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Introduction A Bad Day for Grendel



A few years ago, a vandal seized some forty or fifty thousand books from my college’s library. He didn’t want to read them, or even to sell them. He wanted simply to get rid of them, on the grounds that nobody would read them anyway. Some of the volumes he had branded for destruction were irreplaceable. I know, because I went into the back room where they were being held temporarily before the trucks came to haul them away. From that room I saved several dozen, including a definitive dictionary of medieval Latin, and the first great grammar book for Anglo-Saxon—you know, the language that Beowulf spoke on the night when he was tearing Grendel’s arm off, and the monster knew that his end was near. “That was not a good day for Grendel,” says the poet, deadpan. It was not a good day for the books, either.


There wasn’t much we could do about it, because the vandal in question made more money than we did and had a nicer office. He was our librarian. It’s ironic, but true, that one of the qualifications of the modern librarian is a distaste for books. They take up space, and space, the librarians complain, is limited. The books grow old, too. Their covers fray, the spines crack, the pages go dog-eared. Inattentive student workers stick them on the wrong shelves, where they can practically “disappear” for years. People borrow them and don’t return them. Some people—I’m guilty of this—underline favorite passages, or write wry comments in the margins, so that the book eventually becomes a kind of successive crime scene. Here a priest wrote, “This is the modernist heresy all over again,” but over there an infidel wrote, “Church, enemy of thought.” That is not to mention fingerprints and inkblots and even bloodstains—from crushed mosquitoes, I guess.


Books are bulky and inconvenient—like rocks, and trees, and rivers, and life. It occurs to me that everything that can be said against the inconvenience of books can be said about the inconvenience of children. They too take up space, are of no immediate practical use, are of interest to only a few people, and present all kinds of problems. They too must be ware-housed efficiently, and brought with as little resistance as possible into the Digital Age.


And there is the trouble. A good book is a dangerous thing. In the wrong hands, it is like a bomb housed within a couple of red pasteboard covers. It can blow the world wide open; it can, if it’s Dante’s Divine Comedy, blow the reader as high as heaven. It carries within it the possibility—and it is always only a possibility—of cracking open the shell of routine that prevents us from seeing the world. Our days pass by with the regularity of a conveyor belt at an airport, which we duly get on, and make our way with bland uniformity. A book is like a mischievous boy sticking out his foot at the end of the belt, or like some fantastic intellectual machine that jolts us awake, and we find that the belt is gone. Instead, we’re riding in a stagecoach on a trail of dry ruts, and half-naked Indians are surrounding us from the hills, bows stretched and arrows picked to fly.


That’s bad enough already. But children are worse than books. A book can make you see the world again, and so ruin your calm and efficient day. But a child does not need to see the world again. He is seeing it for the first time. The Gospel of John reports that when Jesus cured that blind man at the pool of Bethsaida, the people around him asked him what he saw. “I see trees walking,” he said, looking at the men and women. The child is like that, except that in his imagination the trees really do walk, and people really may grow branches. Tolkien’s Ents, the tree-herders, are like slow, stately moss-grown ancient oaks and maples and birches, if oaks and maples and birches could talk; it takes them nearly a full day to say hello at their parliament. The old Greco-Roman myth had Apollo chasing the virgin nymph Diana, and just when he was about to catch her in his arms, her wish to escape him forever was granted, and she was transformed into a laurel tree. In the child’s world, because it is a fresh and new world, anything may happen. The fat frog on the lily pad is a Buddha. The one-legged man stumping down the road to the nearest bar was once a pirate, and killed three people in a quarrel over a game of rummy. The house next door has eyes and a nose and a smokestack at the top. The girl who lives in it, the one with the yellow blouse, is an angel.


Obviously this won’t do. If we believe what we say, that “children are our greatest resource,” then we need to do something about it. Resources are valuable because they are good, solid, dependable, and inert. Aluminum is a resource. Titanium is a resource. If a block of titanium were suddenly to say, “No, I think I should not like to form an alloy with my friend aluminum to build the side of that airplane,” and walked off the assembly line or the conveyor belt and bought a ticket on a ship to Athens, then it would no longer be a resource. In fact, it would be a positive danger. It would be worse than useless. It would be an Enemy of the People. Granite is a resource. If a block of granite at the top of an arch were to wriggle loose whenever people weren’t around to notice, to drop on the head of the governor, we might swear off building with granite for a while. Or we might use it all the more—but that is another matter.


In order for children to be transmuted into resources, then, a tremendous alchemical change must be wrought in them. The old alchemists of the early Renaissance sought the secret philosopher’s stone, which would, in the right recipe, transform lead into gold. We smile at their folly. We know full well that you can’t transform lead into gold. You can only transform gold into lead. This book is written to show you how to do that. The gold is nothing other than the child’s imagination, which if it is not gold itself, can still work the miracle of old King Midas. “Nature only provides us with a leaden world,” wrote the poet Philip Sidney, “but it is the poet that makes for us a golden one.” If we can but deaden the imagination, then, we can settle the child down, and make of him that solid, dependable, and inert space-filler in school and, later, a block of the great state pyramid.


“But we don’t want that!” my reader objects. Yes, dear reader, you do. Children make liars of us all. Almost everything we say about them is a lie. We believe exactly the opposite, and act accordingly.


Suppose you are a lover of books. You will not say, “Ah, books, yes, books are wonderful. Such treasures, books are! Myself, I don’t have any, and I don’t want any, or maybe just one, but I so love books!” Why, you would have books strewn about your flat. You would delight in their very bindings and the smell of their pages. You would not know what to do without them. You would not say, “Yes, I love books. That is why I have warehoused them in this special room, far away from company, and far from where I do anything of importance. I keep them locked up behind this glass case, and only take them out on special occasions.” You would not say, “Books indeed, our greatest resource. They kindle readily, and make excellent bonfires.”


If we loved children, we would have a few. If we had them, we would want them as children, and would love the wonder with which they behold the world, and would hope that some of it might open our own eyes a little. We would love their games, and would want to play them once in a while, stirring in ourselves those memories of play that no one regrets, and that are almost the only things an old man can look back on with complete satisfaction. We would want children tagging along after us, or if not, then only because we would understand that they had better things to do.


Now that simply is intolerable. For the first time in human history, most people are doing things that could never interest a child enough to make him want to tag along. That says less about the child than about us. If someone should say to us, “How would you like to spend most of your waking hours, five days a week, for the next four years, shut within four walls,” we should go mad, that is if we had an imagination left. It is only by repressing that imagination that many of us can stand our work. Some years ago, American feminists, in their own right no inconsiderable amazons against both childhood and the imagination, invented something called Take Your Daughter to Work Day. “See, Jill, this is the office where Mommy works. Here is where I sit for nine hours and talk to people I don’t love, about things that don’t genuinely interest me, so that I can make enough money to put you in day care.”


