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Introduction


HAMLET: To what base uses we may return, Horatio! Why may not imagination trace the noble dust of Alexander till ’a find it stopping a bung-hole?

HORATIO: ’Twere to consider too curiously to consider so.

HAMLET: No, faith, not a jot.



This collection of Literary Curiosities is loosely inspired by Isaac D’Israeli’s Curiosities of Literature. Loose is the word. D’Israeli’s was the first such venture methodically to indulge the unmethodical pleasures of the literary miscellany. Flim-flams, he elsewhere called them. A perennial bestseller, his scholarly flimmery-flammery went through seven editions between 1791 and 1823. The Curiosities is a grab-bag of bibliophile and antiquarian anecdote and literary lore - witty, charming, erudite, and above all ‘curious’. D’Israeli serves up a pudding which is all plums.

Modern academic life seems to me more and more like a Japanese car factory - with scholarship that could as well be produced by robots. I suspect even the plum duff we eat at Christmas nowadays is factory produced, and its plums inserted by steely robotic fingers clicking un-merrily on their assembly line. The silver threepenny bits have long since gone, on health and safety grounds.

D’Israeli’s ‘old curiosity shop’ is a welcome antidote. In this contemporary Curiosities I have followed D’Israeli’s potpourri unmethodicality. Entries have clumped together into sections, by a kind of weak magnetism, but not so as to create any systematic order - which would, I think, work against the spirit of the thing. I like to think of the sections as little stewpots - with many ingredients, but a dominant flavour.

Like D’Israeli, I occasionally wander outside the strict confines of literature - although I try to start or finish there. Some of the pieces may be considered too unserious for even unserious readers; some boring; some already stale; some codswallop. Most, I hope, will divert. Driving the enterprise is less the intention to instruct, or inform, than to communicate the random pleasures which may be found in reading literature, and reading about literature. Why else read?

I am grateful to Nigel Wilcockson for sanctioning this project (at Random House’s expense), Victoria Hobbs for arranging things, and Messrs Google and Xerox for their help throughout. A few of the entries have been published, in different form, in the Guardian, the New Statesman and the Sunday Telegraph. ‘Thrift’ - as Hamlet says to Horatio, apropos of the funeral baked meats. On, then, to literary baked meats.






‘Curiosity is the very basis of education and if you
 tell me that curiosity killed the cat, I say only the
 cat died nobly.’

Arnold Edinborough
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Literary Baked Meats

‘Erst fressen’ - ‘Grub first’

Bertolt Brecht
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OMELETTE LITTÉRAIRE

Many writers have their idiosyncratic gastronomic preferences. Jack London, for example, was devoted to duck, plucked but very lightly seared. ‘Raw’, others thought. His nickname among those close to him was ‘Wolf ’. One would probably not have wanted to be too close to Jack at lunch time, while wolfing his canard Londres.

Only one novelist, as far as I know, has given his name to a dish which has taken its place in classic cuisine. Arnold Bennett, the bestselling middlebrow novelist, about whom highbrow Virginia Woolf was frequently rude, dined - when not on his yacht or in the south of France - at the Savoy, off the Strand, in London. He could afford to; Bennett sold a lot more books than Mrs Woolf. Almost as much as fellow south-of-Francers E. Phillips Oppenheim and Somerset Maugham.

Bennett was a big man at the Savoy. The waiters were circulated with his photograph, so that they would recognise him, and treat him as the honoured guest he was. And, as the highest mark of that honour, the Savoy master chef, Jean Baptist Virlogeux, created a dish in the master novelist’s name: omelette Arnold Bennett. It’s a rather gooey thing in which a baveuse (‘runny’) mess of eggs is artfully mixed with haddock, cheese and herbs.

The dish is still proudly on the Savoy menu, along with such concoctions as M. Stroganoff ’s beef and M. Benedict’s eggs. It is also on the menu of other top hotels and restaurants in London’s West End, such as the Wolseley in Piccadilly, where the waiters jestingly call it Omelette Gordon Bennett, or Omelette Alan Bennett.

Alas, although his dish remains in print among metropolitan bills of fare, Bennett’s novels have fallen out of print - even his return compliment to the Savoy, Imperial Palace (in which Virlogeux figures as ‘Rocco’). For those curious to taste omelette Arnold Bennett, and short of the fifty quid or so they’ll charge you in its home base, the recipe for the dish can be found on the food recipes section of the BBC cookery website. As for le roman Arnold Bennett? Try eBay, or the nearest Oxfam bookstore.


