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To live.To please.To be loved.To love.To write. Not to be duped. 

To be oneself—and yet, to be successful. How to be read?

And how to live, despising or hating all sides.

– Paul Valéry, “On Stendhal”








Introduction

AT A LITERARY PARTY on a winter night not long ago, someone whose name I didn’t recognize—he seemed to be just a few years out of college—introduced himself to me and uttered this declaration: “Someday someone is going to sue you for the stuff you write, pal.”Then he turned on his heels, as they used to say, and disappeared into the crowd. It was a strange curse for anyone but an offended author to call down on a critic’s head. But it was a significant one.You could trace recent developments in the culture by imagining what my audacious scourge might have said or done at other moments in time.

In the fifties he might have thrown a drink in my face, or passionately engaged me over something I’d written, or he might have engaged me and then thrown a drink in my face. In the sixties and early seventies, he could well have shouted an aesthetic or political declaration, or perhaps waved a pocketknife in the air to prove the weakness of words before stark existential vitality, etc.—and then got down to cases with me on the level of ideas. By the eighties and into the nineties, when most intellectuals and writers seemed to be ensconced at the universities—he probably would have been in graduate school; I most likely would have been teaching somewhere—I might at least have been the object of his attempts at theoretically refuting my existence as a thinking, integrated self. At the very least, a personal deconstruction.

But instead here my antagonist was, relishing the prospect of me being litigated against in court. Not challenged, or refuted, or forensically trounced, but dragged out of the unregulated, unsocialized, free and untrammeled realm of intellectual friction and ferment into the hard, constricting halls of justice. Not disagreed with, but forced to make amends. Not exposed as conventional, or banal, or as being complicit with society’s official big picture— capital crimes in intellectual life—but officially chastened by society itself. Kafka’s comic nightmare of spirit-crushing legalism was this writer’s earnest dream of intellectual redress.The incident that winter night was a mildly theatrical example of a new reality: the general reversal of relations between the literary vocation—and the intellectual and artistic vocations, as well—and the status quo. It is my hope that the essays in this book, written over the last ten years, will serve as a counterstatement to that sour inversion.

There has been a lot of talk, and for a long time, about “the triumph of the counterculture.” This development has resulted, we are told, in moral relativism, open and permissive sexuality, the decline of civility, and disrespect for authority and the rule of law.That such qualities have been on the rise in American society for the past thirty-five years is hardly disputable—whether they are pernicious developments or benign ones, or maybe even necessary counterbalances to less perceptible but even more constricting conditions, is an ongoing argument. But these qualities are rarely defined. In fact, they are not just antisocial forces released into American life by the dramatic sixties. They are, above all, aesthetic traits that slowly have made their way into mainstream public conduct from the realm of art.

Art and life once had a clear border between them. It was in King Lear, not in the sentiments of English judges or politicians, that Keats thought he had discovered the supreme example of what he called “negative capability,” which is the displacement of moral judgment by the sympathetic inhabiting of other people’s perspectives. Another name for that disposition is moral relativism. You find explicit carnal romping in Boccacio’s fourteenth-century tales, not in the papal edicts of his time, or in the pronouncements of the Florentine senate that shaped the society in which Boccacio lived. In ancient Athens, disrespect for authority and the rule of law resulted in exile or death; in ancient Greek tragedy the punishments for such defiance filled the audience with compassion for human frailty, and with who knows what degree of painful regret over destiny’s iron byways.When people wring their hands over the integration of “countercultural” values into everyday life, they are really talking about the eruption into public spaces of sentiments once limited to artistic expression.

Now, some traditionalists, from across the political spectrum, believe that the key to social harmony is to insulate an otherwise healthy society from these countercultural, aesthetic excesses that have arisen out of the unsupervised abundance of American freedom. Others, from equally diverse ideological positions, have an ironic response. In their view, the business culture prizes, even creates, seemingly subversive—i.e., aesthetic—values because such values open larger commercial opportunities: what you get as a result of more appetites, fewer moral judgments, and a widespread lack of self-restraint is a greater variety of services, commodities, and markets. For the traditionalists, aesthetic values operating in everyday life are a deviant amorality. For the ironists, they are a deviant respectability.

These circumstances have produced a curious attitude. As society has welcomed into the public realm behavior, sentiments, and psychological revelations once kept secret in art, the work of art itself has come under suspicion. The signs of this art-suspicion are everywhere.There is the wild popularity of “reality” television, for instance. And the relentless inflation-deflation machine applied to celebrities, who are almost always artists— actors, musicians, etc.And the movie-dramas and cable television series that expose the actual lives behind the professional pretense of famous and not-so-famous actors.

