarding to think of what’s beyond the here and now, as pleasurable as the here and now might be.


The ghosts I believe in are not cartoonish spooks but those indefinable feelings of depth and continuity and mystery which being in touch with material beauty bring. Never forget: anything that is made betrays the beliefs and convictions of the people who made it. And these beliefs do not disappear.


When the philosopher Gilbert Ryle coined the expression ‘ghost in the machine’ in 1949, he was thinking of the mind– body dichotomy. But I’ll steal it here to describe the secret meaning of things. Everything and everywhere are haunted.


No one could express it better than Roland Barthes, so I will not even try. Here is the fastidious Sorbonne professor proclaiming his astonishment at the beautiful new Citroën he saw at the 1955 Salon de l’Automobile in Paris:


Il ne faut pas oublier que l’objet est le meilleur messager de la surnature: il y a facilement dans l’objet, à la fois une perfection et une absence d’origine, une clôture et une brillance, une transformation de la vie en matière (la matière est bien plus magique que la vie), et pour tout dire un silence qui appartient à l’ordre du merveilleux.


(We must not forget that an object is the best messenger of a world above that of nature: one can easily see in an object at once a perfection and an absence of origin, a closure and a brilliance, a transformation of life into matter (matter is much more magical than life), and in a word a silence which belongs to the realm of fairy-tales.) This was published in Barthes’ collection of essays Mythologies (1957).


My ghosts are these ‘best messengers’. They bring value to the party.
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The sight of this beautiful car at the 1955 Salon de l’Automobile in Paris moved Roland Barthes, pioneer semiotician, to declare that design was ‘the best messenger of a world superior to Nature’.










The Great Isolation



What do I really want?


 


It’s a coincidence that this book was written during a period when the world was astonished into a state of unprecedented disruption.


After a big storm, the air begins to clear.


And when a landscape – or a cityscape – drenched with rain begins to dry in the sun, there is a unique smell in the atmosphere. Drying earth or stone give off a special aroma, a little bit musty, but otherwise indefinable other than being very evocative . . . of I don’t know quite what. Beautiful, even.


My own guess is that this smell short-circuits the intellect and takes us directly back to a prehistoric moment when Fred Flintstone realised the worst of the thunder and lightning was over and it was safe to leave the cave. He put his head over the threshold, sniffed the air and thought, ‘This is good.’ And then he went clubbing.


The part of the brain that processes smell is close to the part that processes memory, so some leakage of information is entirely possible. Sniffing the air, Fred realised this was a good moment to start again.


This smell was named ‘petrichor’ by two Australian scientists in 1964. Of course, it had been around for ever, but identifying it with a name created a new awareness. The ‘petr’ bit means stone and ‘ichor’ is the animating fluid that flows through the veins of the gods. Important stuff. We need more divine animation, not less.


In the most general sense, a lot of people are smelling petrichor right now. And people are asking the simple – but really quite profound – question: how is it best to spend time? And they are not all thinking of consulting the tachymetric rim-scale of your chronometer expensively sourced at Watches of Switzerland.


There is a conventional distinction between mechanical time and cosmic time. The former is what the clocks and calendars tell us, and they are cruel masters and accurate only in a simple sense. The latter is the natural rhythm of things.


But during what will surely become known as ‘The Great Isolation’, mechanical time became almost irrelevant. Mechanical time is, however, a recent invention. It was only in the nineteenth century when railway companies became concerned about trains following different schedules onto a deadly ‘collison course’ that a need arose for universal coordinated time.


Contributing to the recent marginalisation of mechanical time, no one listened to broadcast news on the hour during The Great Isolation and rigid TV schedules gave way to the pleasant anarchy of streaming. Tuesday blurred and bled into Wednesday and March blurred into April and summer into autumn. Most of us found ourselves, unwittingly, but I think often quite happily, on cosmic time.


Time lost its shape as days and weeks and months blurred into each other. No edges, no beginnings and no ends. Lunch was cancelled, deadlines evaporated, party invitations disappeared like spit on a hot griddle, schedules became irrelevant, people’s diaries were empty. Future social historians will marvel at the fact that in most of 2020 nobody made any appointments with anyone. No one evidently did anything. It was one long Blursday.


Coming out of The Great Isolation and into the light, people began to sniff the air and start again. People were asking, ‘What do I really want?’ This is a traditional philosophical enquiry which put the New York Times’s distinguished film critic A.O. Scott into what he called a nagging, wandering paralysis. Must we leave it to Netflix and Amazon to satisfy our every appetite?