Consider, too, the problems of the poor fellow who has to manage the Human Warehouse, the faraway, sprawling school, stocked with hundreds or thousands of pupils. In the old days, let’s say in a one-room schoolhouse, you could easily pick out which young lad or lass was blessed with a mischievous eye and a lively mind. They were the ones hanging upside down from a couple of planks nailed up to a tree in the schoolyard, or sticking bubble gum on the radiator, or reading Ivanhoe. So you got them a few more planks and a bucket of nails, or a paddle to the rear end, or Waverley. They could be dealt with. But the bigger the school, the more dangerous and upsetting a single act of imagination can be. The necessity to impose something like order rules it out. A vast enterprise like McDonald’s can only function by ensuring that no employee, anywhere, will do anything sprightly and childlike in the way of cooking. I sometimes think that if a single boy at the grill tossed paprika into the french fries, the whole colossal pasteboard empire would come crashing down. Barbarians everywhere would be grilling the onions, or leaving the ketchup out, or commandeering the Swiss to take the place of the American. The great virtue of McDonald’s, that of the solid, dependable, inert routine, would vanish. As in what was once called “life,” you’d never know what you were getting.


We must, then, kill the imagination. The ideal, of course, would be to cease having children, but that might have some adverse effect upon long-range economic prosperity, besides threatening certain industries with extinction—the manufacturers of tasteless clothing, for instance, and importers of refined sugar. Since we must have children, we should be sure to subject them to all the most efficient and humane techniques to fit them for the world in which they will live, a world of shopping malls all the same everywhere, packaged food all the same, paper-pushing all the same, mass entertainment all the same, politics all the same. We owe it to them, and, what is more important, they owe it to us. Now we have been doing a fine job of this for many decades. I will not, in this book, fail to give credit where credit is due. Far be it from me to claim, for instance, that I have invented day care. I confess that, when I was a little boy, I’d have found the idea perfectly revolting. Nor can I claim to have come up with the soul-leveling notion that boys and girls are just the same. I confess that, when I was growing up, I was fascinated, frustrated, appalled, and thunderstruck to find them different. But some people are born with genius, and others are but blessed with the knack for setting their superiors’ inventions in some order. I am, I’m afraid, of that latter sort.


Here now, for the first time, are ten sure ways to Destroy the Imagination of Your Child. I do not claim that it is an exhaustive list. No doubt, many of my readers, blessed with a keener attention to the needs of the child, will have come up with others. But I am sure that a judicious application of even three or four of these methods will suffice to kill the imagination of an Einstein, a Beethoven, a Dante, or a Michelangelo.


Good luck!
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Why Truth Is Your Enemy, and the Benefits of the Vague or Gradgrind, without the Facts





“Now what I want is Facts. Teach these boys and girls nothing but Facts. Facts alone are wanted in life. Plant nothing else, and root out everything else. You can only form the minds of reasoning animals upon Facts: nothing else will ever be of any service to them. This is the principle on which I bring up my own children, and this is the principle on which I bring up these children. Stick to Facts, sir!”


—The opening of Hard Times, Charles Dickens





Those are the words of the schoolmaster Thomas Gradgrind, whose philosophy of education is meant to reflect the smog-ridden industrial desert of Coketown, where his enlightened school is located. If what you want is industrial production, cheap and plentiful, and if human beings are to be cogs and gears in the industrial machine, then of course you will want to stick to flat unimaginative Facts. A cog should not go soft, musing about the clouds in the sky. A gear should never wonder what it would feel like to turn backwards.


It’s easy for us to laugh at the naiveté of Mr. Gradgrind, we ingrates who have inherited all the benefits of the revolutionary system that he represents. We forget that what was called “empiricism” in education—sticking to facts, sir, and avoiding the training of the moral imagination in virtues that can’t be isolated in a glass dish or oxidized in a Bunsen burner—was locked in a mighty struggle with the older tradition of the liberal arts—introducing students to the best that has been thought, done, and written in the world, and, sometimes quite by accident, indulging dangerous flights of fancy, with every book like Aladdin’s carpet, ready to whisk us away. The popular form of such an education was what young David Copperfield had, locked up in his room by his cold-hearted stepfather:




My father had left a small collection of books in a little room up-stairs, to which I had access (for it adjoined my own) and which nobody else in our house ever troubled. From that blessed little room, Roderick Random, Peregrine Pickle, Humphrey Clinker, Tom Jones, the Vicar of Wakefield, Don Quixote, Gil Blas, and Robinson Crusoe, came out, a glorious host, to keep me company. They kept alive my fancy, and my hope of something beyond that place and time.





I pick up McGuffey’s Fourth Eclectic Reader (1837) and find, to our shame, that along with precise rules of grammar and elocution, students are expected to expand what was once quaintly called their “souls,” contemplating, for example, the meaning of those places where their forefathers fought to secure their liberty. “No American,” writes Daniel Webster, “can pass by the fields of Bunker Hill, Monmouth, or Camden, as if they were ordinary spots on the earth’s surface. Whoever visits them feels the sentiment of love of country kindling anew, as if the spirit that belonged to the transactions which have rendered these places distinguished, still hovered around, with power to move and excite all who in future time may approach them.” The same short selection ushers on stage, in a single sentence, the beauties of Homer, Milton, Cicero, Raphael, and Michelangelo. It is, alas, no isolated lapse into imagination. Students elsewhere in the book will be transported to the Himalayas, the ruins of Babylon, Westminster Abbey, the volcano of Etna, the gates of Hell, and, more dreadful even than those, the whirlwind out of which God spoke to Job, commanding him to consider the glory of the creation about him:




Hast thou given the horse strength?


Hast thou clothed his neck with thunder?





That one image would be sufficient to quicken a dying imagination, undoing months of hard and programmatic labor.


So we ought to be grateful to the old Gradgrinds, without whom the first stage of modern education, with its demotion of a sense of beauty to an irrational and private feeling, would have been impossible.


In C. S. Lewis’s Voyage of the Dawn Treader, a boy named Eustace Clarence Scrubb, brought up in a modern Gradgrindian school, bumbles into a cave with treasure in it, and makes the terrible mistake of putting a golden bracelet on his arm. He did this, says Lewis, because in his school all the boys and girls ever read about were factories and electrical output and population density and such like. Eustace didn’t read the right sort of books, says Lewis, so he never did know what to do in case of dragons, and other sorts of eminently practical things like that. This of course is the same C. S. Lewis who, in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, has four children enter into another universe by stepping into a clothes dresser, when, as everybody should know, a wardrobe is for hanging clothes in, and that is that.


So, if we want to kill the imagination—and we do want to do that—the Gradgrind method of sticking to the Facts is not a bad way to begin. Consider what it would be like to have row upon row of students seated at their geography lesson, while the rain drips down the gutter from outside the windows. Hear their voices in unison, droning on without inspiration or joy: “The Arkansas River is 1,469 miles long. It is the sixth longest river in the United States. Its source is in Colorado. It empties into the Mississippi River. It flows through Colorado, Kansas, Oklahoma, and Arkansas. It is irrigated for farms. The Rio Grande River is 1,885 miles long. It is the third longest river,” and so on, until death, or the bell, whichever comes first.


But there are problems with the Gradgrind method. Let’s see what they are.




A Horse Is a Horse, of Course, of Course


Early in the novel Hard Times, Mr. Gradgrind in his arrogance makes the mistake of taking in to his school a girl named Cissy (Gradgrind insists upon calling her “Cecilia”), whose father wants her to get a better education than he can give her himself. The father works as a horse breaker for a traveling circus, and so Cissy has lived all her life among tightrope walkers, magicians, fire-eaters, lady acrobats, elephants, midgets, and suchlike. Hardly a promising upbringing. For the trouble with Cissy, other than that she has a keenly developed sense of good and evil, and a lively imagination, is that she actually does know some Facts. And that proves to be a dangerous thing.