Distrust of art is why cinematic techniques are coming to dominate the fine arts, as painting gets outpaced by video, and more and more photographs—especially giant Cibachrome prints—look like movie-stills. Movies are so universally familiar, so much a part of everyday “water-cooler” conversation, that any allusion to film seems reassuringly to ground the imagination in concrete facts.And Hollywood movies themselves are increasingly discussed in literal terms.Though movies have always had profits in mind above all, up until now even commercial films were appraised as crafted fictions. Nowadays the “movie-business” is emphasized more than the fictions that the movie-business creates, as if the people who write about film wish to ensure its segregation from the environs of the imagination completely.

And art-suspicion is why more and more novels and plays are based on real events, or on earlier novels and plays. It is why best-selling novels, like The Da Vinci Code, read like actual histories, and why best-selling nonfiction books like The Tipping Point use stories to seem to make sense of life the way good novels used to. Art-suspicion is why the novel is blurring into the memoir; why would-be novelists fictionalize from behind the respectable mask of a “memoir”; and why such novels that do get written as novels  are often timid, self-conscious, precious, and uptight—amazingly, the younger and “hotter” the novelist, the less likely it is that you are going to find in his or her work original evocations of sex, or vibrantly obscene language, or refreshingly illiberal sentiments. Finally, art-suspicion itself has been strengthened by a general distrust of authority, which has been fueled by the Freudian notion that a flawed psyche stands shakily behind every confident assertion. Nowadays, the artist wishes to prove that he is not an arrogant, hypocritically flawed purveyor of self-assured fictions, but a psychologically imperfect, well-meaning self like everyone else. That is another reason why the novel is collapsing into memoir.

Just about everybody who reflects on these matters seems to agree that the arts are losing their capacity to create an original experience, though no one has been able to say why. It seems harder and harder to make a work of art that does not conform to the dictates of the trivializing media, or that does not follow the lead of marketing experts in direct consultation with gallery owners and book and magazine editors—it seems difficult to make a work of art even partially detached from all the myriad diluting and polluting tributaries flowing out from the huge Deadening Sea of buying and selling. In myriad ways and forms, the artistic imagination in America seems to be plunging toward the literal. But of course people still write novels; they continue to make paintings and films.They even do so in greater numbers than ever before, which perhaps is yet more evidence that art is now serving a sharply different function than the aesthetic one it used to perform.

And yet, most strangely, no one appraises works of art themselves in the context of these new circumstances.

Articles in the news sections of newspapers, and in the newsy “front” of opinion magazines, take into account changes wrought by politics, technology, and finance. But for the most part, critics review books in newspapers and magazines pretty much the same way they did fifty years ago.Thumbs up, mostly, sometimes thumbs down in the newspapers; a mind-numbing neutrality in the more “refined” magazines; long, well-mannered expositions of a book’s contents, an argument about the nature of the novel here, a spurt of self-consciousness about the tone of arts-reviewing there. A cautious blandness rules in the criticism of other art-forms, too.

But aside from knowing allusions to inflated prices for paintings, or to exorbitant book advances or movie deals, we hear no news about radical changes in the fundamental shape of the arts. We hear nothing about how the individual work of art in our time, in the particulars of its form and content, has assimilated not just the values of commercial society, but the vast supple consciousness that a universal spirit of commercialism fosters: get your own, and get it fast, and do it behind a virtuous appearance and with an optimistic air.

Such an omission amounts to a lie about our culture. Because it’s often the artists themselves—novelists, painters, filmmakers, television writers—who seem to believe that art is exploitable for nonartistic purposes.They seem to have given up on the idea of art as an autonomous end. Making art now often serves as a means to advancement; the artists—or the people presenting themselves as artists—seem more like ambitious entrepreneurs who have turned the self into a small business.

How could it be otherwise? How could commercial society assimilate once socially transgressive aesthetic values without the artists themselves eventually learning how to assimilate, under the guise of art, the values that drive commercial society? As society has embraced aesthetic ways of being, art has become more, as the people in the Personnel Department like to say, “goal-oriented.” And so novelists have felt more comfortable about fitting their stories into a marketing niche, and business-minded people have felt more relaxed about sitting down and writing a novel instead of going to work on Wall Street—for everyone still covets the aura of being an artist.

Still, this is not the way things permanently or entirely are. It’s the way some things are—for the moment.The businessification of the arts—and the entrepreneurizing of the artist—hasn’t become such an entrenched condition that you can’t glimpse through its gaps a different, freer situation.