Interestingly, deadly infestation and strategies to escape or recover from it are recurrent events in history. Plagues are not rarities in human affairs; they are the norm.


In 1353, the Tuscan poet Giovanni Bocaccio wrote The Decameron, a hundred often bawdy tales set against a background where Florence had been infected by the Black Death. One episode in The Decameron involves seven young women and three young men refusing to stay at home and fleeing to the safety of the suburbs, leaving a lot of anxious urbanites trapped inside the city’s ancient walls. Here, oblivious to the suffering left behind, once in the country, everyone became king or queen . . . if only for a day. These are now familiar dreams.




_______________ 


‘The spirits of the company rose, and they seasoned their viands with pleasant jests and sprightly sallies.’


Giovanni Bocaccio


_______________ 





Then there is Alessandro Manzoni’s I Promessi Sposi of 1827, the ‘Great Italian Novel’, which describes the Milan infestation of 1630. The circumstances now sound strikingly familiar: ‘While officialdom was delving for the truth, the man in the street, as often happens, was in full possession of it.’


Or take the German–Jewish poet Heinrich Heine, who wrote journalism of shocking clarity about the Paris plague of 1832. And George Eliot’s Romola, a novel of 1862, is set in Florence during the life of the heretic priest Savonarola, who was burnt at the stake in 1498. Sent to deal with Jewish plague victims, the heroine Romola finds her appetite for life healthily refreshed by the surrounding devastation and death. There is, as Confucius knew, nothing quite so pleasing, metaphorically speaking, as watching a friend fall off a roof.


My favourite example of ‘Contagion Lit’, however, is Jack London’s adventure yarn The Scarlet Plague, set in 2073, sixty years after an infestation originating in San Francisco killed everyone except the ingenious survivors who flew to Hawaii on airships.


But the consummate masterpiece of the genre is Thomas Mann’s novella Death in Venice, published in 1912, the same year as The Scarlet Plague. To illustrate the moral ambiguity excited by epidemics, Gustav von Aschenbach refuses to leave a Venice infested with cholera because he has a homoerotic, paedophiliac fixation on a pretty Polish boy called Tadzio. Von Aschenbach becomes sunk in the ‘voluptuousness of doom’, as many of us have so very recently. But von Aschenbach experienced a peculiar and even delicious sense of pleasure at his dire predicament: he was caught – suspended – between temporary lust and permanent extinction.


And the threat of death, as ever, heightened the senses. From his deckchair on The Lido, the doomed old man found Venice ‘suspiciously beautiful’. Alas, he did not survive to consummate anything with Tadzio, nor to smell the petrichor. But fear does sharpen the senses.


We can see clearly now the rain has gone. And one thing that is visible with startling clarity is how all forecasts of where we were going have been wrong. No one expects economists to have the skills of epidemiologists, but for all their charts and programmes, their annoying percentages and baffling algorithms, the forecasters did not have second sight. They did not even have first sight.


No economist even predicted the crash of 2008, but anyone who could count and knew how banks worked could see it coming. It was in plain sight. And here’s a laughably egregious error: John Maynard Keynes said that by about now we would all be so rich that work would be irrelevant. And what has happened is record unemployment, widespread bankruptcies, business models put into the crusher, institutions in peril and the entire world in a state of shocked dismay.


Economics is not even as accurate as weather forecasting: economists use their awful jargon – ‘subjective utility’ – to dignify guesswork. The quasi-scientific terms add only a spurious precision.


You can aggregate Crisis Theory, Laffer Curves, Diminishing Marginal Utility, Ricardian Equivalence, Neo Malthusianism, Resource Scarcity, Kondratiev’s Waves, Ramsey Numbers and Circular Cumulative Causation, and they count for little, perhaps not even a positive value at all, when compared with the most modest thought of a great poet. John Keats, for example.




_______________ 


‘I am certain of nothing but the holiness of the heart’s affection and the truth of imagination.’


John Keats


_______________ 





At least Keynes had the decency to admit the inclination of his discipline towards error. ‘Economists,’ he said, ‘set themselves too easy, too useless, a task if in tempestuous seasons they can only tell us that when the storm is long past, the ocean is flat again.’ Nor did Keynes live long enough to sniff the petrichor.


