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1




    All Aboard the Orient Express!




    All aboard, ladies and gentlemen, all aboard now for life, the gleaming Orient Express that will bear you smoothly and swiftly away from the dreary familiar and onwards into exotic glamour, adventure and excitement.




    Ah but what is this? It turns out that the train is not a sleek express but a rusty old English branch line engine, puffing slowly round the dreary familiar, with lengthy stops at Hankering, Frittering, Fretting, Bickering, North, South, East and West Dithering, Wearing Central, Stillborn Parkway – and up ahead is that dismal terminus, Slavering.




    What happened? Where did it go wrong? After much lengthy pondering and questioning there arises the familiar lament of the no-longer young: If only I could go back and start again, knowing what I know now, I would do it all differently.




    Like many another of a certain age, I have felt disappointed, disillusioned and trapped, caught up in obligation and weighed down by burdens, rapidly running out of time, hope, opportunity and energy. Consumed by regrets, resentfully blaming others for everything, I too have yearned to go back, begin again, and do everything differently, with the principal difference of course being more frequent, varied and exciting sex. But after a while it came to me that my circumstances were entirely of my own choosing and not the fault of anyone else and that in fact I had had a good life, a privileged life, even a charmed life, certainly a life as mysterious and rich as any other. This brought a new regret. In the course of all the brooding and whining and demanding and blaming, all the lethargy and fantasy and denial and grievance, much of my mysterious, rich and only life had gone by without my noticing it. And with this new regret came a new wish – to go back and begin again but, instead of doing it all differently, doing it all in exactly the same way, except this time paying it the full attention it deserved. But after another while I realised that this too was misguided. There is no going back and regret is futile. The crucial thing is to start paying attention now.




    This commandment to pay attention is as old as the ten commandments handed down to Moses, going back to Buddha in the middle of the first millennium BCE and repeated regularly ever since – but no commandment is easier to preach and harder to practice. There seems to be something intrinsically ungraspable about the present. Nothing is more difficult to understand than the apparently obvious and nothing more difficult to see than what is directly before the eyes. And the present of everyday life is even more elusive. The novelist Georges Perec expressed this problem eloquently: ‘To question the habitual. But that’s just it, we’re habituated to it. We don’t question it, it doesn’t question us, it doesn’t seem to pose a problem, we live it without thinking, as if it carried within it neither questions nor answers, as if it weren’t the bearer of any information. This is no longer even conditioning, it’s anaesthesia. We sleep through our lives in a dreamless sleep. But where is our life? Where is our body? Where is our space?’1




    One reason for this sleep is the negative perception of everyday life as so depressingly dull that it is best to close eyes, ears and mind. The key quotidian experiences are anonymity, repetition, banality and an uneventfulness that resists representation and significance, incapable of entering history or of being shaped into a satisfying drama – and all this can make everyday life appear dreary, trivial, meaningless, burdensome and unfulfilling. In the end it comes to seem like an open prison that deprives its wretched inmates of the authentic life elsewhere and forces them to waste away, day by day losing identity and volition, condemned to grow old and die without ever having lived. This is a terrifying prospect and creates an overwhelming need not to attend to the here and now but to escape from it, at least temporarily, by means of entertainment, travel, partying, alcohol, drugs or sex. But escapism does not work. Soon the escapee is back in prison, even more depressed than before, and also very likely out of pocket, hungover, exhausted and afflicted by guilt, shame, dread and a nasty, state-of-the-art STD.




    Even when there is a desire to engage with everyday life, its utilitarian bias – heavily reinforced by the demands of employment and family life – imposes a tendency to see, feel and think only what is necessary for immediately useful action. And reinforcing this tendency is the anaesthetising effect of familiarity and habit. Habit is an effective tranquilliser but its side effects include blindness, deafness and atrophy of the brain.




    Then there are cultural factors such as the new obsession with celebrity that makes anonymous, mundane life seem worse than death – and the many technological devices that offer distraction from the immediate environment. All these developments exacerbate the perennial problem of the distracted self – the fretting, fussing, nagging, fearful consciousness, relentless self-obsession and constant fantasising and anticipating that make it almost impossible to notice, and engage with, the present.




    There is even evidence that not only has Western culture encouraged certain modes of thinking, it has actually influenced brain function.2 In animals the left brain hemisphere (LH) evolved to provide the narrow attention needed to concentrate on specific tasks such as eating lunch, and the right hemisphere (RH) to provide the wider attention required to scan the environment for predators and so avoid becoming lunch. In humans the two hemispheres developed in line with these original functions. LH is highly selective, filtering out everything that is not immediately useful, prioritising the known and expected, categorising and compartmentalising, abstracting experience into dogma and rules, rejecting ambiguity and denying discrepancy. It prefers the inanimate, especially anything mechanical, to living things, likes to control and manipulate, has unshakeable self-belief and becomes angry if contradicted or opposed. RH, on the other hand, is open to all experience, welcomes the unexpected, actively seeks out discrepancies, relishes ambiguity and uncertainty, takes a global rather than a local view, prefers living things and is capable of self-awareness and empathy. Both hemispheres are necessary and frequently cooperate in appropriate ways. In processing language, LH understands syntax and RH understands metaphor (though, significantly, when a metaphor becomes a cliché it is processed by LH3); in reasoning, LH uses rational, sequential logic and RH associative problem-solving; in constructing a world view, LH understands the parts and RH the whole, LH sees structure and fixity, RH sees process and flux; in paying attention, LH attends to the familiar and RH to the new. In general, LH enjoys the utilitarian and literal and RH appreciates the imaginative, comical and spiritual.