“Give me,” says Gradgrind, for the benefit of Cissy and the whole class, “your definition of a horse.”


Cissy, alarmed, can say nothing:




“Girl number twenty unable to define a horse!” said Mr. Gradgrind, for the general behoof of all the little pitchers. “Girl number twenty possessed of no facts, in relation to one of the commonest of animals! Some boy’s definition of a horse. Bitzer, yours.”





Whereupon Bitzer, a pale and gloomy boy with the habit of knuckling his forehead when he is not speaking, the pride of the Gradgrind system, replies:




Quadruped. Graminivorous. Forty teeth, namely twenty-four grinders, four eye-teeth, and twelve incisors. Sheds coat in the spring; in marshy countries, sheds hoofs, too. Hoofs hard, but requiring to be shod with iron. Age known by marks in mouth.


Thus (and much more), Bitzer.


“Now, girl number twenty,” said Mr. Gradgrind. “You know what a horse is.”





The irony is that Cissy knows more about horses than anybody in the classroom, certainly more than Bitzer, who is merely repeating phrases poured into him, like concrete into a form. She has ridden upon horses, seen them give birth, combed them and curried them, and watched as her father salved their sores or rubbed them with liniment. She knows them in a way that only life with them reveals. At the end of the novel, indeed, Mr. Gradgrind’s spoiled son, Tom, will be spirited away from the clutches of the law, riding a horse provided for him by the circus people, and disguised as a clown. Then there will be no patter about the horse being graminivorous and shedding its coat in the spring.


And yet Bitzer is in possession of some facts about horses. He knows that they have twelve incisors. What’s an incisor? Why should a horse have those, if he eats only grass? Will he eat anything besides grass, anything that an incisor might help him bite and crush? For instance, how does a horse eat a carrot? Or an apple?


Bitzer knows that horses shed their winter coats. How do they do that? Do the coats come off in patches? Do the horses rub up against rough trees or rocks to peel them away? What does the new coat look like?


Bitzer knows that you can tell how old a horse is by looking in its mouth. What would you be looking for there? Do the teeth grow long? Do they change color? Do the gums turn dark? Can you learn the age of other animals in the same way?


The judicious reader will see the problem. A Fact, by itself, does not seem to rouse the imagination. It merely is. It sits there like a rock. Yet its apparent impenetrability is a challenge to the mind. The Arkansas River is 1,469 miles long. How wide is it when it reaches the Mississippi? Can you sail a boat upriver? How far can you go? Is it a clear and fast river, or sluggish and muddy? If water from the river is used for farming, does that mean that it has been dammed up here and there? If it has been, are there big man-made lakes along its course? Can you swim in those lakes?


Now of course it is better that the students learn facts about the Arkansas River, than wander about the streams of Mount Helicon, where the Muses of Greek mythology danced and sang. It is better that they should learn that Mount McKinley is the highest peak in North America, than that they should trudge along with Frodo to Mount Doom in the heart of Mordor. It is better that they should learn that there are twelve tones in the western musical scale, than that they should listen to a wood thrush singing from the thickets, trilling out his ethereal notes that have no name. But it would be better still if they had never heard of the Arkansas River, or Mount McKinley, or the twelve tone scale.


Such heights of ignorance could never be attained in Mr. Gradgrind’s time, for the simple reason that in the middle of an industrial revolution you actually have to know some things to get some jobs done, and those jobs were often complicated, requiring a great deal of ingenuity. Suppose, for you, a tree is nothing but a source for lumber. That’s fine. You’re well on your way. But in Grandgrind’s day you would then have to know about sawmills, and that would require, in turn, a pretty precise knowledge of waterpower, and how to use wheels, belts, and gears to turn the rotary motion of a wheel into just the right back-and-forth motion of the saw, complete with couplers to disengage the mechanism from the source of power. In other words, a sawmill, while not the Forest of Arden, is in its own right a fascinating place.


A great deal of that fascination can be found in William Stout’s The Boy’s Book of Mechanical Models (1917), now available in reprint, and doubly dangerous to the young mind, in that it encourages both the direct experience of mechanical forces and the spirit of irresponsible play. Thus Stout describes seeing a “wonderful electric writing telegraph” at the Saint Louis World’s Fair: “Here a man sat at a desk with a pencil and wrote and drew pictures, while above him, on another piece of paper in a separate machine, a pencil guided itself in the same manner and drew the same lines. It was very interesting, especially when one thought of writing from one city to another, as can be done with this machine.”


So Stout, while yet a boy—such was the state of unsupervised youth in his day—went home to devise a way to copy the machine in miniature. His scheme takes into account all kinds of facts. First, there is what I’d call the “grammar” of the telautograph, the structure that directs its motions to the desired goal. Then there are the parts themselves, and knowing by experience what sorts of work they can do. Then there’s the material for the parts: wood, rubber, and metal.


Of course, Stout’s machine is far too complicated an apparatus for our current schools, I am proud to say, let alone for a boy rummaging about his basement with spare wood and a toolbox. But Stout assumes that his readers will grasp the principles involved without much trouble: “You can see from this how,” he says, “if you swing the pencil sideways so as to move this lever about its pivot S, that the pencil at the other end will slide sideways back and forth in exactly the same way as you move the first pencil.” That’s just one motion; a linked mechanism transmits the up-and-down motion, and the whole machine therefore will transmit any kind of motion of the pencil at all.


“Well,” says my reader, nervously looking over his shoulder as his son transforms a ruler, a spool, and an ice cube into Lord Winter’s catapult, “that may be the case for mechanical or physical facts, but surely it is safe to drum young heads with historical trivia, as dry as dust. If their minds are going to be as flat as Oklahoma, they should be as dry and dusty as Oklahoma, too.” True enough, and many an imagination has been flattened by such an approach. Yet beware: historical facts can be dangerous, too. Webster could not have touched the imaginations of his audience, after all, if they had not known what Bunker Hill and Camden were.


Let’s take a few examples. What could be duller, you say, than to memorize the dates of the various presidents of the United States? Not much. So the student properly instructed may learn that Franklin Pierce was president from 1853 to 1857. If the facts stopped there, that would be fine. But they might not stop there. He might learn that Pierce was an unpopular president, another fact, and this one more mysterious. He might read somewhere that Pierce’s son died just before his father took office. He might hear that a great author named Nathaniel Hawthorne was a close friend of Pierce. And all at once a picture of a tragic man emerges in the mist, one who might have done well, had times been better. If the student then remembers that the Civil War began in 1861, and that Pierce was a Democrat while Lincoln was a Whig, and then a Republican, the mystery deepens, and questions begin to stir in the sleepy mind. What was it like to have been that man, watching the war that he did not prevent, with the Union armies commanded by his political enemy?