Curious Literary Grub

Those seeking colourful taste thrills in literature might start with J.K. Huysmans’ À rebours (roughly translates into rough Anglo-Saxon as ‘arse about face’) in which the dandy hero, Des Esseintes, creates a dinner party comprising all black food, served by negresses, on black china. A change of tone could be introduced with the ‘white soup’ which is served up by Charles Bingley’s servant in Pride and Prejudice. The whole thing to be finished with the chocolate-coated lemon-flavoured latrine disinfectant tablet, Patrick Bateman playfully serves up, as a postprandial sweetmeat, to his girlfriend, in American Psycho (‘it tastes “minty”’, she merely observes, innocently). The heroic literary eater must, however, go thyestean. Thyestes is the luckless prince in ancient Greek mythology, unwittingly served up a pudding made of his own sons for supper. It has become a favourite theme in literature. Seneca wrote a revenge play on the subject, much translated and imitated in the English Renaissance. Shakespeare introduces a thyestean feast into Titus Andronicus. So gothic are the horrors in that play, that it ranks as among the least blood-curdling the audience is made to endure. Swift, mockingly, argues in his ‘Modest Proposal’ that Ireland’s perennial famine can be solved by Hibernian parents consuming their too-many offspring, ‘stewed, roasted, baked, or boiled; and I make no doubt that it will equally serve in a fricassée or a ragout.’ In modern literature, the hero of Evelyn Waugh’s Black Mischief discovers, the night after a drunken revel with savages, that he has unknowingly feasted on his girlfriend, in what he took to be a peculiarly savoury stew. He handles the news without so much as a regretful belch. The ne plus ultra is in Thomas Harris’s Hannibal, where the monster of the title induces a drugged victim to consume slices of his own brain, lightly sautéd in a wok: ‘Hey, that tastes pretty good,’ says the auto-thyestean.






DR JOHNSON’S GULOSITY

‘Gulosity’ is not a word in current use even at the high tables of Oxford, where the best words are usually to be found. It has a fine Johnsonian ring to it - appropriately so, since Dr Johnson invented it. Gulosity is defined in the Great Dictionary as a noun indicating ‘greediness, voracity, gluttony’.

These words, alas, attach adhesively to the word-maker himself. He had a lust for food which, if contemporary accounts are to be credited, offended those of delicate disposition who happened to be in the Great Cham’s fallout area. This is Macaulay’s description (writing, it should be said, from historical accounts, fifty years after Johnson’s death):


The old philosopher is still among us in the brown coat with the metal buttons and the shirt which ought to be at the wash, blinking, puffing, rolling his head, drumming with his fingers, tearing his meat like a tiger, and swallowing his tea in oceans.


Boswell, on his first meeting with Johnson, was immediately impressed with the great man’s appetite. ‘Some people,’ Johnson informed the (then) slim young Scot, ‘have a foolish way of not minding, or pretending not to mind, what they eat. For my part, I mind my belly very studiously, and very carefully; for I look upon it, that he who does not mind his belly will hardly mind anything else.’

He was, Boswell reverently thought, in the presence of ‘Jean Bull philosophe’. At least, when talking. When actually guzzling, our philosophical John Bull was something else:


When at table ... his looks seemed riveted to his plate; nor would he, unless when in very high company, say one word, or even pay the least attention to what was said by others, till he had satisfied his appetite, which was so fierce, and indulged with such intenseness, that while in the act of eating, the veins of his forehead swelled, and generally a strong perspiration was visible.


Plates, one must assume, were lucky to survive Samuel Johnson’s table-time assault unbroken.

Otherwise an uncritical admirer, Boswell confessed to an un-Boswellian disgust at his idol’s table manners. And total amazement. Was not Johnson a ‘philosopher’ and a ‘moralist’? Weren’t these roles normally associated with moderation? Moreover, Boswell had heard the great man, ‘upon other occasions, talk with great contempt of people who were anxious to gratify their palates; and the 206th number of his Rambler is a masterly essay against gulosity.’