    So Nature, in her infinite wisdom, has decided that it is best if we are always in two minds, one an authoritarian accountant who respects only practicalities and rejects any form of idealism, and the other a guitar-toting hippy who believes that certainty sucks and paradox rocks. We would much prefer to hitchhike to Kathmandu with the hippy and confine the accountant to an office cubicle to work out the trip expenses on a spreadsheet – but, far from being content with a back office role, the accountant wants nothing less than world domination and has largely succeeded in achieving it. The LH aptitude for bureaucracy and technology has come to dominate Western society and is self-reinforcing. Success in a LH world requires LH skills and this encourages further LH development. But the empire of LH is a drearily functional place. It is significant that infants, with their inexhaustible playfulness, curiosity and wonder, have yet to develop left hemisphere functioning and are entirely governed by the right hemisphere – and equally significant that brain damage in the right hemisphere of adults results in apathy, indifference, loss of vitality and the sense of belonging.4 Only RH can provide the panoptic attention needed to engage fully with the world, and the imagination, humour and spirituality to interpret it with fascination, laughter and awe.




    Combine all these factors devaluing the everyday and it is not difficult to see why ordinary life appears dull. Help is needed – but who can provide it? Where shall wisdom be found? The traditional sources of succour are religion, philosophy and the arts – but religion and philosophy have often been part of the problem rather than the solution.




    The Christian religions devalue everyday life by seeing it as a vale of suffering to be endured in order to earn a more rewarding existence in the afterlife – and then they reinforce this depreciation by making ordinary days inferior to the holy days of ritual observance. No wonder so many hate Sunday, which believes itself to be superior to the other days because it was chosen by God. The true everyday is Tuesday, the only day entirely untainted by significance. Monday is permeated with the horror of returning to work, Wednesday is the midweek break, Thursday is already charged with the excitement of the weekend and Friday is the beginning of the weekend. Tuesday alone is anonymous and humble, the only true holy day and holiday – and of course I should not even be saying this because it may give Tuesday ideas about itself. I would like to establish a strange cult, whose members are not only forbidden to communicate but even to know each other – The Secret Friends of Tuesday.




    The Eastern religions are more helpful. Buddhism, with its rejection of a hereafter and focus on the here and now, provides a discipline for controlling the raging core of desire that is obsessed by past dissatisfactions and future gratifications, absorbed in hankering, vexation and resentment and entirely blind to its surroundings. Once the adept has mastered meditation practice, the seething self quietens down, the surrounding world comes into focus and it is possible to contemplate and marvel at what the Chinese describe as The Ten Thousand Things.




    I know from personal experience that meditation is effective. When I was suffering from work-related stress, panic attacks and chest pains and so on, I did a meditation exercise every day. The stress symptoms began to ease and there was an unexpected side-effect – the view that I was looking out upon, the noisy, littered railway line behind my home, an estate agent’s nightmare, gradually became a place of wonder. The honking of passing trains was as lyrical as the cries of wild geese flying overhead. The rampant Japanese knotweed that had colonised the embankments was a manifestation of the glory and resourcefulness of nature. And the giant graffiti on the back wall of the community centre opposite began to assume the inscrutable beauty and grace of Chinese ideograms.




    So I have been a committed meditator ever since? Of course not. As soon as the stress symptoms went away I gave up the meditating. For a while I believed that this was due to lack of patience and discipline but eventually I realised that there was a deeper reason – I’m much too fond of my self to want to suppress it. My greedy desire is to enjoy both the self and the world, to achieve some harmonious combination of inner and outer attention.




    However even without meditation it is possible to mitigate some of the worst obsessions of the self – for instance, the pincer jaws of past and future that crush the life out of the present. And in the contemporary world this obsession with past and future tends to take the corrosive forms of resentment and anxiety, looking backward in anger and forward in fear. Both develop from specific circumstances but quickly become general and, soon after, chronic. So it has never been more important to realise that, if Heaven is the place where there is no regret, hope or fear, then the way to attain the Heaven of the present is to regret only regret, hope only for hopelessness and fear only fearfulness.




    This was the message of the early Stoic philosophers, especially Seneca (‘You must dispense with these two things; fear of the future and remembering ancient woes’5) and Marcus Aurelius (‘It is in your power to secure immediately everything you dream of attaining by a roundabout route . . . if you will leave all the past behind, commit the future to Providence and direct the present alone’6). These two thinkers constantly praised the double rightness of right here and right now. Seneca: ‘It is characteristic of a great soul to scorn great things and prefer what is ordinary.’7 Marcus Aurelius was even more positive: ‘Manifestly, no condition of life could be so well adapted for the practice of philosophy as this in which chance finds you today!’8 But both also stressed the difficulty of apprehending the present, the constant effort required to avoid regretting, anticipating and longing to be somewhere else. Aurelius recommended daily exercises to keep the will strong.




    All this wisdom was lost in the Christian devaluation of the here and now and emphasis on the hereafter. The idea of living in and for the moment came to be regarded as self-indulgent hedonism. And when humanist philosophy finally resumed during the Enlightenment it retained this disdain for the everyday as a distraction from, and obstacle to, higher things. More recently, Marx’s view of modern life as alienated and debased has been hugely influential. When I got married, bought a flat with my wife and had a daughter, a left-wing acquaintance sneered at my ‘bourgeois family unit’ and made me feel ashamed to have sunk so low. And bohemian elitists have been even more contemptuous of bourgeois family life and employment – my literary acquaintances regarded marriage and a job as apostasy. Then, in the twentieth century, there was Heidegger’s rejection of ‘everydayness’ as a fallen state of mediocrity and averageness and Sartre’s view of everyday life as inauthentic and conformist. (This disdain for the ordinary tempted both thinkers to espouse extremism, of the right and left respectively – Heidegger supported Hitler and Sartre supported Stalin.)