Or consider this piece of apparently harmless trivia: “The Normans conquered Sicily in the eleventh century.” Ah, who cares about that? Nobody, so long as you have not made the mistake of introducing your student to geographical facts to boot. For if he knows where Normandy and Sicily are on the globe, he may ask the obvious question, “How did the Normans get down there? Did they go overland, or did they sail?” And that might lead him to investigate the construction of their boats, or who was in control of Sicily before they arrived. He might eventually find out that Viking raiders and traders had long been in contact with Constantinople, and that the Byzantine rulers there requested the help of the now Christian Normans in ousting their enemies, the Muslim Arabs, from Sicily. How did Vikings end up in Byzantium? It appears they trekked overland to the River Don in Russia, and then sailed down it to the Black Sea and Constantinople. It would be better if the student could not tell Sicily from Saskatchewan, and knew only that Vikings were Very Bad People with funny hats who sailed a lot.


Old history textbooks used to be full of battle plans; people had the quaint notion that the outcome of battles like Salamis, Lepanto, and Waterloo changed the course of history. One argument for getting rid of those plans was that they were dull. Actually, they were dull to the teachers, many of whom didn’t care a rap about the structure of battles, but they could be dynamite for the young. Once when my family and I were visiting Gettysburg, I got into a conversation with a teenager at the top of an observation tower. He was a tourist too, but he told me he came back to Gettysburg quite a lot, and showed me Little Round Top and described for me what happened there.


He reminded me of a couple of homeschooled boys I knew, who also got their hands on battle plans, pored over them, committed them to memory, and turned the basement into a battlefield. They drew out the woods and hills and rivers in chalk, marked the battalions with counters, and then played a game of strategy with declared decisions and dice, reenacting the battle not as it actually happened but as it might have happened. When they’d made a move or two on the sprawling “board” of the basement floor, they would then go outside to play it out with their arms and legs and voices. And all this was going on while the mother of one of the boys looked the other way.


I relay this all to you in order to ask: of what use to us now are Facts? Surely, in the case of the homeschooled boys, we have seen Facts run amok. The Gradgrinds in the days of Dickens saw the black smoke belching out of the stacks in Leeds and Manchester, and it gladdened their hearts. The thought of molten pig iron fairly made them giddy. Had Father Christmas dumped their stockings full of coal, they would have treasured the lumps like diamonds. But we now have a Service Economy, which mainly entails the transfer of money from one person to another for nothing of any inherent use. We also have a Welfare State, which is a perpetual motion machine, producing the dependency which it purports to alleviate. Now a man with a wrench who knows Facts about pipes and fittings simply won’t do. We need a few such men, no doubt, but we don’t want to encourage it. We want instead helplessness, narcissism, shallowness, and ignorance, and we want them in the guise of education. Drudgery will do; but drudgery to no practical end. We want Gradgrind, without the Facts.







Memory? What Memory?


How, then, to do away with the Facts? The first thing is to keep the memory weak and empty.


That may sound counterintuitive. “We don’t teach by rote memorization,” say our educators today, raising their chins in pride. “We prefer to teach critical thinking. We prefer to tap into the imagination.”


So long as teachers keep harping on that one string, we won’t have to fear that our schools will turn out the next Dante or Mozart. That is because a developed memory is a wondrous and terrible storehouse of things seen and heard and done. It can do what no mere search engine on the internet can do. It can call up apparently unrelated things at once, molding them into a whole impression, or a new thought. The poet T. S. Eliot understood this creative, associative, dynamic function of a strong memory. The developed imagination remembers a strain from Bach, and smells spinach cooking in the kitchen, and these impressions are not separate but part of a unified whole, and are the essence of creative play. Without the library of the memory—which the Renaissance poet Edmund Spenser compared to a dusty room full of wonders in the attic of the mind, where a wise old man pores over his books, and a little boy called Anamnesis, “Reminder,” sometimes has to climb a ladder to go fetch them—the imagination simply does not have much to think about, or to play with.


We sniff at memorization, as hardly worth the name of study. That is wise of us. For the most imaginative people in the history of the world thought otherwise. “Zeus became enamoured with fair-haired Memory,” sings the ancient Greek poet Hesiod, “and she produced the nine Muses with their golden diadems, who enjoy festivities and the delights of song.” The great epic poets invoked the Muses not to stir in them something supposedly “original,” which usually is merely self-centered and peculiar, but to give them the twin gifts of memory and prophecy. “They breathed into me their divine voice,” says Hesiod, “that I might tell of things to come and of things past, and ordered me to sing of the race of the blessed gods who live forever, and always to place the Muses themselves both at the beginning and at the end of my song.”


It is not surprising that, for the Greek mind, the Muses—of epic, history, astronomy, music, dance, tragedy, comedy, lyric poetry, and sacred poetry—should be daughters of Memory. The Greek lad knew his poetry, which was for him also history and moral training, only by memory. Imagine the evening sun setting over the mountains of Greece, while boys and girls, men and women, young and old, gather round the traveling rhapsode, who strums his lyre as he was taught by his master, and sings them the songs of Achilles who grew enraged at his general Agamemnon, or of Odysseus home at last, disguised as a beggar, looking at an old dog dying on a dungheap, a dog he has not seen in twenty years. You have learned all the great stories by hearing them, and you can sing plenty of passages in your own right: of Orestes confronting his mother Clytemnestra after she murdered his father; of Medea, harboring vengeance against the husband, Jason, for whom she had killed her own brother; of wise Athena and sly Aphrodite and proud Hera, striving for the golden apple. And see now what those great memorizers the Greeks did: they invented historiography, political science, democratic systems of government, philosophy, geometric proof, comedy and tragedy, and a tradition of sculpture of the human form unsurpassed until the Renaissance. So crucial was memory to the training of the Greek mind that Plato worried whether writing would actually compromise matters. In Phaedrus, Plato’s Socrates relates a legend of the wise Egyptian king Theuth, who one day was approached by an advisor recommending the invention of writing, to enhance the memory and wisdom of his people. But Theuth replied:




“O man full of arts, to one it is given to create the things of art, and to another to judge what measure of harm and of profit they have for those that shall employ them. And so it is that you, by reason of your tender regard for the writing that is your offspring, have declared the very opposite of its true effect. If men learn this, it will implant forgetfulness in their souls; they will cease to exercise memory because they rely on that which is written…. And it is no true wisdom that you offer your disciples, but only its semblance; for by telling them of many things without teaching them you will make them seem to know much, while for the most part they know nothing; and as men filled, not with wisdom, but with the conceit of wisdom, they will be a burden to their fellows.”





Plato never conceived of the flattening distractions of the internet.


When Mozart was a little boy, the story goes that his father took him to Rome, to show him the music of the place, and to introduce the child wonder to important people. He wangled a way into the Sistine Chapel for the evening service of Tuesday of Holy Week. On that night, year after year for well over a century, the choir sang the Miserere Mei by Giorgio Allegri, a pupil and friend of the great composer Palestrina. No one had ever seen a score of that unusual and haunting piece—composed for a double choir with four voices (the boy sopranos, the countertenors, the tenors, and the basses), with each part carrying a melody of its own, as was the rule in Renaissance polyphony. No one had seen the score, because the Church considered the piece so precious that it might only be passed down by ear, by memory, from one choirmaster to the next, over the generations.


“Son,” said Leopold Mozart, as they knelt in the chapel, “do you think you can remember this piece?”


“Yes, father,” said Wolfgang. And he did. When word got around Rome that a boy had committed the Miserere to memory, flawlessly, the Pope, not angry but curious, called the Mozarts in for an audience, and gave him more music to remember. This same boy had written his first composition, the surprisingly complex little Andante in C, at age five, and would write his first opera, successfully staged, at age fourteen.