After all, art and commerce have always mingled; Shakespeare probably created the complex rhetoric of Troilus and Cressida for an audience of lawyers. In the right circumstances, money is a blessing on culture. How silly seems the old Marxist idea that oligarchic or plutocratic elites impose their taste on the masses. It was Victorian wealth that made possible middle-class readers, buyers of books who supported attacks on Victorian hypocrisy by writers like Charles Dickens and George Eliot. Merchants and then industrialists, not starving idealists, supported Athenian drama in the fifth century B.C., Florentine painting in the fifteenth century, the French novel during the Second Empire, the efflorescence of artistic genius in post–World War II America— works of culture that could sustain and steel the most alienated starving idealist. Business can shower incalculable advantages on art. It’s when art becomes a business, as it has now, that the quality of the imagination is strained.

I SHOULD BE BLUNT AND SPECIFIC about just how art got refashioned into a commercial enterprise, rather than remaining the beneficiary of commerce. A general distrust of art cleared the way for artists to feel more comfortable about employing art as a means to more practical, respectable ends. But material conditions helped this development along: behemoth European conglomerates in book publishing driven by the need to recoup large invest- ments; art galleries struggling to pay rents inflated by the stores attracted by the galleries; art museums that have to expand or die; dance companies bereft of public funding; the whole cultural world fretting about being eclipsed by the movies, while the movie executives fret about being overtaken by television. And everyone in terror of being made irrelevant by the next wave of inundating technology.

Yet the people who run the big publishing houses, the major museums, the prestigious galleries, and the successful filmcompanies aren’t afraid of bankruptcy, unemployment, or some other economic calamity.They don’t worry about not making a profit. They worry about not increasing profits. Financial expectations have become so high in this moment of soaring prosperity that money-minded people care more about winning than earning—and they care about not losing most of all. This is a radical rub.

The desire to earn a living, even to become rich, is healthy and rational. The wish to beat by large margins last quarter’s already profitable figures makes ordinary employees who serve the shareholders feel like they are working for an impersonal hunger and not for flesh-and-blood human beings, who presumably operate with some practical, if not moral, restraints. And the profits in certain areas do indeed keep increasing, just as the kinds of work rewarded by ballooning profits keep getting more surprising and diverse. All this crazy accumulation, and all these unexpected venues for accumulating—Alan just made $12 million with  his idea for motorized slippers!—generate shivers of irrationality down to the roots of cultural attitudes.The general impression of ubiquitous superremuneration has made wealth the sole mark of success. People take up what has always been modestly rewarding artistic work expecting the same windfall that is bestowed on people who pursue careers in finance.

Because business wants individuals to become big-spending earners at as early an age as possible, young people are made to feel that they have to meet society’s criteria for success as quickly as they can.This has a terrible effect on art-making.The general anxiety now is that if you don’t have a gallery, or a movie about to be released, or a six-figure advance for a book soon after college, you have bungled opportunities previously unknown to humankind. In such an atmosphere of desperation without a cause, the work of art becomes, as they say in business, “fungible.” Learning to make art takes time. But instead of the artist patiently surrendering his ego to the work, he uses his ego to rapidly direct the work along extra-artistic shortcuts, toward the success that seems to be diffused all around him like sunshine.The frenzy to make the kind of killing in art that one would expect to make in business is probably what lies behind the explosion of literary and journalistic frauds. In a commercial society that constantly arouses the libido and makes satisfaction a sacred goal, any shortcut to satisfaction is permissible. Lies become a consumerist tool. Their effectiveness as a tactic earns them the quality of truth.

Out of all this new mire and complexity comes the reversal of relations between cultural values and the entrepreneurial status quo.Twenty-five-year-olds with nothing to tell or say now publish their “memoirs” because marketing shamans have determined that the “youth” demographic must be won over in order for civilization to survive—the precocious reminiscers end up telling or saying what the marketers claim their readers want to hear: tales of drinking, drug-addiction, sex-addiction, violence, etc. (In other words, they end up portraying a vision of life that middle-aged publishing and entertainment executives lasciviously project onto the appetites of young audiences.) Media honchos publish cynical, dreadful novels on the basis of the “demographic” they bring with them. Book publishers drop an author if his first book didn’t make a profit, rather than sticking with him as publishers used to do, and supporting and nourishing him over the long haul. Writing-or-painting-or-filmmaking-by-identity becomes as formulaic as painting-by-numbers. And everybody seems to be bidding for the reader’s attention and sympathy by writing bouncily about criticism-proof subjects like terminal illness and the Holocaust. Almost unreal prosperity—the sunshine of self-interest everywhere—has created a weird,American style of writing profitably about tragedy in a sunny, upbeat sort of way. All that sunshine, incidentally, makes it hard to criticize for a living. It can make a critic want to seek out and celebrate art that honestly exposes the cruelty and sorrow in life.