    Two exceptions were the nineteenth-century French philosopher Henri Bergson and the nineteenth-century American philosopher William James, who, though they did not directly address the everyday, proposed ways of seeing it differently. Bergson was one of the first modern thinkers to reject Western culture’s left hemisphere view of life and the world in terms of structure, permanence, familiarity and predictability9, a mechanistic universe entirely determined by scientific laws and inhabited by eternal souls subject to eternal truths dictated by an immutable, eternal God worshipped in monumental temples of stone. Instead Bergson insisted that life is process, driven by a force he called the élan vital, a boundless energy that ‘pushes life along the road of time’10 and produces constant creative evolution. Life does not merely happen but is driven and does not just produce change determined by laws but invents in a ‘continual elaboration of the absolutely new’.11 So, far from being entirely determined, life is entirely unpredictable – a process generating difference. ‘The same does not remain the same’12 and the dreary predictability is not in the world but in ourselves.




    Once dismissed as crackpot mysticism, Bergson’s view has now been adopted by science, which tells us that inanimate matter is subject to the law of entropy, an inexorable increase in disorder driving the arrow of time irreversibly forward, and that all living organisms are subject to the opposite tendency – to learn, adapt, develop and create emergent order out of complexity and chaos. In both cases the result is the same, i.e. never the same.




    William James also believed in a continuous unfolding of the unforeseeably new: ‘Time keeps budding into new moments, every one of which presents a content which in its individuality never was before and will never be again.’13 But it is difficult to appreciate this because ‘most of us feel as if we lived habitually with a sort of cloud weighing on us’, so that, ‘compared with what we ought to be, we are only half-awake’.14 How to waken up and live more fully? For James fullness was experience, and experience is gained not by travel or adventure or love affairs but by paying attention (‘what is called our experience is almost entirely determined by our habits of attention’15). The catch is that attention is not a simple phenomenon and changing attention habits is not easy. ‘The only things which we commonly see are those which we preperceive, and the only things which we preperceive are those which have been labelled for us.’16 Like Bergson, James understood that the problem is in the preperceiving and not in what is perceived. Heightened attention requires a heightened sense of value and meaning.




    In the late twentieth century a number of cultural thinkers tackled the quotidian directly17 in works such as Henri Lefebvre’s Critique of Everyday Life18 and Michel de Certeau’s The Practice of Everyday Life.19 Lefebvre’s view was that everyday life has been vilified as the worthless residue left behind by meaningful activity, the coffee grounds that must be thrown out when the stimulating potion has been brewed. But if the everyday is everything that is ignored by official forms of knowledge and authority, this very invisibility gives it the potential for strangeness, freedom and even subversion.




    De Certeau argued that it is possible to subvert everyday functions and roles not by rejecting them but by appropriating them for personal purposes and he advocated a private, transgressive, inventive act defined as the ‘ruse’. However, like most French theorists, De Certeau preferred abstract discourse to practical example, though he would surely have approved of photocopying poems on the company machine, booking holidays on the company computer, using the British Museum as a toilet and the skips of neighbours as convenient dumps (recently I sneaked out at night to dispose of an old ironing board in a skip down the street and felt not only thirty years younger but also as lean, tough, resourceful and clandestine as a Viet Cong tunnel rat).




    This concept of the ruse strikes me as terrifically useful, especially if it can be elevated from specific acts to a general principle: a governing attitude, a way of escaping without leaving the prison, transgressing without breaking the rules and transcending while remaining completely immersed. So the philosophy of Rusism is a crafty subversion of everyday life by actually enjoying its putative dreariness. Ruse it or lose it.




    But how to learn to ruse? One approach is to use the arts to develop a new perception, an imaginative relabelling of the everyday world. It is not what you look at that matters but what you see. Bergson: ‘What the artist has seen we shall probably never see again, or at least never see in exactly the same way; but the attempt made to lift the veil compels our imitation.’ 20 And persisting in such imitation eventually develops into an attitude, a disposition, an unconscious attunement that combines openness, alertness, curiosity, amusement and wonder. Such attunement is immediate and effortless in its application but takes time and effort to acquire. It is not so much that we see art21 as that we see by means of art. So the work of art is not the impersonal artefact – the poem, novel, painting, photograph or film – but the personal work of engagement and appropriation. Appreciating art is not passive but active, not reverential but familiar, not a worthy act of self-improvement but an audacious and cunning ruse. To seek out what stimulates and make use of it – this is the work of art.




    Many artists compel imitation – and we must each find our own. Here are a few who have compelled me. After reading Joyce banal conversation is suddenly comical, fascinating and strange. After reading Proust I realise that contemporary celebrities are the exact equivalent of his aristocrats. After a Mike Leigh film I see and hear Mike Leigh characters on buses, trains and in supermarket queues. After an Edward Hopper exhibition I notice Hopperesque old buildings everywhere. After looking at Robert Doisneau’s photographs of Paris I go around London framing shots and wishing that I carried a camera and had the expertise to use it. After reading Elizabeth Bishop’s poems delighting in confusion and squalor I yearn to wander in run-down districts and write an ode on the glory of neon reflected in a pool of wino’s piss.




    And the early stories of Alice Munro make the rural poor fascinatingly complex. Annie Ernaux’s early novels perform the same miracle for deprived provincial towns. Even affluent suburbia becomes a source of wonder in the novels of John Updike.




    This desire to imitate is transformative. Bit by bit perception develops until it has the singularity, intensity and excitement of the artistic vision that inspired it. What each individual perceives is not the world but a world. Even physics has long since abandoned any hope of capturing objective reality. All observation is subjective. So the re-enchantment of the world is really a personal re-creation of the world. And such re-creation is always possible, as the poet Rainer Maria Rilke so eloquently explained to a depressed young man: ‘If your daily life seems poor do not blame it; blame yourself, tell yourself that you are not poet enough to call forth its riches; for to the creator there is no poverty and no poor indifferent place.’22 However, this is not a fanciful, poetic notion. In philosophy it goes back to Kant’s realisation that individual sensibility is the only access to the world, and it has been reinforced by contemporary neuroscience. The clinical psychiatrist and neurologist Iain McGilchrist: ‘Through the direction and nature of our attention, we prove ourselves to be partners in creation, both of the world and of ourselves.’23




    Not surprisingly, the more work that goes into this re-creation the richer the new world will be. Those who lack the resources of God may need more than six days. And where God’s creation remained complete, so that He could rest on the seventh day and snooze with a handkerchief over His face, the human creature wakes up on Sunday with a hangover and, haunted by dread at the prospect of work on Monday, has to begin the creation all over again.




