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In memory of my father, Alan Alfred Cooper
Look ye also while life lasts




– Let it alone. Let’s to billiards.
Antony and Cleopatra, II.5
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BREAKING OFF

UNDISCOVERED SNOOKER

At around 9 p.m. on 2 May 2022, at the Crucible Theatre in Sheffield, Ronnie O’Sullivan turned away from the table and hobbled towards his beaten opponent Judd Trump. The usual form, at this stage, would be a handshake. But this was something deeper, more eloquent. The two players met in a tight embrace. At the age of forty-six, O’Sullivan – who had been Trump’s hero, muse and mentor – was, by rights, the father figure; but he was the one unsteady on his feet, weak and overwhelmed, vulnerable to the possibility of toppling to the carpet. Trump was not just hugging him – he was holding him up, while the audience clapped and roared.

As the embrace continued for over a minute, the pair whispered in each other’s ears. There was no way of knowing what they said to each other in those moments. There were shades of the final scene of Lost in Translation – Bill Murray whispering to Scarlett Johansson on the whirring streets of Tokyo, words secret and inaudible, not meant for others, private truths no one else must hear. It was a scene of breathless emotion – and it conjured up old ghosts, lost icons. Forty years earlier, it had been Alex Higgins on the same stage, clutching the Crucible trophy to his chest, weeping freely as he called for his baby girl. Now, as Ronnie O’Sullivan turned to the crowd, his eyes were puffed and crimson, cheeks wet under the Crucible lights as his son and daughter raced into his arms.

The mood was fitting for such a historic moment. O’Sullivan had just won the World Snooker Championship for the seventh time, matching Stephen Hendry’s record and securing his position at the very pinnacle of snookering greatness. All debates about the greatest of all time were finished. To any question about the best-ever player, there was now only one answer.

The final of the World Championship was watched by four and a half million people on the BBC. This made it the most popular programme on British TV that day, beating both Coronation Street and EastEnders. Record numbers had also watched on Eurosport, not just in the UK, but also in Italy, Poland, Spain, Germany and France. And it is far from the case that only the eyes of Europe were on the game: in China, viewing figures have regularly exceeded a hundred million. It might come as a surprise to many people that snooker has been listed as one of the top ten sports in terms of worldwide TV ratings. Snooker, in short, is huge. Snooker is big news.

Despite this popularity, though, the amount of literature on the sport is minimal. Beyond player biographies, pulpy ‘greatest match’ anthologies and the odd instructional guide, there has been very little written about the game since the 1980s. The great Clive Everton’s Black Farce and Cue Ball Wizards, now over fifteen years old, remains the only serious effort at a history of the game in the entire twenty-first century. Column inches on snooker are slim, and almost non-existent beyond the World Championship fortnight. Other sports can boast vast libraries of books historical, analytical and political, exploring cultural significance from every conceivable angle; not so for snooker. The game hovers in a strange silence – it remains, to a large extent, an unwritten game, whose deeper meanings are a blank map, uncharted by the written word. The discrepancy is unique. Nowhere else in sport, culture and entertainment is there such a thinness of serious writing on something so widely followed.

And yet it is a game beloved of novelists, poets, thinkers and philosophers. A. S. Byatt has long been an avid fan, explaining that she relishes ‘the narrative of it, the drama. I love it the way you love a Matisse.’ Martin Amis, labelled by the New York Times as a ‘hardened snooker addict’, once confessed being on babysitting duty ‘earning brownie points so I can play snooker later in the week’. He penned a memorable account of a match against fellow novelist Julian Barnes; Barnes himself used to have a full-sized snooker table in his house. As an English undergraduate, Pulitzer Prize-winning poet Paul Muldoon squeezed in his studies ‘between games of snooker’. Lionel Shriver, whose novel The Post-Birthday World features a professional snooker player, has itemised what enthrals her about the game: ‘I love the sound of it, that delicacy, subtlety and quiet.’