If one turns to that piece (published in the Rambler on 7 March 1752) one is minded to concur with the faithful biographer. The essay is a meditation on one Gulosulus - a character invented for the occasion by Johnson. For thirty years, this fictional parasitic gourmand has managed to eat magnificently at the expense of others:


Gulosulus entered the world without any eminent degree of merit; but was careful to frequent houses where persons of rank resorted. By being often seen, he became in time known; and ... he was sometimes taken away to dinner ... when he had been met at a few tables, he with less difficulty found the way to more, till at last he was regularly expected to appear wherever preparations are made for a feast ... When he was thus by accident initiated in luxury, he felt in himself no inclination to retire from a life of so much pleasure.


By artful sycophancy, Gulosulus feeds on twenty dishes a day, every day, and dies rich. And very plump.



 ‘Gulosity’ is a fine neologism, and the character is an amusing moral invention. But it is clear that when the great lexicographer looked into his mirror he did not see Dr Samuel Gulosulus. He was the least parasitic of food gobblers. He filled the Johnson belly with his own tucker: or, if entertained, he entertained back with the currency of the best table talk in history. But he did like his grub.




KNORR AND A NICE JELLY

The first three-course fast-food meal in literature is introduced (with dripping contempt) by E.M. Forster, in chapter 6 of Howards End (1910). The square meal (all too literally) is served up by Len Bast, to his lady-love, Jacky:


They began with a soup square, which Leonard had just dissolved in some hot water. It was followed by the tongue - a freckled cylinder of meat, with a little jelly at the top, and a great deal of yellow fat at the bottom - ending with another square dissolved in water (jelly: pineapple), which Leonard had prepared earlier in the day. Jacky ate contentedly enough . . . And Leonard managed to convince his stomach that it was having a nourishing meal.


The novelist, one gathers, would not be so persuaded.

The soup is, one may assume, a ‘Knorr Cube’. The brainchild of the German culinary inventor Carl Heinrich Knorr in the early nineteenth century it was originally, and rather unhappily, called ‘soup sausage’. ‘Bouillon cube’, a term which came into use at the time Forster was writing, rolls more easily off the tongue and down the throat. Conceivably, of course, Leonard may prefer the rival brand Maggi (introduced, with great fanfare, in 1908). Oxo cubes did not come onto the market until 1910, the year of Howards End ’s publication and are unlikely.

The canned tongue, or ‘luncheon meat’, with its layer of jelly at the top and yellow fat at the bottom is, in all likelihood, from a Fray Bentos tin, the Argentinian firm which, in the midnineteenth century discovered so profitable a sideline for the cattle they were slaughtering for their hides that by the time Leonard and Jacky sat down to supper, processed meat was their principal product.

The jelly square, with which the feast is crowned, is, indubitably, one of Mr Rowntree’s cubed ‘table jellies’, launched with huge success into the marketplace in 1901. All the products mentioned above are still to be found on your local supermarket shelves.

As, one is happy to say, is Howards End on the local bookshop shelves. Time is the ultimate test of quality, whether literary or gastronomic.




COME AND GET IT

Bulwer-Lytton’s The Coming Race (1871) is a pioneer text of contemporary science fiction - although not, alas, as well known as it should be nowadays. Bulwer-Lytton’s narrative pivots on the ‘Hollow Earth’ idea. Grotesque as it now seems, this was something seriously pondered by geologists of the time, particularly, in America.

The leading proponent of hollow-earthism, John Cleves Symmes, Jr, was keen that the US government should actually sponsor a voyage of exploration to the depths, via the ‘North Pole hole’ and plant the Stars and Stripes. A small (underground) step for man (or, more likely, underwater - since there is no ground under the Arctic permafrost).

Hollow Earth theory postulated the possibility of a habitable world, and perhaps even an alien civilisation, beneath our unconscious feet. Verne’s Journey to the Centre of the Earth is a rather more famous exploitation of the idea, as is Edgar Rice Burroughs’s long-running Pellucidar series. Modern geology (see, e.g., the 2003 movie The Core) confirms that any subterranean civilisation would need to be 99 per cent asbestos to survive the magma and 100 per cent stupid not to come up for air every now and then.