    Of course there are also many in permanent dread due to circumstances not of their own making. For the sorely afflicted, beaten down by poverty, serious illness, crushing obligation, or all three and more, exhortations to appreciate the everyday will seem not only inappropriate but insulting. Any strategy for enhanced wellbeing requires a minimum level of wealth, health and freedom.




    But if those so triply blessed make an effort to re-create the world daily they may trudge out to the old, decrepit branch line train one morning and discover that, miracle of miracles, it is the Orient Express after all, though the Orient it is travelling to is not the East of glamour and luxury but the East of enlightenment. First you are the Philosopher King of the morning rush-hour carriage, observing with empathic curiosity despite having to sway in the central crush with no support to hang on to and constant sideswipes from your neighbour’s back pack; next you are a God in disguise, strolling through the newly created world, well pleased by the old woman pushing a tartan shopping cart past a pile of tinned tomato boxes outside Way 2 Save; then you are the Zen Master of the photocopy room, able to suppress photocopier rage even when you need copies for a meeting that has just started and there are three people in front of you and the one at the machine is trying to do double-sided and is repeatedly getting it wrong, apparently unaware of the desperate colleagues behind.




    The extraordinary is not our homeland but the land of our exile. The extraordinary is Babylon. It is the ordinary that is the only homeland. How could we have been so deluded? How could we have wasted so much time? Let us set out for our homeland immediately.




    All aboard the Orient Express!
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    The High Priests of Low Life




    Classical Greek and Roman literature abounds in exhortations to seize the day – and classical Oriental literature in loving attention to the commonplace. One of the greatest Oriental champions of the everyday was the eighth-century Chinese poet Po Chü-I, who wrote about the frustrations of working as a civil servant, the joys of raising children, the indignities of ageing and going bald and the consolations of reading poetry and drinking wine in the evening:




    

      

        

          In the morning I work at a Government office-desk;


          In the evening I become a dweller in the Sacred Hills.24


        


      


    




    In prose there was Sei Shonagon, a Japanese tenth-century lady companion to the Empress, whose Pillow Book was a remarkably spirited, personal and candid account of everyday life at court. Uninterested in politics or history, Shonagon instead expressed her annoyance at a fellow companion borrowing her writing materials and returning them with the brush left in the ink, her pleasure in noticing that her elegant Chinese mirror had become a little cloudy, and her delight in the commonplace objects, such as writing paper, straw mats and fire tongs, which are never noticed: ‘I feel I must be free to mention everything that exists and is used in our world.’25




    It is heartening, even exhilarating, to know that what survives most vividly from these lost cultures of the distant past is not the rise and fall of empires and dynasties but the mundane details of the daily lives of unimportant people.




    In the West, however, after the fall of the Roman Empire, the Church discouraged such celebration of the everyday for the next thousand years. It was not until after the Renaissance that the commonplace infiltrated religious paintings when Caravaggio had the cheek to use as models Roman lowlife with ragged clothes, missing teeth and dirty nails. Not Michelangelo’s finger of God but Caravaggio’s dirty fingernails of lowlife pointed the way forward for art.




    Painters in Holland took the hint and abandoned not only religious subjects but also historical, military and classical themes to concentrate instead on the profane glory of everyday life, and in so doing ushered in the Dutch Golden Age. Suddenly paintings had the audacity to declare that peeling turnips was as inspirational as leading the nation’s armies to victory, an impertinent kitchen maid scoffing an oyster was as beautiful and provocative as the goddess Diana and a woman delousing a little girl was as worthy of reverence as a Madonna and Child. The people in these paintings were not heroes, legendary figures or saints but ordinary people engaged in the most mundane activities – preparing food, cleaning and tidying kitchens, attending to children, sewing, writing and reading letters, playing cards or musical instruments, drinking, flirting, propositioning or, a delightful Dutch speciality, staring off into space in enigmatic reverie.




    The settings were just as unexceptional, frequently domestic, with loving attention devoted to the crumbling mortar of courtyard walls, the folds in hanging towels, the crooked twigs of standing brooms, the sinuous patterns in tapestry table covers and the geometric patterns of shining floor tiles (though there were often homely things lying about on these floors) – and, always, over all this the play of light, as warm and subtle as the blessing of God, back lighting to surround figures and objects in a golden haze, side lighting to provide a sharp but warm apportioning of light and shade, highlights to glow on glass, pewter, porcelain and fruit. And, whatever the setting, always too a sense of serene immersion in the commonplace. Never has ordinary life seemed so alluring.




    There was nothing epic in subject matter or treatment or even in the physical size of the paintings; most are small enough to carry off under an oxter – something which I have often been tempted to do. It might be a bit much to slip away with a top-of-the-range Vermeer – but, surely, at least a de Hooch, a van Hoogstraten, a Metsu or a Maes. It is heartbreaking, though also inspiring, to discover how cheap and plentiful such Dutch works were. According to one estimate, Holland produced over 5 million paintings in this period.26 And in another astounding break with tradition, paintings were no longer solely icons for the Church or the status symbols of the aristocracy; ordinary people bought them in markets, along with food and drink.