But as I said, this is how only some things are.Truthful, authentic art keeps being made outside, far outside, the increasingly closed circles of the great cultural centers where the inversion of art and business turns art’s head.The critic’s passion should be to expose the shams, the false consciousness, the cleverly accommodating patter that are turning expedience into culture, and making an essentially social transaction into a novel or a play. The true critic’s function should be to hearten the true artist.

Yes, of course, critics shouldn’t have to do anything, and there are as many different ways to write criticism as there are people practicing it.There are still brilliant, replenishing intellects around, making sense of things in all the arts. But criticism that hopes to affect artists’ creative prospects, and the quality of a reader’s intellectual choices, is the most intimate, and effective, and exciting kind of criticism.

The critic who aspires to such a meaningfully consequential criticism is not a glorified reviewer. He does not merely evaluate a work of art, or peremptorily argue this or that aspect of a genre, or mechanically bemoan the falling-off from some golden age. Rather, he uses each critical occasion to show, in the particulars of  its form and content, how an object of discrimination reflects the life around it in the broadest sense possible, either as an example of manufactured sentiments thwarting life itself, or as an instance of joy and freedom—he interprets the work under scrutiny almost as if it were a lesson in freedom, or in some of the ways of being, or not being, free. This critic serves the ambitions of the true artist struggling to break through all the travesties, inversions, and deformations of his calling to a rich, unfettered imaginative place.

To accomplish that the critic has to operate as a writer. He should not produce essays consisting of two paragraphs of opinion at the beginning, then twenty-eight paragraphs of synopsis with an unobjectionable aperçu obligingly woven in here and there, followed by two resoundingly final paragraphs of opinion at the end. He should be witty, and coarse, and antic, and subtle; his essays might well be the products of a mime, an ironist, a buffoon, a provocateur. Do unto art what you would have art do unto you. It is the difference between a job and a vocation. As for negative, even vehemently negative, criticism, it has to be as much a form of understanding a specific work as a mode of attack. For the rest, the proof is in the pudding.

Before the extinction of grand intellectual frameworks, critics used to be not just finicky appraisers but intellectually and stylistically avid writers. They plied their trade at now-defunct journals that collected around them writers united by grand political or aesthetical frameworks—figures who used to argue with similar writers gathered around rival journals. But that was before the hyperscrutinizing media grew more important, more transgressive even, than any artistic or critical movement; and before the media reduced everything, whether an isolated murder or a piece of exceptional music, to a trend.

Now critics work in the media’s giant gleaming maw, mostly as reviewers, necessarily shorn of passion and obsession and beautiful axes to grind. For not only is the media, like art, subject to the inversion of intellectual and business values. Obviously, the media itself is a big business, a very big, profitable, perennially anxious business that doesn’t so much sneakily abet the status quo as openly seek to become it.The ambitious critic who wishes, like any serious person, to fulfill his destiny in his work—who wants to be consequential—sooner or later has to take perilous aim at his peers.

But of obstacles along life’s way there is no end, and anyway, nothing speeds a critic’s progress along like plentiful obstacles. Hating or despising all sides is nice work if you can get it, too. And loving, and being loved. Dear reader, accompany me, if you will. I was lonely and asthmatic as a boy.









Part One
[image: i_Image2]
The Imagination and Its Obstacles









Harry Potter and the Fear of Not Flying

ONCE UPON A TIME, a boy on a broomstick flew into a nation that was significantly free from tradition and prescribed custom. So great was the country’s freedom in this regard that it turned every social incident and every cultural expression into a symbolic occasion that might supply a sorely needed orientation to national life. If two teenagers went on a rampage of killing in a high school, the slaughter had partly to embody the nation’s surrender to television or computers. If a series of books came out about the adventures of a nearly adolescent boy swooping around on a broomstick, the rapturous reception of these books had partly to embody the craving for an antidote to the national submission to television or computers.Yet the popularity of the Harry Potter books actually has everything to do with our symbolizing tendency itself.

That is because all this fancy pop-critical theory quickly hardens into leaden, clinical fact, testified to by an array of experts who are glad to make themselves available to all the technologies of punditry. Why the killing? Not just because of television and the Internet, but because of early trauma, poor self-esteem, a broken home, inept guidance counselors and school psychologists, and so on. Clunk, clunk, clunk: it is like dully making change for events of tremendous denomination, though none of the routine inquiries ended up applying to the Columbine killers. Swamped by these so-called facts of mental life, the specificity of what happens in the world outside the mind gets lost; the world seems to turn on what takes place in the mind, and what takes place in the mind is whatever the electronic sages tell us does.