In Bulwer-Lytton’s novel, a bumptious American engineer drops through a crack in the earth’s crust to find himself in an alien civilisation - aeons more advanced than even Queen Victoria’s. This subterra is ruled by giant, quasi reptilian flying females (poor Bulwer-Lytton had a very unhappy married life). These über-fems are possessed of a powerful quasi electrical ‘fluid’ called ‘Vril’.

Bulwer-Lytton’s novel was a hit in its day. Never averse to jumping on any passing bandwagon, commerce saw an opportunity and seized it. The French war against Prussia was currently raging across the channel and the French commander-in-chief, Napoleon III, wanted a nutritious convenience food for his troops in the front line.

What Napoleon had in mind was a precursor of MREs (‘military meals ready to eat’) as they are called today and consumed by frontline soldiers in the sands of Iraq and the hills of Afghanistan. What was it Napoleon’s great namesake had said? ‘An army marches on its belly.’

A Scottish manufacturer, John Lawson Johnston, made a successful bid, and duly came up with what was initially called ‘Johnston’s Fluid Beef ’. A million servings were commissioned. This nutritious, delicious, ‘beef tea’ would, it was fondly expected, do for the French soldier what spinach does for Popeye. Alas, it didn’t: France lost the war to the solid-sausageeating Hun.

It would be nice to speculate that the dripping, and ineradicable, contempt which the French have to this day for British cooking originates in those million doses of ‘Fluid Beef’ which John Bull (and ‘les rosbifs’) inflicted on the luckless poilu.



 Johnston’s was a nifty invention, but a terrible brand name. ‘Fluid Beef ’ did not do anything for the palate. The company duly came up with ‘Bovril’ - from the Latin ‘bos’ (‘of the ox’) and ‘vril’ (from the novel). Bulwer-Lytton got no acknowledgement on the distinctive jars and to this day the Unilever website does not mention the novelist by name in their official history of the product, noting only that:


The name Bovril comes from an unusual word Johnston found in a book. ‘Vril’ was ‘an electric fluid’ and he combined it with the first two letters of the Latin word for beef ‘Bos’.


Fortunately for Mr Johnston, the novelist, who was very litigious, died in 1873 and did not live to see the vulgar, un-Bulwer-Lyttonian Bovril jar arrive on the shelves of the British shops. He would have certainly been on the phone to whomever the top lawyer was in London at that time. Authors too march on their belly, as none knew better than the author of The Coming Race. ‘A book, forsooth!’ ‘My book, sir!’



 POST SCRIPT: Although his novels have fallen out of print, Bulwer-Lytton still lives in popular culture as the creator of Knebworth, the Gothic pile in Hertfordshire, which is familiar as the location of numerous horror films. A lady who has slept at Knebworth assures me that ‘he walks’, and that the clammy Bulwer-Lytton hands still grope, furtively, from the other side.




BOVRIL: AND WORLD DOMINATION

It was not just the beloved little British pot (and the failed French grub) which Bulwer-Lytton’s novel inspired. In Germany in the early 1930s, the ‘Vril Society of the Luminous Lodge’, was directly inspired by The Coming Race. The Lodge was, reportedly, a pioneer in establishing the mystical Aryan ‘swastika’ as the symbol of Nazism.

Allegedly (things get very paranoid, and not a little improbable, at this point), Hitler himself was a founder member of the Lodge. In power, in addition to sending teams of scientists to Tibet to determine the origins of the Aryan race (whose time had clearly ‘come’), the Führer dispatched pot-holers (that word ‘pot’ again) into caves and mines - and even across the snowy wastes of the Antarctic - in search of the portal to Bulwer-Lytton’s underground civilisation.

On the lunatic fringes of the web there is much speculation about whether those explorations might not have been successful, and that Vril (and the Lodge) are behind the UFOs which have speckled the post-war sky. The race, it would seem, may yet still be to come.


Bovril in Space

The first three-course meal eaten in space (we’re talking science fiction here, of course; and French cuisine, of course) is in Jules Vernes’ Autour de la lune (All Around the Moon). It is eerily bovrillian:



In escaping from the Earth, our travellers felt that they had by no means escaped from the laws of humanity, and their stomachs now called on them lustily to fill the aching void. Ardan, as a Frenchman, claimed the post of chief cook, an important office, but his companions yielded it with alacrity. The gas furnished the requisite heat, and the provision chest supplied the materials for their first repast. They commenced with three plates of excellent soup, extracted from Liebig’s precious tablets, prepared from the best beef that ever roamed over the Pampas.