    Why did this happen in Holland in the seventeenth century? After decades of war with Spain (the Eighty Years War) the Dutch Republic finally cast off the Spanish monarchy and nobility, Spanish militarism and pomp and the Spanish Catholicism of the Inquisition. The Dutch experienced for the first time the freedom to live as they chose – and even tolerated in their midst Baruch Spinoza, the first openly atheist philosopher in Christendom, who would surely have been burned at the stake in any other Christian country and whose books were banned in the rest of Europe for generations to come. To be free to enjoy ordinary life was a miracle more astounding than any in scripture and therefore more worthy of being celebrated in paint.




    Where did it go wrong? Oh, the usual. The Dutch began to take freedom for granted and to interpret their good fortune as evidence of superiority – the bourgeois delusion. They forgot to be grateful – and this ingratitude was punished, as it always is. Dutch painting turned to shit and never recovered.




    The eighteenth century in general had little interest in everyday life. There were only isolated individuals such as Chardin in France who ignored the fashion for all things classical and painted – with the same loving attention as the Dutch Masters – kitchen maids and cooking utensils. But all through the eighteenth century Dutch paintings circulated in Europe and inspired a love of the commonplace that in the following century would lead to Degas’s laundresses, Cézanne’s apples and Van Gogh’s chair. These Golden Age paintings even inspired the growing realism of the nineteenth-century novel.27 George Eliot was explicit about this influence in her first novel Adam Bede:




    

      

        

          It is for this rare, precious quality of truthfulness that I delight in many Dutch paintings, which lofty-minded people despise. I find a source of delicious sympathy in these faithful pictures of a monotonous homely existence, which has been the fate of so many more among my fellow-mortals than a life of pomp or of absolute indigence, of tragic suffering or of world-stirring actions. I turn without shrinking, from cloud-borne angels, from prophets, sibyls, and heroic warriors, to an old woman bending over her flower-pot, or eating her solitary dinner, while the noonday light, softened perhaps by a screen of leaves, falls on her mob-cap, and just touches the rim of her spinning-wheel, and her stone jug, and all those cheap common things which are the precious necessaries of life to her.28


        


      


    




    The nineteenth-century novel has many examples of homely existences among cheap common things but such commonplace detail was generally employed only as background colour. In Chekhov’s stories and Flaubert’s ‘A Simple Heart’ the commonplace becomes the main story but even these masters of the mundane were obliged by the censorship of the times to omit anything too sordid, especially about sex.




    In the twentieth century many in the Western world finally enjoyed the Dutch experience of an everyday life without either indigence or pomp, and the artists of the century, finally free to celebrate every aspect of this life, did so with gratitude and joy in paintings, novels and poetry. In New York the Ashcan School, including John Sloan, George Bellows and, later, Edward Hopper, painted the urban life around them; in London the Camden Town Group, led by Walter Sickert, did the same. In Paris, Picasso, Braque and Juan Gris reinvented the still life and found exciting new ways to celebrate the everyday pleasures represented by newspapers, wine bottles and platters of fruit. In poetry William Carlos Williams celebrated, with unique zest, the ramshackle neighbourhoods of the urban poor and Robert Frost, with greater sobriety but equal compassion, the lives of the rural poor in monologues such as The Death of the Hired Man and A Servant to Servants – which is like one of the Golden Age kitchen maids stepping out of a painting to speak. The beginning of the twentieth century was a golden age of all the arts.




    There were even two exuberant new art forms, photography and cinema. These were inevitable, given the technological developments, but another new form was a gratuitous and glorious accident: the creation of one particular magazine at one particular time in one particular place. Let us give thanks for the New Yorker cartoon, which enriched the satirical drawing with the richness and resonance of the short story. So, yes, it was a great century, despite the later arrival of Hitler, Stalin, Pol Pot and celebrity chefs.




    A full celebration of all this would require a huge series of huge volumes. For a single short book it is necessary to be selective and partial. Poetry, painting, film, photography and the cartoon have each had outstanding successes and I hope to give many of these their due. But the most important champions of the everyday were James Joyce and Marcel Proust and these will be my principal exemplars and teachers. Though their work is now almost a century old, no fiction before or since has included more ordinary life, drawn more useful lessons from it, or made it more numinous, funny and strange. No one has examined ordinary life with more intense curiosity than Proust or celebrated it with greater delight than Joyce. And each combines in a single oeuvre the Holy Trinity of Re-Enchantment – the imaginative vision that discovers beauty, the comic vision that relishes absurdity and the spiritual vision that venerates mystery.




    The tragedy is that books like Joyce’s Ulysses and Proust’s À la recherche du temps perdu are considered forbiddingly remote from everyday life when in fact they are so much closer to it than the various fantasies – the adventure stories, thrillers and romances – preferred by most readers. The philosopher John Dewey: ‘The hostility to association of fine art with normal processes of living is a pathetic, even a tragic, commentary on life as it is ordinarily lived. Only because that life is usually so stunted, aborted, slack, or heavy laden, is the idea entertained that there is some inherent antagonism between the process of normal living and creation and enjoyment of works of esthetic art . . . The works and the responses they evoke are continuous with the very processes of living as these are carried to unexpected happy fulfillment.’29 Dewey objected to putting works of art on a pedestal because it ‘deeply affects the practice of living, driving away esthetic perceptions that are necessary ingredients of happiness, or reducing them to the level of compensating transient pleasurable excitations’.




    One common way of putting works on pedestals is to separate them from the lives of their creators and in particular from anything undignified, petty and sordid. But there should be no distinction between appreciating the artistry and laughing at the human limitations of the artists. After all, it was an ability to understand their own idiocies that made Joyce and Proust great. As Dewey claimed, the ‘task is to restore continuity between the refined and intensified forms of experience that are works of art and the everyday events, doings and sufferings that are universally recognised to constitute experience. Mountain peaks do not float unsupported; they do not even just rest upon the earth. They are the earth in one of its manifest operations.’ So, to maintain contact with the earth and the human, I intend to have lots of fun with the everyday lives of Joyce and Proust.