The virus exposed the fragility not just of our supply chains (which led to a tragic shortage of medicines and surgical masks) but of our entire belief systems (which led to a dire shortage of knowing what to think).


Economists are the ones who measure the height of a table and expect to determine the future of furniture design by this metric. These measurements provide a spurious precision which has always proved useless at understanding the vagaries of human behaviour. Nor had economists offered much help in dealing with the effect of unanticipated catastrophes, although if more of them had read The Decameron, Manzoni, Heine or Mann that might have made a difference.


We have been at the edge of the abyss before. There is a wonderful observation of Einstein’s made in a 1949 edition of Liberal Judaism: ‘I do not know with what weapons World War III will be fought, but World War IV will be fought with sticks and stones.’ Fear of calamity and oblivion is not attached uniquely to the millennium and to viruses. When I was a child, we were sent home from school because the Cuban Missile Crisis made nuclear obliteration just one duff political decision away. I think we were told to hide under the table, not that furniture provided much protection from infernal blasts, stupefying shockwaves, vaporisation and, if you were still blinking, subsequent deadly radiation.




_______________ 


‘The lamps are going out all over Europe; we shall not see them lit again in our lifetime.’


Foreign Secretary Edward Grey’s words on 3 August 1914,
the eve of the First World War. Grey was looking from his
Foreign Office window as a lamplighter solemnly
did his rounds on The Mall


_______________ 





But there was something almost comfortingly finite about Cold War weaponry, no matter how terrifying and evil and murderous. The recent abyss has been very different in character, because levels of uncertainty have been higher. At least you know where you are with an H-bomb. Our Plague made everything feel precarious.


No one was under the gun . . . or under the bomb. But people also began to develop a keen awareness of personal priorities, of how best to extract value from experience.


Holidays suddenly became as mysterious and remote as the domestic habits of the Plantagenets. But how tragic to have holidays kept in reserve: the two weeks of liberty and hedonism allowed against a life of heartless and purposeless drudgery. Why restrict the exhilarating pleasures of a holiday to a mere fourteen days a year?



Valuable Holiday Activities


Readers of Robert Burton’s Anatomie of Melancholie learn that, circa 1621, a holiday might comprise: ringing, bowling, shooting, playing with keel pins, quoits, hurling, wrestling, leaping, fencing, swimming, football and balloons. These were officially endorsed by James I, who criticised the ‘Puritans and precise people’ who avoided these entertainments. Additionally, at St Bartholomew’s Fair, a famous London holiday, Samuel Pepys found monkeys dancing on sticks, which, quite correctly, he found strange.


The nineteenth-century holiday was one of the original consumer products, rivalled only by the creation of the first restaurants in Paris in the eighteenth century as an influence on our expectations, still with us today. Each provided a sort of theatre, a relief from tedium vitae.


And as with all consumer products, the holiday experience begs questions of taste and desire. What exactly is on offer? An escape from suburban boredom? A glimpse of a past (or future) Eden? A release from dehumanised toil? Perhaps all of these.


Whatever, whether Scarborough in 1860 or Torremolinos a century later, the former accessed by train, the latter by the first jets, a holiday offered experiences more rare and valuable than those normally available every day. Notably, sex, drink and freedom. Or, at least, pleasing suggestions of them . . . made the more tantalising because they were so evidently enjoyed on a very short lease. But why not extend your tenure of summer? The holiday mentality can transcend a fortnight on the Costa Brava and, given the right approach, is available for fifty-two weeks a year.


Despite the fret and anxiety, many people found the disciplines and constraints and privations of The Great Isolation positively stimulating even as they were disturbing. Great comfort was discovered in domestic ritual. Despite the anxieties and doubts, was this perhaps a Golden Age when real truths were revealed and many false gods were shamefully exposed? The god of travel, a shifty and dissatisfied deity inclined to snare us with lascivious, but nugatory, temptations, was one of them.


People found, often to their surprise, that near horizons can be as interesting as distant ones. Warren Buffett once said that when the tide goes out, you can see who has been swimming naked. In this argument, the naked swimmers would be the airlines, especially the budget airlines, the package-tour operators, cruise-ship companies and everybody else in the cynical and deadly conspiracy to ruin destinations with over-tourism.


Travel will never be quite the same again. It may very well be better. One unanticipated benefit of reorganising airports for hygienic protocols, for example, is that they will, perforce, have to become better places to be. If the transit time through an airport doubles from two hours to four, people will demand that those four hours are more civilised and comfortable. Clever architects are onto this already.