What’s more, if you protest against the clinical facts that supposedly define you—they also include the fact of where you come from, and of what group you belong to—you are deemed outside the pale of a century of improvements in scientific plain-seeing. You are “in denial,” which is like saying that you are allied with the powers of darkness and irrationality. Our cultural productions reflect this state of affairs. Memoirs stress the standard, formative facts; works of art hallow the standard, formative facts. Now, this relentlessly rational organization of inner and outer reality, of cultural documents and works of art, makes for a fantastic situation. For underneath it all, life flows incalculably on, and we know and feel this.

For this reason, the rapturous reception of the Harry Potter books is heartening, because J. K. Rowling is a literary artist, and her books possess more imaginative life than the majority of novels that are published in this country in any given year.They are full of marvelous invention and humor and fun, but they have more than that. They are not fantasy-escapes from mundane existence, as they are being hailed; they are escapes from a general condition of hyperrationality that, because it ignores the element of incalculability in life, has become unreasonable to the point of seeming receptive to fantasy and the occult as escapes from life. With Harry Potter, Rowling has brought reality back into the literature of escape, and back into our fantasy-falling culture. What a rarity, a literary imagination that is not self-conscious, and studied, and uptight.

The Harry Potter novels spin the tale of an orphan who is eleven when the series begins, and grows older by a year in each successive volume. One night, the infant Harry appears on the doorstep of the Dursleys, his aunt and uncle and their gluttonous bully of a young son, Dudley. Harry spends ten years with them, during which time they treat him cruelly—they make the sadistic Aunt Spiker and Aunt Sponge of Roald Dahl’s James and the  Giant Peach look like hospice-workers—making him sleep in a cupboard and barely giving him enough food to survive.

Uncle Vernon and Aunt Petunia have told Harry that his parents died in a car accident. But Harry’s parents had a secret, which Harry discovers on his eleventh birthday: they were powerful and respected members of England’s wizard community. And they never died in a car crash.They were killed by the evil wizard Voldemort, who lost much of his power when he tried to finish off the infant Harry but, for some inexplicable reason, failed to do so, leaving Harry alive and with a scar in the shape of a lightning bolt. Indeed, Harry with his green eyes, and Voldemort with his green light, mysteriously share a granule of the same nature, though Harry is unambiguously good and Volde-mort is unambiguously evil.

Harry is saved from his wicked stepparents by his parents’ wizard friends and sent to Hogwarts, a famous private school for wizard children, though he has to return to his aunt and uncle over the summer holidays. The books tell the story of Harry’s adventures at Hogwarts, where, among other things, he discovers that nonwizard people are called Muggles; and learns how to play the game Quidditch, which is conducted while flying through the air on broomsticks; and finds his best friends in the bookish daughter of two dentist-Muggles and the son of an impoverished wizard family; and does battle with a mountain troll in the girls’ bathroom; and learns how to make friends with a hippogriff (you stare unblinking into its fierce orange eye, bow, and wait for it to bow).

WHAT IS IT WITH THE BRITISH, why are they so good at creating stories in which there is this world and an alternative world? J. M. Barrie, Frances Hodgson Burnett, E. Nesbit, Lewis Carroll, J. R. R.Tolkien, C. S. Lewis—they all come from somewhere in Great Britain. (Rowling herself is Scottish.) Of course, there is the creative stimulus of living on cozy little islands shrouded by fog. And there is the nice constant scare of the surrounding sea making your neighbors seem more alien and more likely to arrive unexpectedly; and the venerable class system, which enacts alternative worlds side by side; and, for a time, there was the strange, distant galaxy of empire. Or maybe it is just that the battlements and the turrets of British common sense are so solidly established that British writers can imagine its opposite with luxurious sanguinity.

But why are we so entranced by the creation of alternative worlds in the first place? The answer might have something to do with the conventional premise of so many children’s stories, which is that they revolve around children whose parents are dead or absent or diminished. (Nesbit, the Fabian socialist, liked to make her fathers bankrupt or falsely accused of selling secrets to the Russians.) This is partly the reflection of a child’s tyrannical wish to have total sovereignty over a parent-free world, and it is also a reflection of the adult author’s childlike impulse to have total sovereignty over his or her created world. But surely there is also an attenuated Christian influence: Jesus in Jerusalem refusing to acknowledge his parents, Jesus exhorting his followers to leave their parents and their homes and to follow him.The unaffiliated, deracinated state is a state of pure spiritual receptivity, and this is the condition of much children’s literature, which introduces the child to the idea of change. And since the gradual withdrawal of parents is an inevitable thing, the classic children’s stories are often semiparables of the terrors and the pleasures of separation.