To this succeeded several tenderloin beefsteaks, which, though reduced to a small bulk by the hydraulic engines of the American Desiccating Company, were pronounced to be fully as tender, juicy and savoury as if they had just left the gridiron of a London Club House. Ardan even swore that they were ‘bleeding,’ and the others were too busy to contradict him.



Bon appetit, bon voyage, astronautes.






MILK OF KINDNESS; GRAPES OF WRATH

In putting together the ‘Curious Literary Grub’ piece (see pp. 4-5), I toyed with including Steinbeck’s ‘Milk-Shake Joad Flavoured’, but decided against it as, so to speak, tasteless. The following will, I hope, not offend.

John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath ends with one of the more famous scenes in American literature. Sheltering from the pitiless storm, the remnants of the shattered Joad family find themselves in a barn, with a starving man. They have no food, and have had none for some time, but the daughter, Rose of Sharon (deserted by her rat of a husband) is lactating, having just lost her baby:


For a minute Rose of Sharon sat still in the whispering barn. Then she hoisted her tired body up and drew the comfort about her. She moved slowly to the corner and stood looking down at the wasted face, into the wide, frightened eyes. Then slowly she lay down beside him. He shook his head slowly from side to side. Rose of Sharon loosened one side of the blanket and bared her breast. ‘You got to,’ she said. She squirmed closer and pulled his head close. ‘There!’ she said. ‘There.’ Her hand moved behind his head and supported it. Her fingers moved gently in his hair. She looked up and across the barn, and her lips came together and smiled mysteriously.


Most readers, in my experience, read that last moment symbolically: only the poor can give sustenance to the poor. Dives will never help Lazarus; another Lazarus, however, might. John Ford’s 1940 movie rewrites and re-scripts the end of the narrative to make just that point about the poor helping the poor. As Ma and Pa Joad bounce around in their jalopy, she tells him:


Rich fellas come up an’ they die, an’ their kids ain’t no good an’ they die out. But we keep a’comin’. We’re the people that live. They can’t wipe us out; they can’t lick us. We’ll go on for ever, Pa, ’cause we’re the people.


It’s false to Steinbeck’s novel, but right for the time - that time being Roosevelt’s populist New Deal, America-coming-out-of-the-slump 1940s.

John Ford’s ending works. Audiences have always loved it. Does Steinbeck’s ending work? More specifically, even if it works as literary device, is it physiologically plausible? One of my students at Caltech, the scientific institution at which I teach unscientific things, embarked, for the purpose of a somewhat cross-grained essay, on an investigation of the nutritive value of human milk and how long, precisely, one suckle would maintain a fully grown man on the verge of death from starvation. The result of the research was not reassuring.

The bottom nutritional line is, my student determined, as follows. A healthy lactating mother secretes about 500ml of milk per day. That amount might increase up to 700ml in the first year of lactation with good health, no physical stress, and the right nutrition.

The calorific value of breast milk is 70 per 100ml of milk. This quantity fully meets the requirements of the average newborn infant. The mother in The Grapes of Wrath, however, has been malnourished and is herself not far off starvation. She has been abandoned by her husband, and is in a state of acute post-natal depression.

Assuming she would exude a full 100ml (very doubtful) to the dying man, it would be (according to www.weightlossresources.co.uk) equivalent to four jelly beans. And if, assuming she could, Rose of Sharon suckled him for a whole day - using up her say 300-400ml of lactation - twelve jelly beans is neither here nor there to a fullgrown starving man.



 POSTSCRIPT: Was Steinbeck, one wonders, inspired by ‘Idylle’, the short story by Guy de Maupassant, in which two strangers find themselves alone in a train compartment (we are not, incidentally, talking Hitchcock here). One is a young man, the other a heavily lactating peasant girl who is in great discomfort. As an act of pure gallantry (the Frenchman prides himself on gallantry), the young man offers to relieve his travelling companion. The French version is voluptuous (it translates as something extremely icky):


Il se mit à genoux devant elle; et elle se pencha vers lui, portant vers sa bouche, dans un geste de nourrice, le bout foncé de son sein. Dans le mouvement qu’elle fit en le prenant de ses deux mains pour le tendre vers cet homme, une goutte de lait apparut au sommet. Il la but vivement, saisissant comme un fruit cette lourde mamelle entre ses lèvres. Et il se mit à téter d’une façon goulue et régulière.