True, Mozart was a prodigy. But we should not let down our guard, merely because a Mozart comes along only once or twice in a century, at best. We want to ensure that none come along at all, and we want to ensure that one of the keys without which Mozart could not have blossomed—the training of the memory—will not be available for the many thousands of people who fall short of Mozart, but who might otherwise revive a dying culture. Why, the very music that Mozart heard on that night is music of the memory. The choirboys singing it—not professionals, note well—were not looking at anything on a page. They never had been given any page to study at all. Multiply that choir by the many thousands of churches across Europe, and multiply that year by the centuries since the choirmasters of the high Middle Ages began to transform chant into polyphonic melodies, and you will see how terrible can be the power of memory.


“But that’s only a danger in high society,” says the unwary reader. “We’re uncultured hicks from the backwoods. We watch car racing and national politics.”


It is true that watching politicians is well worth a trauma to the head. But be advised. It is precisely among the peasants and nomadic shepherds, among the common people of any age and clime, that memory has worked its dangerous wonders.


Here I might mention the shape-note singers of Appalachia, who preserved in rough-hewn popular form, whether they were aware of it or not, that same sort of choral polyphony that rang in the churches of Europe. Our children can barely hum a flattened tune or two, and the “music” they listen to on the radio is impossible to remember, as it has neither melody nor intelligible structure. But not so long ago you could gather a few dozen ordinary people at a chapel on a mountain in Kentucky, and someone might call out, “Wondrous Love,” and without need of a musical score, the voices would rise in complex harmonies—with the middle, or tenor, part carrying the melody, the boys and the women above, and the deeper male voices below.


But an even more fearsome story of the power of memory comes from Anglo-Saxon England, a generation or so after the people had begun to turn to the gospel of Christ. Caedmon, a cattle herd for the local monastery, is sitting at the table with his friends one evening. They are having a feast. Now if you are a German, in those days, you need three things for a feast. You need food, you need beer, and you need poetry. Nothing written down; all these cattle herders and blacksmiths and shepherds and stable boys were illiterate. The poems were stories passed down from of old, in complicated yet memorable rhythm, about ancient heroes and gods, like Sigemund who slew the dragon in his lair. They could go on for many hundreds of lines, these songs. And you had to sing them, too, to the strains of a harp, making its way down the table from one man to the next.


Caedmon, feeling awkward, left the feast—“beership” is approximately the word for it in Anglo-Saxon—and went to tend the cattle before going to bed. In his sleep an angel of the Lord appeared to him, saying, “Caedmon, sing me something.”


“But I don’t know anything to sing,” said Caedmon, “and that’s why I left the beer-feast.”


“Nevertheless,” said the angel, “you can sing.”


“What shall I sing?”


“Sing me the First Making.”


At which point Caedmon, in the rhythms of the old heroic pagan poetry he had heard all his life, broke into this little hymn:




Now let us laud the Lord of Heaven’s realm,


the Measurer’s might and his mind-plan,


work of the Glory-Father, as every wondrous thing,


Chieftain eternal, he established from of old.


He first shaped for the sons of earth,


the high roof of heaven, holy Creator;


the middle-yard mankind’s Lord,


Chieftain eternal, adorned after that,


made the earth for men, the Master almighty.





When he awoke the next morning, he told his superior about it, and he, the bailiff for the monastery, took Caedmon to the abbess, who then instructed some of the literate monks to tell Caedmon a story out of Scripture, to see if he could transform it into poetry. They did, and Caedmon returned the next day with a polished poem, composed out of the treasures of his memory, though he could neither read nor write. It was a gift from God, they concluded, and took Caedmon in as a monk, where he proceeded to hear more and more of the stories from the Old Testament, the gospels, the Acts of the Apostles, the lives of the saints, and to transmute them into the music of poetry.


Caedmon thus began a tradition in English that would reach its pinnacle a thousand years later, in Milton’s Paradise Lost. Appropriately so, since Milton—who could read a passel of languages, including of course ancient Greek and Latin and Hebrew—never read Paradise Lost, though it was his own poem. He never read it, because he was blind when he wrote it; it dwelled, with all its thousands and thousands of lines and interwoven images, in his imagination, and his memory. But that was no new thing in the world, either. Tradition has it that Homer was blind. Not only did he never read his Iliad and Odyssey. It may well be that he never wrote them down, either. For hundreds of years they too were passed down, by memory, before a few editors after the Golden Age of Athens decided to produce a definitive text.


The memory, then, is not to be taken lightly. In children, it is surprisingly strong. Adults scoff at remembering things, because they have—so they say—the higher tools of reason at their disposal. I suspect that they also scoff at memory because theirs is no longer very good, as their heads are cluttered with the important business of life, such as where they should stop for lunch and who is going to buy the dog license. But educators of old, those whom we now recognize rightly as mere drillmasters, exposed children to a shocking wealth of poetry and music, and indeed would often set their lessons to easily remembered jingles, as did Saint John Bosco, working with the street boys of late nineteenth century Turin, and as Marva Collins in Chicago did more recently, with unnerving success. The memorization and recitation of poetry was one of the hallmarks of the so-called Integrated Humanities Program at the University of Kansas, in the late 1960s, under the direction of the Renaissance scholar John Senior. The intensely personal encounter with poetry, which memorization requires, began to change so many lives that the trustees of the university, appropriately alarmed, shut the program down. It lives on, however, in many a new Catholic school inspired by Professor Senior’s method.


No, if we want to stifle the imagination, we should hold that memory in check. We can do this in two ways. We can encourage laziness, by never insisting that young people actually master, for example, the rules of multiplication, or the location of cities and rivers and lakes on the globe. Then we can allow what is left of the memory to be filled with trash. One of my old professors, the medievalist George Kane, used to tell me that the farmer down the road from him when he was a boy in Saskatchewan recited Paradise Lost by memory as he plowed his fields. Imagine the threat of such a man. A government official walks up to him, some bureaucrat from Ottawa intending to regulate him out of business, perhaps. The official smiles. And, just like that, there floats into the farmer’s mind the words of another bureaucrat just as he was about to enter Eden:




So farewell hope, and with hope, farewell fear;


Farewell remorse; all good to me is lost;


Evil be thou my good, by thee at least


Divided empire with Heav’n’s King I hold


By thee, and more than half perhaps shall reign,


As man ere long, and this new world shall know.





To have a wealth of such poetry in your mind—a wealth of knowledge about man, set to music—is to be armed against the salesmen and the social controllers. It allows you the chance of independent thought, and independence is by nature unpredictable. We prefer the predictable. Therefore, for children, books with silly, flat, banal language are best, so as to prepare them for the manageable and socially productive “songs” they will remember when they are adults:




Rice-a-Roni, the flavor can’t be beat!


Rice-a-Roni, the San Francisco treat.











A Lump without a Skeleton


Unfortunately, not even the dullest life—not the most garish and gabbling schoolbooks, not the plasticene sterility of a day-care center, not even the wasted seasons spent gaping at a computer screen—will prevent the child from hearing about something that is real and good and ennobling. Even Facts will poke their noses under the tent. At this point the wise social planner must be shrewd. He must rob those Facts of their power by keeping them random and unorganized. As it turns out, he may now do this quite well, by appealing to the very imagination which his policies must damage or destroy.