The appeal of alternative worlds goes much further, deep into the vicissitudes of our maturity. As our parents recede, we rely on our imaginations to construct another authority—which is to say, another world. The pressure that our ego exerts on the objects of its hunger and its need amounts to a desire to enchant the people around us.Yet beyond our magical circle of bonds and affection lies the other world, the world outside the reach of our enchantments.We have to negotiate between these two regions on a daily basis, and to keep our balance as the boundaries move, and to maintain our poise throughout the times when our world takes on the aspect of the mundane, and the world beyond acquires the allure of enchantment (it notices us, it seizes us and holds us in its power, victory is ours).

So the children’s story of a solitary imagination, operating avidly and resourcefully in the shifting world, is also the naked, subterranean story of our adult days.The point is not that a good children’s story is, as people like to say, written also for adults.The point is that a good children’s story is the story of the making of an adulthood. That is why the best children’s stories have a wit and an urbanity that make their most extravagant inventions all the more believable.

From J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan and Wendy:


“What is your name?”




“Peter Pan.”




She was already sure that he must be Peter, but it did seem a comparatively short name.




“Is that all?”




“Yes,” he said rather sharply. He felt for the first time that it was a shortish name. . . .


She asked where he lived.

“Second to the right,” said Peter, “and then straight on till morning.”

“What a funny address!”

Peter had a sinking feeling. For the first time he felt that perhaps it was a funny address . . .

“Don’t have a mother,” he said. Not only had he no mother, but he had not the slightest desire to have one. He thought them very over-rated persons.



From C. S. Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe:


In one corner there was a door which Lucy thought must lead to Mr Tumnus’s [a faun] bedroom, and on one wall was a shelf full of books. Lucy looked at these while he was setting out the tea things. They had titles like . . . Nymphs and Their Ways or Men, Monks, and Game Keepers:A  Study in Popular Legend or Is Man a Myth?



From Ian Fleming’s Chitty Chitty Bang Bang:


Now, Joe the Monster was in fact head of an international gang of robbers and ruffians and he was known in France as Joe le Monstre.



Rowling herself, with her narcissistic wizard-professor Gilderoy Lockhart, to take just one example from her books, masterfully does this dry trace of a satirical tone, though with a touch of farce. The renowned author of Magical Me, among other volumes, Lock-falling hart praises his student, Hermione Granger, Harry’s bookish friend, for supplying the right answer to an exam question that Lockhart poses about himself:


. . . but Miss Hermione Granger knew my secret ambition is to rid the world of evil and market my own range of hair-care potions—good girl!



I’m sorry, but I find this sort of thing hilarious. I also find it replenishing, since I cannot think of any “adult” fiction that attempts genuinely to satirize the celebrity-fraud. Most wondrous of all is that Rowling does not use the archness, and the worldliness, and the knowingness to protect herself or to promote herself, to remind us that she is too sophisticated to be taken in by her own fictions. On the contraire, as Joe le Monstre would say. As in Barrie and Lewis and Fleming, Rowling wants to prove the strength of her fiction by testing its capacity to assimilate the worldliness. This is because Rowling, like her predecessors, has total confidence in her imagined world, and is unafraid of delivering herself up to her fancy. Or, as Peter Pan puts it, when the human children ask him to tell them how to fly, “ You just think lovely wonderful thoughts . . . and they lift you up into the air.”

THE ABILITY TO FLY is the most pressing issue of our time.And it is not just the trend-diviners and the glossy social-scientistic savants who make it hard to know how to fly. There are also the fantasists themselves, for instance the so-called magical realists, who pretend that fantastic occurrences are continuous with reality. Magical realism snubs the intractable evidence of reality, and thus never allows readers to exercise their capacity to believe the unbelievable against all the evidence of reality. In snubbing reality, magical realism slights the power of imagination.

But Rowling writes her tales in a manner that may be called realistic magicalism—which preserves the discontinuity between fantasy and reality. She takes it for granted that, against all the stubborn evidence that she has preserved to the contrary, her readers will nevertheless leave the ground with Harry Potter. In maintaining the gravitational pull of reality, she pays homage to the magical leap of imagination.

And there are still other obstacles to the genuine levitation of the spirit. For one thing, you have to leave your consciousness of self behind, and that is a foolish thing to do nowadays, like leaving your car unlocked on a city street. For another, developing the confidence that you may ascend above the sum of your gritty givens might stick you with the appearance of being an egotist— like puffed-up Peter Pan, or the conceited Phoenix in Nesbit’s The Phoenix and the Carpet, or like all flying creatures.That would be disadvantageous in a society whose citizens feel more comfortable around narcissists with fragile egos like Lockhart than around egotists with selfless natures like Harry.

But Rowling knows the value of flying, and so do her readers. This is why she makes the game Quidditch, a combination of soccer and rugby, an event of central importance.The worst effect of a crisis at Hogwarts—a rogue troll wandering about the halls, Voldemort’s minions on the loose, the dangerous Dementors going around making everyone feel sad and hopeless—is that a Quidditch match is canceled. And the happy resolution of every book involves Harry’s house, Gryffindor, winning a crucial game of Quidditch. Indeed, Harry is never so happy as when he is playing the game; it keeps his mind off his troubles.