Of travel, we will have less, but better. It will be more expensive, but much more valuable. Wasn’t it one of the great delusions of the era now passed that travel is necessarily enjoyable? Gatwick South Terminal at five-thirty on a February morning? What fresh hell is this?


So much foreign travel has declined from being a romantic privilege to becoming a demeaning and harrowing ordeal. Whether for business or pleasure, we now know that a lot of travel can be done in the head. And at home.


As the anonymous author in Percy’s Reliques of Ancient English Poetry of 1765 wrote: ‘My mind to me a kingdom is.’ Thomas Percy had not heard about working from home.


Where you want to go next is, to an extent, a matter of imagination. You can take pleasure from the world, but you can also exist in a theatre of dreams and no passport is required.










Every Day Is All We’ve Got



So make it perfect


It was counter-culture heroine Joan Didion, author of 1968’s Slouching Towards Bethlehem, who memorably explained to a journalist visiting her Park Avenue apartment who was curious and flabbergasted about the everyday custom of, after a morning writing at her desk, lunching alone off fresh white linen and Baccarat crystal.


‘Do you do this every day?’ the journalist asked. ‘Every day is all we’ve got,’ the writer replied without blinking.




_______________ 


‘Style is character.’


Joan Didion, Paris Review (1978)


_______________ 





 


If it is true that every day is infinitely precious, an exquisite opportunity to be choreographed and enjoyed, then it’s surely important to be certain that everyday things are as good as they can possibly be and we should make the very best of it.


Or think like James Dean, who, ever so briefly, made a religion of glamorous delinquency: dream like you will live for ever; live as if you will die tomorrow. Of course, Dean died aged twenty-four in his Porsche, rather before his dreams had fully formulated themselves.


The beauty and fragility of experience are our persistent preoccupations: every day might be our last. In Les Orres, now a ski resort in the Dauphine, the inscription on an ancient sundial says, ‘Quelle heure est-il? Peut-être la mienne’. Or, ‘What time is it? Perhaps your hour has come’. Who does not feel a delicious thrill of horror on reading that? The thought of death, the evidence suggests, concentrates the mind wonderfully.


John Gay, author of the 1728 Beggar’s Opera, was keenly aware of optimising the present moment. Whatever are the alternatives to making the very best of it? Procrastination is lazy and only suited to the terminally unimaginative. On his epitaph in Westminster Abbey, Gay predicted the disappointments of not being alive.




_______________ 


‘Life is jest, and all things show it; I thought it once, but now I know it!’


John Gay’s epitaph


_______________ 





Engaging with the immediacy of the everyday happily entails the rediscovery of simple pleasures: the satisfaction of rituals, the luxury of the senses, the enjoyment of the ordinary, the almost sensual thrill of free intellectual enquiry into the whole range from ‘ecstasy to pathos’ which, given the right attitude, can be enjoyed without leaving your kitchen.


If you want to enjoy the ordinary, join the queue.






How to Enjoy a Queue





Maybe we will even have learnt to take pleasure in queuing – given the right attitude, the most banal activity can become edifying. As architect Ben Pentreath explained, talking of student life in suboptimal lodgings, ‘waiting for the hot-water to heat up again is when the best conversations happen’. To enjoy a queue, you need a fine mixture of stoicism, curiosity, tolerance and whatever is the opposite of pride. Thus, a healthy mixture. To queue is to accept the existence of hierarchy and order and to profess their superiority over brute selfishness and anarchy. A queue is about shared interests. Sartre said that in a queue we ‘achieve practical and theoretical participation in common being’. And what could be more fascinating than decoding the contents of someone else’s supermarket trolley? In a classic academic paper of 1978, the social psychologist Barry Schwartz described the queue as a process and said that ‘life is a confrontation between the individual and a world of naturally infinite tasks’. Like being on the top of a bus, a queue is not dead time, but a fine opportunity to scrutinise civilisation.





Routine commentary on The Great Isolation cited Daniel Defoe’s Journal of the Plague Year (1722), but his earlier and better-known Robinson Crusoe (1719) has more interesting insights into such a predicament. The shipwrecked Crusoe – based on a real historical figure – spent twenty years in involuntary isolation, sheltering in place on what’s now identified as Juan Fernández Island in the Caribbean, near Venezuela.
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