Let me explain. We have accepted what I should call the Jellyfish Theory of the Imagination. According to this theory, the imagination abhors all structure, all rules. It likes to float along in a sea of impressions—usually provided for it not by real life but by the easy substitutes for life on television and in video games—sometimes allowing an “image” to pass through one end that had recently come into the other. It may be that, in the Land of the Jellyfish, the citizens can tell one jellyfish from another, but to us they look exactly alike. Every jellyfish looks like a lump without a skeleton. So, too, the free verse that students are encouraged to write, to express their feelings—again, to emit from one end the flotsam that has found its way into the other. That, too, reads like a lump without a skeleton. So, too, the music that washes up on the popular airwaves, without melody, without control, without meter, without even the precision of identifiable notes.


I could multiply examples. Do not teach history or geography, because these things demand some kind of overarching structure to make sense of it all. Do “unit studies” instead, spending a month on Egypt, another month on Japan, at whim; like the wave-borne drifting of a jellyfish. Do not teach English grammar. Rather, let the students learn to write by repeating the sniggers and grunts of popular chat. Do not teach the multiplication tables. Do not teach physics at all. Turn science into biology, biology into ecology, and ecology into shapeless cuddles. And while you are doing these things, proudly announce it to the world: “The teachers at Classical High hamstring their students with Rules, with Grammar, with Timelines, with Maps, with Blueprints, with Compositions. But we are too creative for that. We foster the imagination.” You see how it goes. If the mind has legs, we can at least keep those legs from developing any muscle and bone.


About a hundred years ago, a cartoonist named Rube Goldberg became famous for his sprawling single-panel cartoons of complicated machines, with crazy concatenations of levers and pulleys and chickens and lawn mowers and scotch tape and baseballs and whatnot, all put together to achieve a trivial result. In one such cartoon, a man drinking soup pulls a string with his arm that flips a spoon attached to a pulley, catapulting a cracker in the direction of a bird on a perch, that leaves his perch to catch the cracker, dumping a cup full of salt into a small bucket, that pulls a string on two pulleys, that flips the lid of a cigarette lighter, that lights a rocket attached to a sickle, that cuts the string attached to a clock’s pendulum, that swings back with a handkerchief attached to it, to wipe the man’s mouth.


If that seems merely absurd, you have never beheld the serpentine belt on a recently manufactured car—a belt that turns the fan, the alternator, the power steering, the water pump, and so forth. Goldberg’s machines were wildly imaginative, really a gleeful celebration of the spirit of invention. In more recent times, Nick Park of Wallace and Gromit fame has revived that spirit, with Wallace sliding off his tilting bed into his trousers and through a trap door in the bedroom, down to the kitchen table below, where robot arms slap a shirt over his head and half a sweater on each arm. The Coyote in the old Road Runner cartoons was a failed Wallace, always purchasing some absurd heap of junk from the ever-present Acme Company—magnetized iron bird seed pellets, jet propelled roller skates—only to find the physics of the machine turn against him, causing the projecting ledge of a cliff to fall on his head, or something similarly disconcerting.


None of this playfulness is possible without a deep sense of structure—without a skeleton upon which to hang one’s welter of experience. Some people probably still recall the story of Archimedes in the bathtub, rushing out into the streets without his clothes, crying out, “Eureka,” meaning, “I have found it!” But they probably don’t know what Archimedes found, and why it was important. The story goes that he had discovered the physical law of the displacement of water. That is, an object will displace an amount of water equal to its own weight. What this means is that you can pretty well predict whether an object will float. Does gold float? Well, that depends. A lump of gold will sink. But if you hammer gold thin enough and spread it out in the shape of a boat, then the amount of water it would have to push out of the way to bring water up over the hull will be heavier than the weight of the gold. So the golden boat would float.


Archimedes’ mind had structure to it, and that allowed him to devise the most wonderful inventions, real masterpieces of the imagination. One of the simplest but most elegant was the Archimedean screw or drill, still used, apparently, in the Low Countries. It was a way of getting water to climb a staircase, so to speak. You turn the screw in the water, and the combined action of your rotary motion and the spiral incline of the screw draws the water up. It was no surprise that Archimedes was in great demand. During the siege of his city of Syracuse, he invented catapults and other ballistic devices (literally, machines that throw things around); he once boasted that if he had a lever long enough, he could move the world. But he died during that siege, when a soldier—who had been under orders to take the valuable man alive—mistook him for a fool and killed him. What was Archimedes doing when he died? He was doing what we must ensure that no boy will do again. He was tracing blueprints in the sand.


Structure—a “grammar” that orders every part in its appropriate place—is important not only for the physical sciences, but for every kind of intellectual endeavor. It allows us to do more than weave a fancy from the bits and pieces of our private experience. We can, by the power of structure, weave a whole artistic universe.


Let’s take the hardest cases of all, the structures that our wise teachers are most unwilling to hand over to their students. I am speaking of grammar and arithmetic. Surely, you say, if we want to destroy the imagination we ought to be doing nothing but teaching grammar and arithmetic, until the students’ minds are fairly choked to death with them.


Not so fast. Consider a man who was perhaps the most imaginative writer in English in the last century, J. R. R. Tolkien. In one of his essays he tells an amusing anecdote of something he overheard while he and other young recruits for the British army were listening to a lecture on “map-reading, or camp-hygiene, or the art of sticking a fellow through without (in defiance of Kipling) bothering who God sent the bill to.” Suddenly a little man at a nearby table nearby said, dreamily, “I think I shall express the accusative case by a prefix!” Tolkien beamed within. So, he thought, I’m not the only one! I’m not the only half-mad inventor of an imaginary language! “What a pondering of alternatives within one’s choice,” noted Tolkien many years later, “before the final decision in favour of the daring and unusual prefix, so personal, so attractive; the final solution of some element in a design that had hitherto proved refractory.”I


Tolkien, you see, was a linguist, fascinated by the power and beauty and structure of language, especially as he saw it at work in medieval epic. He was saturated with the strange beauty of Welsh (just looking at a sentence like “Y mae llygaid gwyrddion ganddi hi,” “She has green eyes,” will make you think you have opened a door onto a lovely and dangerous planet), the lilting of Finnish (wherein it is absolutely against the phonetic rules to put two consonants together at the beginning of a syllable), and the rugged muscles of Old Icelandic. Tolkien could not simply write The Lord of the Rings. That man of irrepressible imagination, who has been solely responsible for ruining countless ordinary minds and lending them the light fantastic, had to create an entire world, with geography (maps are a beloved aid for finding your way through Mirkwood or Rohan), history (what happened to the Silmarillion—the Elvish plural for Silmaril, similar to many Welsh plurals—helps to explain events many centuries later, when the hobbit Frodo seeks to cast the last Silmaril, the last Ring of Power, into the crater of Mount Doom), language (you are a Tolkien piker if you can read only Elvish but not Old Elvish), and unchangeable moral laws (most dangerous of all for a young mind to encounter). Without the habit of seeking out structure in language, he never would have had the skill to endow his fiction with it. Had he never known what it might be like to mark the accusative with a prefix, we never would have had Gollum and Frodo struggling for the ring at the top of that hellish mountain, in a moment that both decides the fate of Middle Earth, and that brings to a terrific climax a hundred events that have come before.