Harry would make a very bad contemporary memoirist, because when he is zooming around on his broomstick and thinks of his parents’ violent deaths, sometimes remembering their screams, the experience of flying seems unreal to him and he nearly falls off his broom to his own death.The formative trauma, for Rowling, is the true unreality. Only the airborne imagination fosters self-forgetfulness, which makes work possible, work that sustains a life.Thus Quidditch, with its echo of “quiddity,” meaning the essential quality of a thing. Quidditch, a vital, self-forgetful busyness, is the essential activity of Harry Potter’s world.

ROWLING HERSELF seems to have the habit of pure artistic confidence, of egotistical self-abandoning. She appears to be totally immersed in her imagined world, and you can see this in her books’ layers of literary allusion. At the beginning of Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s The Little Prince, the strangely disconsolate narrator tells us that as a boy, he once drew a picture of a boa constrictor. He showed it to several adults, who failed to recognize it for what it was. They thought the drawing showed a hat.This, says the narrator, was the beginning and the end of his career as a painter, for “grown-ups never understand anything by themselves.”The capacity to read properly a child’s drawing of a boa constrictor becomes a test of the litheness of adult imagination.

Now, it happens that in Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone the Dursleys allow Harry to accompany them to the zoo, where he meets a boa constrictor.To Harry’s astonishment, he and the reptile have a conversation, which comes down to the boa constrictor’s desire to see Brazil, where he has never been, despite the information conveyed by the card on his cage: it reads, “Boa Constrictor, Brazil. ”Though Harry is not aware at this point of his magical powers, he somehow has the effect of making the glass front of the reptile’s cage disappear, which allows the boa constrictor to slither out to freedom, hissing to Harry as he departs, “Brazil, here I come. . . . Thanksss, amigo.” Of course, Harry’s nonwizard relatives could not hear Harry talking with the snake. In this way, the capacity to hear a boa constrictor speak becomes a test of the litheness of adult imagination.

There is also a willow that, rather than serving as benign backdrop to the adventures of The Wind in the Willows’ Mole and Toad, “whomps” anyone who comes near it with its giant branches; and a wardrobe that the children use, not as a portal to a magical world, but as a hiding-place in which they can eavesdrop on adult conversations (in other words, as a more realistic portal to a more available magical world); and a phoenix named Fawkes, referring to the moment in Nesbit’s tale when the children discover the phoenix on Guy Fawkes’ Day (a good day for a socialist). My favorite allusion is a flying car with its own mind. It does its work and then trundles away from its owners into the Forbidden Forest, where it goes native, tooling around and covering itself in leaves and branches and mud.

There is no reason for these references, it seems to me, beyond the writer’s wholehearted absorption in her universe.That, too, is perhaps why these books are so appealing: in our practical and utilitarian artistic atmosphere, they are ends in themselves. But I don’t mean to make Rowling out to be another Joyce. Though she has produced works of literature, they are still primarily books for children and young adults.Their reported popularity among adults says more about the dearth of good fiction than about the books themselves.

In fact, parents expecting a respite from the violence in popular culture will be surprised by the amount of violence that Rowling introduces into her tales. I cannot think of any classic children’s story that has as much of it. Rowling is a clever writer, and she has assimilated just about every basic bit of business you might encounter in an action movie. At one point, she even has Harry and his friends pointing their wands and kicking in a door. Legs get broken, the children get thrown against walls, blood drips, bones crunch. Sometimes the characters even cry out, “Aaaargh!” that trusty old comic-book exclamation.

If Rowling has absorbed Fleming’s Chitty Chitty Bang Bang,  she has also mastered the conventions of the James Bond movies. So far, every book ends with the standard Bond wrap-up, in which the captured British agent—in this case, Harry Potter— waits patiently to be killed while the villain helpfully explains the fine points of the plot, reviews the highlights of his villainy, and discusses his plans for the future.Then comes the violent reversal and the happy outcome.

But this patina of rough action is all to the good. Most little boys spend much of their time thinking about ways to decapitate other little boys—and of course never do. Most little girls spend much of their time thinking of ways to please little boys, mainly by laughing at their most embarrassing qualities or crying as hard as they can whenever they are around. Rowling’s violence is a blessed acknowledgment of the nature of children.