Makes you want to learn French, doesn’t it?




TO FINISH WITH, A LORNA DOONE BISCUIT

A rather forlorn query on the ‘ochef ’ website (dedicated to all things culinary) reads:


I saw a recipe that called for Lorna Doone biscuits. Being an Australian, I have no idea what sort of biscuits Lorna Doone biscuits are? Could you please explain?


It is not, perhaps, only antipodeans who are baffled by a massmarket biscuit which seems to have an odd literary allusion tagging along behind it.



 ‘Lorna Doone Shortbread’ was launched on the American market in 1912 (the same year as Hellmann’s Mayonnaise). It was inspired by the many film adaptations of R.D. Blackmore’s 1869 romance which early Hollywood had churned out. It has proved one of the more durable foodstuff products and is still marketed, profitably, by the Nabisco combine. ‘Lorna Doone’ is jealously trade-marked - for the cookie, not the novel. The product has made no inroad into the British market: sweet as our national tooth is, even though British readers have always loved Lorna Doone - a novel that was among the select band of Victorian classics to be given a big-budget TV adaptation, in 1990, starring the dashingly villainous Sean Bean as Carver, and Clive Owen as good Jan Ridd.

Blackmore’s novel is set in the (English) West Country, in the seventeenth century, at the period of the Monmouth rebellion. The hero, Jan, is ‘when measured without clothes on, sixty inches round the breast’ (Clive Owen had a bit of trouble with this) and boasts biceps the size of other men’s thighs. Jan is not an afternoon tea-and-biccy kind of fellow. He’s more likely to tear off the hind leg of a sheep and eat it raw.

Nor is Jan’s native Exmoor a shortbready kind of place. Shortbread, of course, is conventionally regarded as a Scottish speciality - as much so as haggis, porridge or deep-fried Mars Bars. One associates it with tartan tin boxes.

Blackmore’s name ‘Doone’ also has an incongruously strong Scottish feel to it - as in Brigadoon, or the famous lines in the ballad ‘Annie Laurie’ (‘Lady Scott’ version):


And for bonnie Annie Laurie 
I’d lay me doon and dee.


It is, oddly, not the first time that Lorna Doone has benefited from being associated with things tartan. Blackmore was largely unknown when he published his novel. The work’s subsequent runaway popularity is commonly attributed to the fact that the reading public of the time assumed it was connected, obscurely, to the engagement of Louise, Victoria’s daughter, to John, Marquis of Lorne, heir to the Duke of Argyll. As Scottish as they come (aristocrats, that is).

Louise was the only daughter of Victoria to marry a British subject, rather than forming a union with some dynastically connected royal household in Europe. Romance, not politics, was the motive. It was the Diana event of the time and (in addition to putting the obscure apple-grower, Blackmore, into the top literary division) led to a rash of pubs called the ‘Marquis of Lorne’ and the ‘Princess Louise’ across the loyal face of England (but not Scotland, interestingly). Some of them are still serving good ale, but not, alas, Lorna Doone cookies. You must cross the Atlantic for those.


The Ultra-Literary Biscuit

Paterson Arran’s ‘Brontë’ shortbread (so called for entirely inscrutable reasons) is reported to be the top-selling brand among MPs at Westminster’s Portcullis House. Cheering news for the Scottish Nationalists (the maker Paterson Arran - Scottish bakers since 1895 - is as Caledonian as their product).

The biscuit that takes the literary biscuit, so to speak, is Proust’s madeleine, the redolent taste of which inspires the long ruminations of Remembrance of Things Past.

In an article in Slate magazine in 2005, Edmund Levin reviews the many recipes ‘reverse engineered’ from Proust’s sketchy hints and deduces, from close scrutiny of the crumbliness and dunkability described by the writer that ‘Proust’s madeleine did not, does not, and never could have existed.’ To put it bluntly: Proust didn’t know macaroons from madeleines, or from Lorna Doones come to that. But who dares be blunt about Proust?
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The Body of Literature: Heads, Lungs, Hearts, and Bowels

‘And your very flesh shall be a great poem.’