The best thing to do to strangle the next Tolkien in his educational crib would be to pretend to teach grammar, like so. “Now, class,” says the Teacher, “we are going to do a little grammar. Frankly, the whole subject is pointless. It’s all a set of picky little rules that apply here and there, at random. Try to remember the picky rules, but if you don’t, nobody is going to care much, because nobody knows them anyway.” To be candid, the only dangling participles most teachers can identify are those in the diagrams of health books for sixth graders—but more on that later.


This approach to grammar has two considerable advantages. First, it is an absolutely futile way to teach anything at all. The students will learn no grammar. They won’t know the difference between causative lay and stative lie. They won’t be able to identify the subject of a sentence. Indeed, they won’t be able to identify a sentence. They will never have the linguistic wrenches, pliers, hammers, and chisels to fashion a grammatical spree like the following, from the comic novel Joseph Andrews, by Henry Fielding. The good parson Abraham Adams hears a scream in the night and comes upon a man overpowering a woman. He knows what to do:




He did not, therefore, want the entreaties of the poor wretch to assist her; but lifting up his crabstick, he immediately leveled a blow at that part of the ravisher’s head where, according to the opinion of the ancients, the brains of some persons are deposited, and which he had undoubtedly let forth, had not Nature (who, as wise men have observed, equips all creatures with what is most expedient for them) taken a provident care (as she always doth with those she intends for encounters) to make this part of the head three times as thick as those of ordinary men, who are designed to exercise talents which are vulgarly called rational, and for whom, as brains are necessary, she is obliged to leave some room for them in the skull; whereas, those ingredients being entirely useless to persons of the heroic calling, she hath an opportunity of thickening the bone, so as to make it less subject to any impression, or liable to be cracked or broken; and, indeed, in some who are predestined to the command of armies and empires, she is supposed sometimes to make that part perfectly solid.





What a magnificent satire that is, against the “heroes” whose bravery consists in oppressing the weak, and against mighty generals and emperors, for whose brains Nature need leave no room in the skull at all, so little are they needed for the government of armies and states! But teachers will undoubtedly call that carefully structured sentence, building to its absurd climax, a run-on, because it happens to be long. They might as well call Michelangelo’s paintings on the Sistine ceiling run-ons, because they happen to be big.


But the second advantage is more powerful than the first. Imagine a serpent whispering into the ear, “Young lady,” or “Young lad,” as the case may be, “do not fear those rigid threats of Death. Bad grammar will not kill you. How should it? It is itself weak and foolish. All structure is foolish. Be creative. Do what you please. So what if some old fashioned Tyrant up above calls it gibberish? It will be your gibberish. There are no rules. Isn’t this apple shiny, though?” And so what we kill is not only the possibility that the students will learn English grammar, but that they will learn the grammar of anything at all—law, moral philosophy, mathematics, history, you name it.


What about arithmetic? There can’t possibly be any imagination in manipulating numbers, right? Here again our schools have achieved a great victory over the imagination, by pretending to support it. And again they have done so by denigrating the memory, depriving children of the skeletal structure of arithmetic: the dreadful “rules.”


When I was a boy, we had to memorize the multiplication tables in the second grade, up to 12 x 12 = 144. Let’s set aside the fact that it takes a deal of intelligence and some ingenuity to accomplish that task. Forget that you would have to learn that anything multiplied by 5 ends in 5 or 0, alternately. Forget that if you were sharp you’d see that odd times odd is odd, and everything else is even. Forget the patterns showing up among the 2s, 4s, and 8s. Forget the nice progression in the 9s, with the tens digit gaining one and the ones digit dropping it: 09, 18, 27, and so forth. What that memorization did was to free you up to become comfortable with numbers themselves, and with the structure of arithmetic. Once you had done that, you could play with numbers creatively, long before you’d ever suspected the existence of algebra or calculus, with their toboggan curves and their infinite series and their radio waves, their transcendental numbers and the mysterious i, the square root of -1, whose existence we must leave to philosophers to determine.


Let’s take an example from Ray’s New Higher Arithmetic (1880), the pinnacle of a series of books that sold over 120,000 copies in America in the nineteenth century. Now, higher arithmetic is a subject no longer taught at all, because, it is said, calculators make it unnecessary for us actually to understand the numbers that appear on the screen. But the author of the series, Joseph Ray, MD, had the odd notion that a high school student could perform what look like extraordinarily difficult operations for all kinds of practical purposes: figuring interest, stock dividends, areas of land, and volumes. Because he could depend on the student’s knowing the basic operations cold, he could lead them to understand how numbers could be used to solve some tricky problems. He shows, for instance, that there’s a perfectly logical way to imagine what it is to take a square root of a number, by laying that number out as an area, like a square field, and then using squares and rectangles inside the field to fill it up, determining what the length of the field must be. That takes considerable imagination: the number can’t be a funny looking sign on a page, but must take shape, assume a kind of concrete existence. The number 576 isn’t just a number, but a nice square field, 24 feet on a side.


Deriving square roots (and cube roots!) just by adding and multiplying squares and rectangles or cubes and prisms is probably too hard for most teachers now, let alone students. Here is an easier problem, from early in the book:




Multiply 387295 by 216324.





Simple drudgery, you say. Ah, but here’s the trick of it. Do the operation by performing only three sets of multiplication. That is, 216324 has six digits in it, and you’d think, if you were not imaginative with numbers, that you would therefore have to perform six sets of multiplication, first by 4, then by 2, and so on. It isn’t so.


The trick is to see—and imagination is a power that allows us to combine things and recombine them, seeing them anew every time—that 216324 has a pretty set of digits. It has a 3, and a 24, and a 216. But 3 x 8 = 24, and 24 x 9 = 216. These things you just know; they are tools for your cleverness to fool about with, as a machinist learns the feel of a wrench or a drill press. This means that if you multiply by the 3 first, putting the product in the correct position, directly under the 3, and then multiply that product by 8, putting the new product directly under the 4 of 24, and then multiply that product in turn by 9, putting the new new product directly under the 6 of 216, you will have done all the multiplication you need to do. Then you add up the three products, instead of the six that you otherwise would have made; and you are done.


Students who never master the foundations of arithmetic will never learn such play. Suppose, in baseball, a player has 257 official at-bats and makes 73 hits. What is his batting average? Here are the possible responses a student may give, from most desirable to least:


“I am sorry, Mr. James, but I am being trained for absolute dependence upon a technocratic state. I have no idea what your question means.”


“I don’t know. I think you would have to divide one number into the other, but I’m not sure which should go into which.”


“You have to divide 73 by 257. I’d need a calculator to do that. I have no idea what it would be.”


“You have to divide 73 by 257. I think it’s less than .300, but I’d need a calculator to find out.”


“It’s less than .300. Give me a pen and paper and I’ll do the division.”


And then, the answer that is only possible from a strong memory and a developed imagination that such a memory can foster:


“If it were 70 for 250, he’d be batting 70 x .4 = .280. So it’s more than .280, because the extra 3 for 7 is much more than that. Add a hit to one side and take it away from the other: if it were 71 for 250, he’d be batting .284. Then the extra 2 for 7 wouldn’t change the average much at all, because 2 for 7 is .286 (as everybody knows). So the average is .284.”