    The two are rarely considered together because they appear to have nothing in common beyond being writers in Paris at the same time. Their works and personalities seem totally different and their social circles were mutually exclusive – Joyce the drunken Irish immigrant and Proust the darling of the aristocratic salons. So, though they lived in the same city, pursued the same vocation and were acutely aware of each other, it was always unlikely that they would meet. Both monomaniacal egotists, they encouraged discipleship in others but could never themselves be disciples and not only avoided contact but resolutely refused even to read each other’s work. There was also Proust’s extremely reclusive existence at this time and his previous unfortunate experience with Irish writers. After dining with M. and Mme Proust, Oscar Wilde entertained le tout Paris with scathing remarks about the bourgeois vulgarity of their furniture. Oscar might have been more sympathetic if he had known that Marcel would subsequently use it to furnish a homosexual brothel. So a Joyce – Proust encounter was highly improbable. Yet there was indeed such an encounter and it proved to be both exquisitely banal and wonderfully bizarre, as simultaneously ordinary and extraordinary as anything in their simultaneously ordinary and extraordinary works.




    And in the lives and works of both men there were a surprising number of parallels and where the two differed their differences were often complementary.




    The most important similarity is that both accepted and were fascinated by every aspect of ordinary life, even the most commonplace and squalid. Joyce declared, ‘It is my idea of the significance of trivial things that I want to give to the two or three unfortunate wretches who may eventually read me.’ Proust spoke of celebrating the ‘infinitely insignificant’. They devoted their lives to becoming the most diligent and dedicated servants of the ordinary, and in particular of everything disregarded or denied in distaste. They had a sacred vocation to celebrate the profane. They were the high priests of low life.




    Now, almost a century later, when anything goes, it is difficult to grasp the courage this must have required. The most striking feature of the early response to both writers was outrage that literature, supposedly dedicated to the noble and the sublime, should lower itself to mention things like defecation and masturbation. Virginia Woolf, who was developing techniques similar to those of Joyce, nevertheless dismissed him in disgust as ‘underbred’ and Ulysses as ‘the book of a self-taught working man’.30 George Moore, whose fiction also had affinities with Joyce’s work, responded with even more virulent snobbery, Joyce, Joyce, why he’s nobody – from the Dublin docks: no family, no breeding’.31 Joyce’s response to such outrage was to joke that ‘if Ulysses isn’t fit to read life isn’t fit to live’.




    Nothing disgusted Joyce or Proust. Though they both admired and were influenced by Flaubert, neither adopted Flaubert’s ironic contempt. Joyce did use the Flaubertian manner in his early story collection Dubliners (the style he described as ‘scrupulous meanness’) – like many young writers, he wanted to sound like an aged master – but in writing Ulysses he became his own man and abandoned austerity, detachment and contempt for exuberance, immersion and relish. The appropriate term for the mature style would be ‘scrupulous generosity’.




    The other important similarity between Joyce and Proust is that their writings about everyday life were based almost entirely on their own lives. The works were autobiographical and derived their power from the obsessions and neuroses of their authors. They both understood the crucial paradox: if you write for yourself it will be relevant to everyone and if you write for everyone it will be relevant to no one. So the works of Joyce and Proust were inextricably entangled with the lives, and readers of the works will want to understand the lives. In exposing their bizarrely singular natures, these two novelists revealed that psychological peculiarity is universal. No one is as odd as Joyce or Proust – except everyone.




    The parallels between the two lives began early. Both men were the eldest sons of adoring, protective, slave mothers who made them supremely confident and supremely demanding. They remained intensely attached to these mothers but were ambivalent about the attachment and astute enough to restrict the appearances of mammy and mamma in their work. And both men had brothers two years younger, whom they exploited, included in the early drafts of autobiographical books and eliminated from the final versions. Both were also reared in Catholicism and rejected it at an early age, though its influence persisted. In their academic careers both did just enough to get by, ignoring the curriculum to read widely, though in later years they read little as they became obsessed by their own vast works. Both revered Tolstoy: Joyce, ‘a magnificent writer’; Proust, ‘a serene God’. Both were tyrannically demanding with friends and lovers. Both were priggish in their early work and developed a comic vision only in maturity.




    They were also endlessly ingenious in evading traditional employment. Joyce took up the study of medicine on three occasions but never attended more than a few lectures. Proust studied law but also quickly gave it up. Joyce endured a few months as a bank clerk (‘To continue as I am at present would certainly mean my mental extinction’), while Proust lasted for only two weeks as a solicitor’s clerk (‘In my most desperate moments, I have never conceived of anything more horrible than a law office’). Obsessed by books, both considered becoming librarians but Joyce was rejected by the National Library of Ireland as ‘totally unsuitable’ and, while Proust did succeed in getting a job at the Bibliothèque Mazarine and indeed held a librarian’s post there for over four years, he managed this without turning up for even a single day’s work, an achievement surely unique in the annals of employment.




    Lacking the support of wealthy parents, Joyce considered and/or tried many ways of making money, including joining an acting troupe, managing a theatre company known as The English Players, touring the south coast of England singing medieval English songs (accompanying himself on a lute specially made for him by Arnold Dolmetsch), founding a newspaper called The Goblin, importing skyrockets into Trieste, developing Galway as a major transatlantic port, becoming the Austro-Hungarian Empire’s rep for the Dublin Woollen Company and Irish Foxford Tweeds, and turning himself into a joint stock company and selling shares that would be worth a fortune when his genius was finally recognised. It is unfortunate that Proust never knew of this scheme for he was a keen investor in stocks, though Joyce may not have been sufficiently exotic.