Walt Whitman
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HEAD CHEESE

When Thackeray was a little boy, his favourite aunt was alarmed to discover that his uncle’s hat exactly fitted William’s five-year-old head. He was rushed to the doctors - water on the brain (hydrocephaly) was suspected. Aunt Ritchie was reassured to be told ‘that the child indeed had a large head: but there was a great deal in it’.

Thackeray’s head, as busts and portraits made during his life testify, does seem unusually capacious. His forehead looks as if his barber would need crampirons to do the necessary.

When he died prematurely, aged fifty-two, Thackeray’s brain was extracted and confirmed to be extraordinarily heavy: ‘weighing no less than 58.5 oz’. This clearly satisfied contemporary curiosity as to the Showman of Vanity Fair’s genius. Great Writer, Big Head. Talent corresponds with hat size.

But, in grisly point of literary-anatomical fact, Thackeray’s brain was not outstandingly big. The Russian novelist Turgenev, for example, weighed in at a jumbo 70 oz. On the other hand, Walt Whitman could only claim a measly 44 oz. And, to the disgrace of French literature, Anatole France’s cranium supplied only 36 oz of grey matter. Caviar quality, doubtless.

In point of fact, slapping whose-ever head cheese (as butchers romantically call it) on a scale, like so much calves’ liver, probably tells us less about literary ability than Cynthia Plaster Caster’s famed collection of penises and breasts that are attached to rock stars tells us about musical genius (according to Ms Plaster Caster, everyone asks the same question and the answer is Jimi Hendrix).




HEADY STUFF

Victorian novelists were as fascinated as were their favourite aunts by the stuff between their ears. Many (including the magnocranial Thackeray) had themselves ‘read’ by phrenologists (specialists, that is, in discovering personality in the contours of the skull). At her session, on 29 June 1851, Charlotte Brontë’s bumps were solemnly examined by Dr J.P. Browne working on a subject he only knew as a ‘gentlewoman’. The brain that gave the world Jane Eyre was, the doctor determined:


very remarkable. The forehead is at once very large and well formed. It bears the stamp of deep thoughtfulness and comprehensive understanding. It is highly philosophical. It exhibits the presence of an intellect at once perspicacious and perspicuous.


Dr Browne hits the nail on the head, so to speak. Ms Brontë sounds like a 60-ouncer at least.



 We may in the near future know something rather more solid about the brains of great women novelists than their distinctive cranial protuberances. In August 1999 it was announced that John Bayley had given the brain of his late wife, Iris Murdoch, to OPTIMA (the Oxford Project to Investigate Memory and Ageing). The team’s principal interest is Alzheimer’s disease. But, who knows, they may stumble across something significant about genius. Where is it bred? In the heart or in the head?

And, if OPTIMA doesn’t give us the answer, other laboratories may. In 2005, newspapers reported that:



An art historian at the University of East Anglia has teamed up with a leading neuroscientist and created a new academic discipline: neuroarthistory. Prof. John Onians of UEA’s School of World Art Studies wants to use the new brain scanning techniques such as fMRI to answer questions such as:



	What happens in the brain of the modern artist as he or she works?

	What happened in the brain of an artistic genius like Leonardo da Vinci?





‘We are finally unlocking the door to this secret world,’ Professor Onians said. And, if neuroarthistory, why not neuroliterarycriticism? Something will have to be done about the rather unwieldy name, however.




ASTHMA AND GENIUS

In her biography of Edith Wharton (2007) Hermione Lee notes - in the context of Wharton’s chronic pulmonary ailments - that asthma often correlates, sometimes fatally, with high literary achievement.

The ‘fact’ that theirs is an ailment of the certifiably famous has always been a consolation to sufferers. It is affirmed by the ‘asthmatrack’ website which, among literary wheezers, lists: John Updike, Charles Dickens, Benjamin Disraeli, Dylan Thomas, Joseph Addison, Pliny the Elder and, of course, the author of The Age of Innocence.

To the speculative mind, plausible reasons suggest themselves for the correlation between literary talent and asthma. An over-sanitary upbringing is one. Writers tend to originate in middle- or upper-class environments. The mop, duster, and flashwipe are never far away. Some parents of asthma sufferers I’ve spoken to are sceptical about the flashwipe arguement. Others believe there may be something in it; Wharton’s case certainly supports it. Young Edith, for example, after an infantile attack of typhoid was never exposed to the bacterial risks of the school playground, but was educated in her luxurious New York home: an environment as germ-free, by the standards of the time, as a hospital Intensive Care Unit.