The fact is, playing with numbers can be great fun. You’re playing backgammon and desperately need a 5 and a 3 on the dice. What are your chances of getting it? The best hand in cribbage is a jack and four fives. What are the chances of that? When you look at the decimal expansions of fractions with the denominator 7, 11, and 13, they do something really peculiar:




1/7 = .142857 1/11 = .090909 1/13 = .076923





You’ll notice that if you take the first three digits of each expansion, and add them to the last three digits, you’ll get the same number, 999:




142 + 857 = 999 090 + 909 = 999 076 + 923 = 999





The rule continues for 2/7, 2/11, 2/13, and so on. Why is that? Hint: Multiply 7 x 11 x 13, and think about the result very hard, and use your imagination.


When I was a boy, we used to take baseball cards and flip them against the side of the schoolhouse outside at recess. It was a sort of contest. If your card came closer to the wall, or “topped” the other fellow’s card, you got to keep them both. In general we liked to play with two kinds of cards: new ones with nice sharp sides for easy flipping, and cards for “bums” like Dave Ricketts or Dooley Womack or somebody else that nobody wanted. And how could you tell that nobody wanted them? That’s simple. From the numbers on the back. It was like playing with dynamite. Educators could blast a solid numerical imagination to rubble by detonating it with the highly abstract and highly verbal “new math,” and could leave the memory dormant by not pestering it with such things as tables and rules of operation. But plenty of those gains were lost by the baseball cards, as boys who could not define “the distributive property of multiplication over addition” yet could pore over the spilling statistics on the backs of card after card, committing them lovingly to memory, as if they were the holy words of a strange and powerful language. Which, of course, they were.







There’s Dullness, and There’s Dullness


Imagine row after row of students slumped over their books, scratching their heads, gaping in incomprehension at their lesson, while the teacher in the front of the room drones over the minutiae of the grammar of what they are reading. Now imagine, in the next room, a popular professor of physics giving a lesson on air pressure and propulsion by attempting to set off a rocket by steam. The boys flock around him; he’s young and chatty and easy to like, while the grammarian is old, crotchety, and distant.


That’s the contrast set up in the film The Browning Version (1951), and as soon as we see the two classrooms we know which one we’d prefer to be in. That is exactly what the screenwriter expects. As it turns out, the physicist is more showman than scientist, and not a great showman at that. His first attempts at propulsion fail, until he takes a suggestion from a student named Taplow who is not even in his class, but rather in the deadly Greek class next door. Now that is the place where imaginations wither and die; except that they are the ones playing with nitro glycerine, although most of the students do not know it. They are reading, or desperately struggling to read, Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, the first play in his trilogy that ponders the meaning of good and evil, vengeance and law, nature and the city. Clytemnestra has waited ten years for the return of her husband Agamemnon, who sacrificed their daughter to the goddess Artemis in return for favorable winds as his ships sailed off to Troy. Ten years she has waited, having taken a lover in the meantime, brooding, fearing that the man will not return, then at last exulting when her sentries send the fire-signal from mountaintop to mountaintop, to alert her that Agamemnon is coming home. She tells him, with devastating irony, that she has been longing to see him. In the end she tangles him in a net and butchers him in his own house. When the people of Argos come running, she stands above the body with bloody knife in hand, boldly, with no apology.


“How fine that is, sir!” exclaims the same Taplow. “That she could stand over the corpse of her own husband!” And the schoolmaster nods in appreciation.


That is the picture of an imagination come alive, never to die again. The students in the other class may have been entertained for a spell, but Taplow’s mind, under the influence of the potent Greek of Aeschylus, is on its way to being rendered perfectly useless for hack work, for mass marketing, and for sloganeering politics.


So we want to make sure we overwhelm the students with the right kind of dullness. In The Weight of Glory, C. S. Lewis wrote that a schoolboy learning Greek might eventually come to understand that he can have again and again, but only after the hard work of study, the joy he feels when a passage of stupendous poetry suddenly makes sense. Maybe he reads of Odysseus’s dog Argos, “Flash,” lying flea-ridden and half dead on a dung-heap, trying bravely to wag his tail as he sees his master home after twenty years, recognizing the man when the human beings around him fail to do so. Or he might fight through Latin inflectional endings to read the words of Aeneas from Virgil’s Aeneid, the saddest hero of ancient epic, as before his final battle with his enemy Turnus he advises his son about what to expect and not expect from his life:




Disce, puer, virtutem ex me verumque laborem,


Fortunam ex aliis.


Hard work and manhood learn from me, my boy;


Good fortune you can learn from someone else.





And the moment of understanding, the vision of a truth that is precious precisely because it turns us away from easy and comfortable consolations, a truth made the more splendid by poetry that burns itself into the memory, will have made the laborious study worthwhile. We want to avoid, then, the sometimes necessary dullness of the beginnings of a great task. Yet we do want dullness. What should we do?


I think that the answer has already been suggested in this chapter. Demand drudgery, but not drudgery that has as its end the mastery of facts, or of an intellectual structure within which to retain and interpret the facts, or of a great work of imagination for which the facts of grammar or arithmetic or whatever are the doorkeepers. Keep the students busy and idle at the same time. Put them in groups, to pull down the intelligent. Have them make posters full of unrelated bits of data. Encourage the easy and slipshod. Have them study Germany by cooking a bowl of bean soup, or frying some wienerschnitzel (rather like studying baseball by grilling a hot dog). Make them write what they have cribbed from a “source,” normally the gabbling internet, and then don’t bother to check for grammar or style, or even to see whether the student actually wrote the work himself. At all costs have the assignments devour time. Call them “creative” if you like. Appeal to the student’s vanity—never a difficult maneuver—and enlist his good will as you rob his days. Time was the eater of things, said the old poets, but now we are saddled with young people whom we don’t know what to do with, and who have no idea what to do with their time. Schola edax temporis sit— let school be the eater of time.


Let me finish this chapter with an anecdote. I once met a bird-watching couple in Nova Scotia, who had taken hundreds of photographs of the birds they had seen (sometimes while lying in the snow or standing in icy water to wait for their approach). This couple, not college-educated, could speak about each species with wry anecdotes, genuine affection, and detailed information. They said that the arctic terns see more daylight in a year than any other creature on earth, migrating 22,000 miles in a great circle from pole to pole, spending their days in the northern summer and then in the southern summer, and back again. They said they had managed to feed through the winter an oriole that had strayed too far north. They sewed grapes on a string and dangled the makeshift feeder from a tree. They said that the spruce grouse was so stupid a bird that you could “freeze” one of them in a tree and snatch it by hand. They were a treasure-house of things to know about birds, because they loved them; and the more they learned about birds, the warmer their love grew.


A fact may not be much, by itself, but it points toward what is true, and even the humblest truth may in time lead a mind to contemplate the beautiful and the good. A blue jay will give a certain kind of warning shriek to alert his fellows that a hawk is nearby. Ponder that fact awhile, and perhaps the common pest of the backyard feeder, so familiar to us that we miss his bold brave beauty, will resume his proper mystery.




	
I. Christopher Tolkien, ed., The Monsters and the Critics and Other Essays (Boston: Houghton-Mifflin, 1984).
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