    Proust put his money into glamorous projects such as Australian Gold Mines, Malacca Rubber Plantations, Doubowaia Balka and North Caucasian Oilfields and Egyptian Refineries. Given his belief that railway timetables were the most exciting works in print, it is not surprising that he invested heavily in The Tanganyika Railway, United Railways of Havana and the splendidly named SA Chemin de Fer de Rosario à Puerto Belgrano. Few of these investments brought any returns. As he complained in a letter, ‘Rubber stocks, oil shares and the rest always wait until the day after I buy for the bottom to drop out of the market.’




    Another unlikely parallel is that, despite their reputations as uncompromisingly elitist producers of high art, both Joyce and Proust were also popular-entertainment entrepreneurs. Joyce attempted to establish a cinema in Dublin and failed but Proust succeeded with his homosexual brothel in Paris.




    Neither man had any talent for earning money but both were terrifically good at spending it. Joyce received huge sums from wealthy patrons and blew all the money immediately. Proust inherited a fortune from his parents and worked his way through most of it in a few years. Both men were madly extravagant with tips and gifts. As soon as he got his hands on cash, Joyce bought his wife and daughter expensive jewellery and fur coats. Proust showered his friends and lovers with bejewelled watches, diamond-studded cigarette cases, Gallé vases, paintings and even on one occasion an aeroplane.




    Both were profoundly neurotic, superstitious, fearful and plagued by health problems, especially of sense organs. Proust endured 110 nasal cauterisations for his asthma but always had difficulty inhaling fresh air. Joyce had twelve eye operations but his sight still deteriorated and he could bear the light of common day only by wearing dark glasses. Both were also adept at making use of their illnesses to elicit sympathy and support and fend off unwelcome intrusions.




    There are further striking parallels in their approaches to fiction. Their first works (which did not appear in their lifetimes) were autobiographical novels with priggish, eponymous writer heroes (Jean Santeuil, Stephen Hero), so both Proust and Joyce became writers by writing about the process of becoming writers. Later, they came to reject priggish solemnity and in their mature works developed an all-embracing comic vision that relished everyday life but had little time for the conventional apparatus of novels. Neither writer had any interest in important events, conflict or dramatic action, neither could be bothered to describe his characters’ appearance, and, as for traditional storytelling, neither man would have known a plot if it crapped in his hat.




    There are no plots in their huge and hugely original mature works, Ulysses and À la recherche du temps perdu, novels that disregarded popular and critical taste, violated social taboos, flouted obscenity laws, put enormous demands on readers and were certain to be rejected by traditional publishers. These books were initially published and printed in limited editions at private expense but eventually won such universal acceptance that the names of both writers have become adjectives, casually bandied about by many who have never read a word of their books.




    Of course the writers themselves affected seigneurial indifference to critical acclaim and popularity but in fact both were indefatigable and astute self-promoters who would put contemporary publicists to shame. Though madly unpractical in most ways, they were assiduous in seeking celebrity endorsements, shamelessly badgered friends and acquaintances to write favourable reviews (frequently suggesting outlets and even the actual words of praise) and sent the influential opinion-makers copies of these reviews. To make sure of winning the prestigious Goncourt Prize, Proust bribed the judges with expensive gifts and dinners at the Ritz. And both understood the importance of scandal. Joyce was thrilled when Ulysses was prosecuted for obscenity and Proust was bitterly disappointed when À la recherche failed to attract similar legal attention (his mistake was to put the dirtiest bits at the end of the book where few readers ever penetrated). They also understood the importance of mystery in developing a legend and refused to explain or discuss their books in order to appear more intriguingly enigmatic. But behind their apparently inscrutable fronts, both raged violently in private at unflattering mentions and negative reviews.




    Far from being indifferent to slings and arrows, they were touchy and vindictive, quick to take offence at slights – real or imagined – and determined to exact retribution. Proust actually fought a duel and issued challenges for four more. Joyce, a more modern man, preferred litigation as a means of redress; he pursued one libel action through the courts and threatened to undertake many others. And of course both took revenge in their books on anyone who had had the impertinence to cross them. But this sensitivity also made them hyper-responsive to their environments – human, natural and literary. They were expert mimics and parodists and included parody in their works (Proust settled for parodying only the Goncourt Journals but Joyce decided to parody all of English literature). And both celebrated the ‘epiphany’, a mystical but secular experience that they believed to be the supreme exaltation.




    They also affected indifference to society but sought and exploited liaisons with the rich and well connected (Proust was fascinated by aristocrats and Joyce supported by wealthy patrons). On the other hand, they were able to escape class restrictions in their private lives. Both fell in love with servants (Proust with a chauffeur and Joyce with a chambermaid). And both lived with uneducated women who never read their books (Proust with Céleste Albaret and Joyce with Nora Barnacle).




    On love and sex they revealed the unromantic truth with a realism, depth and candour unknown hitherto and never surpassed since. Both empathised with women and introduced to literature the concepts of fluid gender and the feminine man. Both experienced and understood sexual jealousy and portrayed it in their work and both were involved in and wrote about triangular sex, where one of two sexual partners is using the other as a proxy for a third person. They were also prescient in understanding the importance in modern sexuality of fetishism, voyeurism and sadomasochism, and showed the heroes of their mature books indulging in the sex act most common of all but until then too sordid for literature – masturbation. It is a sign of the great strides taken by twentieth-century fiction that the heroes of its two greatest novels were wankers. (Only a determined and resourceful scholar could establish manuscript precedence – but in the race to masturbate on a printed page Proust definitely came first.) And both men understood that other common activity – bought sex. Both Ulysses and À la recherche include extensive brothel scenes (since Proust owned a brothel he had no problem with research). Proust is famous for his rhapsodies on hawthorns but his book has only three of these, whereas there are thirteen scenes in brothels, one especially detailed episode running to more than forty pages. Few critics mention the brothels but they are more fun than the hawthorns.