Sanitary homes are not always healthy homes, or so modern science suggests. Sebastian Johnson, a professor of respiratory medicine, writing in The Times (10 Feb 2007) observes:


We know that those who have very low exposure to infections in childhood seem to be more likely to develop asthma. And it could be that because of this low exposure they never develop the immune responses they should.


This, the article continues, fits with the so-called ‘hygiene hypothesis. ’ This theory suggests that allergies happen because we do not expose our immune system to germs early in life, as the Spartans would lay weakly-looking babes naked on the mountain overnight to ensure they had what it took to be Spartans. Little asthma, one suspects, in Sparta. And lots of little coffins.

Children, the doctors now tell us, should not be ‘pompeyed’, as Dickens’s Mrs Jo puts it. Spare the germs and spoil the child. But the hygiene hypothesis would hardly work with Dickens himself, consigned as a child to labour in a blacking factor by the filthy Thames and resident, for most of his career, in a London where, as he graphically describes in the opening to Bleak House, the particles of soot were as large as snowflakes and the gutters running with animal and human excrement (‘mud’ as Dickens euphemistically calls it). He must surely have had a good inuring.

Dickens is, I believe, the first novelist to have introduced an identifiably diagnosed asthmatic into his fiction. In chapter 30 of David Copperfield, where the hero calls on the amiable Yarmouth shopkeeper, Mr Omer, he finds:



the shutters up, but the shop door standing open. As I could obtain a perspective view of Mr Omer inside, smoking his pipe by the parlour door, I entered, and asked him how he was.

‘Why, bless my life and soul!’ said Mr Omer, ‘how do you find yourself? Take a seat. - Smoke not disagreeable, I hope?’

‘By no means,’ said I. ‘I like it - in somebody else’s pipe.’

‘What, not in your own, eh?’ Mr Omer returned, laughing. ‘All the better, sir. Bad habit for a young man. Take a seat. I smoke, myself, for the asthma.’

Mr Omer had made room for me, and placed a chair. He now sat down again very much out of breath, gasping at his pipe as if it contained a supply of that necessary, without which he must perish.



Not much literary genius in Mr Omer’s establishment, we deduce.

Dickens, rather more sensibly, took opium for his asthma. It may be that his own bronchial tubes were worrying him while writing Copperfield, this most autobiographical of his novels. Dora’s dog, Jip, is also described as ‘asthmatic’. It is a very stupid, but lovable, hound; like its mistress. She dies after childbirth. Jip, faithful to the end, dies with her. Whether of asthma is not indicated.


A Pack of Literary Hounds - faithful as Jip, but unasthmatic

Argos: the dog who wags his tail when his master, Ulysses, returns after twenty years away. Dogs live long in Ithaca and have memories like elephants.



 Bull’s-eye: Bill Sikes’s bulldog; so loyal that it throws itself to its death, alongside its dying master. Neither is any loss to the world.



 Rab: the first true canine hero, a highly sociable Edinburgh mastiff (‘big as a little highland bull’) in Dr John Brown’s novel, Rab and his Friends (1855). Edinburgh also boasts the most faithful dog in history, ‘Greyfriars Bobby’, who for fourteen years refused to leave his dead master’s graveside.



 Boots: the first canine narrator, in Rudyard Kipling’s short story ‘Thy Servant, a Dog’.



 Flush: a Biography: Virginia Woolf ’s take on the world of Elizabeth Barrett Browning, as seen through the eyes of the poet’s cocker spaniel.



 Iris Murdoch liked introducing her friends’ dogs into her fiction. As her biographer Peter Conradi, records: Tadg, in The Unicorn, was based on John and Patsy Grigg’s golden labrador Crumpet; the papillon Zed in The Philosopher’s Pupil ‘was based on Diana Avebury’s three-legged shrill-barking Zelda’; Anax in The Green Knight was based on Conradi’s own blue merle collie, Cloudy. If there was a Booker Prize (let’s call it a ‘Barker Prize’) for naming canines Murdoch (herself dogless) would win hands down.
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