Harry and his friends Hermione and Ron Weasley are good kids, but they are not angelic,Wordsworthian kids.They usually do the right thing, and they always feel bad when they do the wrong thing. But they pass through a spectrum of hurtful impulses along the way, some of which they act on.This means that their goodness is not only a passive gentleness, easily wounded by the world. It is also the goodness of being able to act in the world. Since they are built with the potential to do harm, Harry and his friends are also built to endure harm.The inexorable violation of their childhood innocence will not lodge its leaden factuality in their minds like burrs; it will not spell their doom as persons. Harry’s scar is not only evidence of a deep emotional injury but, more consequentially, it is also the sign by which everyone in the wizard world recognizes him as the famous Harry Potter, the boy who defeated the villain Voldemort.

The many-sided nature of children is also, perhaps, what Rowling is getting at when she hints that Harry partakes of Voldemort’s nature.As the French name implies, Harry has stolen from death its terrible power, but only as a way to fly from death: what Harry has gotten from Voldemort is the instinct of self-preservation, which is a mercurial, double-sided thing. Such a portrait of children’s complexity, at least to the degree that you find it in Rowling’s tales, is something new in children’s literature. She has hit our contemporary moment right on the head.

Rowling’s complicated violence has a functional purpose, too. It draws in children who might otherwise be won away by empty fantasies of violence. Once distracted by Rowling’s highly enjoyable scrim of action, they will find a fusion of entertainment with an autonomous artistic will. Each book follows the hero’s archetypal journey—in the form of a detective story—from increasingly turbulent surface, to life-endangering depths, and back up to sunlit surface. (Uncle Vernon, whose absence of imagination perfects his cruelty, manufactures drills for a living.) And in every book, Harry confronts his parents’ deaths at the same time as he fights to preserve his life, an ordeal that seems to have to do with Harry finding a way to stop dwelling on his parents’ deaths.

Inside that pattern, Rowling structures her books with a different theme that she develops through reiterated words, images, and motifs. Her tales are remarkably unified for children’s stories. In the first volume, Harry first learns about his wizard nature, and discovers that he is not the worthless boy that his aunt and uncle have told him he is.The theme is the nature of identity, which is hidden, elusive, and immovable. And so when he goes shopping for a wand right before school begins—it is required—Harry finds that the wand chooses him.The nicest conceit is the Mirror of Erised, with its strange inscription: “Erised stra eh ru oyt ube ca, fru oyt on wohsi.” Read in the opposite direction, it says, “I show not your face but your heart’s desire.” It teaches, both literally and figuratively, the idea that you are what you want and not what you appear to be, and that what you want follows from who you mysteriously are, and that your desires can also change. The book’s conclusion has Harry fighting for his life with “The Man with Two Faces.”

The second book, Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets, deals with origins and class. It portrays fame as a reward for character and as a path up through society, and it depicts celebrity—in the figure of Lockhart—as a scourge on character, and as an irritant to social harmony. Rowling, for all her uncanny inventiveness, means business. In this volume, the moral is that your choices, not your origins, define you. Seemingly good people disclose their villainy; apparent transgressors reveal their innocence; transfiguration becomes an issue; and the phoenix, whose origins are ashes, saves the day.

The third volume, Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban,  pushes the artfulness further. It is about depression, black moods, days when a kid just can’t go on, because everyone tells him—or her—that he is nothing, and that things will never change. Sirius Black is the villain, who turns out to be the good guy, because things do change, after all. And the Divination teacher, Professor Trelawney, ends up getting everything wrong, because nobody can tell you what the score is; you have to find out for yourself. 

People such as Professor Trelawney set themselves up as reality-instructors, but they are projecting their own inadequacies.They hope that by convincing you to bow to your supposed limitations, they will make up for their inability to overcome their own limitations. But you have to travel along the axial lines of your own unique existence—wait a minute, that’s Saul Bellow’s The  Adventures of Augie March! Americans may love the Harry Potter books because they tell a British school-story, but the British must love them because the real lessons learned at Hogwarts remind them of America.

Rowling’s world is very artfully patterned. Consider, finally, her conceit of having owls deliver the mail in the wizard world. Harry has his very own courier, an affectionate though high-strung snowy owl named Hedwig. Hedwig happens to be the name of the little girl in Henrik Ibsen’s play involving another bird, The Wild Duck. Roald Dahl certainly had Ibsen’s play in mind when, in The Witches, he has the Norwegian grandmother tell the story of a little girl with a pet duck who is abducted by means of nefarious magic. I have no idea if Rowling is making kindred literary mischief. But it doesn’t matter. Ibsen’s play is about the “life-lie” that we tell ourselves in order to bear as much reality as we can. It is about life-lies that deform and destroy, but also about those that become a part of truth because they make life possible.And J. K. Rowling has similarly qualified our spiteful and ungenerous adult notion of denial, and drawn out of it a beautiful human affirmation. She is spinning an honest and necessary deceit about the world.
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