    As for the ways in which the two men complement each other, Proust was homosexual and Joyce heterosexual. Both were sadomasochistic, having been brought up in Catholicism – but Joyce was masochistic, being Irish, and Proust sadistic, being French. In their explorations of the human mind, Joyce investigated consciousness and Proust investigated memory. Both had strong but opposite feelings on rodents. Joyce was terrified of rats and fainted at the sight of them. Proust was sexually excited by rats and used them in foreplay.




    But the most crucial complementarity is in their methods. Joyce was the supreme presenter and Proust the supreme explainer, Joyce the master of mimesis and Proust the master of analysis. Joyce provided the data and Proust the interpretation. Joyce showed how people talk, Proust showed the motivation behind their talk. Joyce revealed the richness and strangeness of each day and Proust revealed the richness and strangeness of each life. Taken together, with Joyce showing the texture and feel of the moment and Proust its underlying psychology, with Joyce vividly rendering the sunlit surface and Proust perceptively exploring the murky depths, their works provide an incomparable re-enchantment of the ordinary, a fresh revelation of the splendours and mysteries of everyday life and an encouragement not just to ‘Pay Attention’ but to obey that other equally old and equally binding commandment, ‘Know Thyself’. So, most important of all, these apparently remote works of high art are actually crucial contributions to wisdom literature – at their heart is the key question, How should we live? And again their responses were complementary. Proust showed how not to do it and Joyce how to do it.




    Yet, though committed to everyday life in their works, and living largely uneventful lives themselves, there is also in both Joyce and Proust something wonderfully extreme, excessive, heedless, extravagant and even lunatic. Each combined, in a single writer, a fervent mystic, a deadpan comedian, a sexual deviant, a penetrating psychologist, a master prose stylist, a lyric poet and a fanatical megalomaniac bent on world domination.




    Who could fail to love such sweethearts?
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    Losing the Plot:


     The Imaginative Vision




    It used to be the butler who did it with a croquet mallet in the library and we knew it was the butler because all the evidence pointed to the wastrel nephew with gambling debts or the surly chauffeur with a history of violence. Also, it turned out that the butler had his reasons. Now it is more likely to have been an evil genius fiend who does it repeatedly just for kicks and in the process tortures, mutilates, burns and/or rapes the victim, stir fries and eats the internal organs and/or brains and then relaxes by listening to Mozart in a smoking jacket made from the victim’s skin.




    But of course the perpetrator is always apprehended, after many unexpected and thrilling twists and turns. Once the detective was an amateur sleuth of genius with a dumbass sidekick; now it is a maverick cop with a failed marriage, an alcohol problem and a rebellious relationship with a careerist superior.32




    The attraction of plot for the professional writer is that it makes a book more readable and therefore more commercial. The desire to know how it all works out propels the reader relentlessly forward. But in a plot-driven novel the denouement is always disappointing. This is not just because the plotlessness of life makes neat conclusions unconvincing – but even more because plot excitement is all about anticipation, and so any resolution, no matter how plausible, is bound to feel like a letdown. And the price of readability is the sacrifice of rereadability. Once a plot novel has yielded its secrets, there will be no desire to return to it. Yet, despite the example of Joyce and Proust, who showed that plotless novels can be richly satisfying, plot has successfully recolonised fiction. Novels are now either ‘well plotted’ or ‘poorly plotted’ and the idea of a novel with no plot at all is as baffling to critics and readers as it was in the late nineteenth century. Plot is assumed to be an essential feature of novels when in fact it was a nineteenth-century invention – earlier novels by Rabelais, Cervantes and Sterne had no plots.




    This resurgence of plot in fiction is only one example of a wider belief in and respect for narrative, which has increasingly replaced rational argument as a means of persuasion in the media, the human sciences, law, marketing and politics.33 Even the word ‘narrative’ is now terrifically potent, one of those key terms, like ‘synergy’, ‘empowerment’ and ‘innovation’, that can impart an almost mystical significance. (If I were writing this book as an academic I would call it Synergies of the Quotidian: narrative and empowerment in contemporary everyday life.) While I was working on this chapter I wandered, hopeful as always, into a contemporary London art gallery. In Room 1 a gigantic brown cardboard box was suspended from the ceiling over an even larger brown cardboard box on the floor. This did not encourage me to seek imaginative vision in the other rooms. Back in the foyer the curator was saying, with earnest intensity, to a sceptical visitor, ‘Room one has a wonderful narrative, I’m sure you’ll enjoy it.’




    Why has narrative become so appealing? Because it replaces cold reason with warm emotion, bewildering complexity with comforting simplicity, horrible messiness with tidy order and alarming randomness with reassuring meaning, direction and purpose. Above all it appeals to the new infantilism: stories are what adults tell children. Stories reduce, sweeten, package and gift-wrap experience. They tend to smooth away all that is ragged, tangled, complicated, paradoxical, inconsistent, inconclusive, insignificant and sordid – in other words everything that is most characteristic of everyday life. In life there are no plots or endings, only the ceaselessly ongoing moment with its manifold sensations, interactions and connections, its tangled network of links to the past and complex implications for the future. Life, as Henri Bergson explained, burgeons and ramifies ceaselessly in space and time and refuses to be parcelled up into neat plots. And, while it may be tempting to shape one’s own life into a satisfying narrative, no ‘story’ can do justice to the muddle of random events and accidents, the shocking wastage and aimless drifting, the destinations arrived at more by inertia than initiative and the choices that must have seemed sensible at the time but are madly inexplicable in retrospect. The novelist Julian Barnes: ‘So if, as we approach death and look back on our lives, we “understand our narrative” and stamp a final meaning upon it, I suspect we are doing little more than confabulating: processing strange, incomprehensible, contradictory input into some kind, any kind, of believable story.’34
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