Another literary snooker fan, writer and Pointless star Richard Osman, surprised Radio 4 listeners with a left-field musical choice during his 2021 appearance on Desert Island Discs. Alongside tracks by Suede, Erasure, and Future Islands, he chose an obscure piece called ‘Drag Racer’ by The Doug Wood Group – better known, to most people, as the theme tune to the BBC snooker. ‘One of the sports that has given me a huge amount of joy is the snooker,’ he explained. ‘I was sitting on the sofa about three or four months ago, the snooker started, I had a packet of Frazzles and I thought, I’m fifty, and the nine-year-old me was doing the exact same thing. And the rather lovely thing is the theme music to the snooker has not changed either. And the second I hear it, it brings me such great inner peace.’ It is a sentiment familiar to millions of snooker followers – that feeling of calm brought on by snooker on the television at home; the engagement with something that is both quiet and exciting, a grand epic of drawn-out drama.

‘We look at the world once, in childhood,’ Louise Glück hauntingly wrote. ‘The rest is memory.’ When it comes to what we love, so much depends on early childhood epiphanies. I remember lying on the living-room carpet, five years old, with the snooker on the TV. Not quite my first memory, but one of the first. On the screen was the 1985 final between Steve Davis and Dennis Taylor. Many years later, I discovered this must have been a Christmas special repeat of the final, shown that same year; I remember the faces of Davis and Taylor boxed at the top of the screen, commenting on events. If this be magic, let it be an art lawful as eating . . . and there was magic in that moment. The secure dreamscape of childhood homeliness somehow fused itself with the game playing itself out in front of me, forming into a pearl of love for snooker that has lasted my whole life.

This book is an exploration of the deep meanings of snooker – a love letter to the game, and a philosophical journey into its soul. Clive James once said, ‘Whoever called snooker “chess with balls” was rude, but right’; like many of snooker’s greatest sales pitches, the phrase actually came from Barry Hearn, the mastermind of snooker’s commercial golden era. And it is true: snooker is chess with balls, a game that combines the intellectual weight of chess with the visceral energy of the very best elite-level sport. It is time to unwrap its secrets. This book will tour the undiscovered territory of snooker’s deep pockets.

Twenty-two chapters follow – one for each ball on a snooker table at the beginning of a frame. Each chapter casts its gaze on snooker through the lens of a particular philosophical idea, facet of humanity or cultural perspective. It is a journey that will illuminate the rich and intricate links between snooker and the world of ideas. Ronnie O’Sullivan said, ‘I’ve tried a number of religions and gurus in my time . . . but ultimately they didn’t do as much for my peace of mind as snooker.’

The comparison between snooker and religion is apt; for snooker, ultimately, is something more than a game. It is a belief set; a way of seeing; an entire philosophical system. Fanciful though it may sound, it may in fact be no exaggeration to say that snooker can help inform the nature of reality – that, in its interplay of colour and light in a void of surrounding dark, it can help to trace the meaning of life itself.




1

TIME

The lyf so short, the craft so long to lerne
Geoffrey Chaucer, The Parlement of Foules, 1380–83

Time. An all-powerful force, an inscrutable mystery . . . Chaucer’s line, from the opening of his poem, redrafts a Hippocratic aphorism – best-known by its Latin translation, ‘Ars longa, vita brevis’. Life is short. But skill? Skill takes time.

By the time we have mastered whatever we are trying to master – perhaps long before – our brief appearance on the planet will be over. ‘The cradle rocks above an abyss,’ wrote Vladimir Nabokov, ‘and common sense tells us that our existence is but a brief crack of light between two eternities of darkness.’ We are trapped inside time, and the worst thing is we don’t have much of it to work with.

In the light of this sombre truth, it is no surprise that there is a long tradition of downbeat reflections about our helplessness at time’s hands. Poets across the ages have agitated about the inescapable reaper lurking at the end of the road.

It was a core concern for Shakespeare in his sonnets. ‘Nothing ’gainst Time’s scythe can make defence,’ he wrote in the twelfth sonnet, ‘Save breed, to brave him when he takes thee hence.’ We might all be doomed, but at least if we have children, we can continue our life through someone else. W. H. Auden painted time as a kind of cartoon villain, lying in wait like the Child Catcher, looming over our brief flashes of pleasure:


In the burrows of the Nightmare

Where Justice naked is,

Time watches from the shadow

And coughs when you would kiss.



At every single moment, as we go about our lives, time and its talons are always there, lurking in the bland details of the everyday: ‘the crack in the tea-cup opens/A lane to the land of the dead’.

Philip Larkin, the godfather of day-to-day gloom, read the dawn of a new morning simply as a dismal reminder of where it was, exactly, that time would be taking him:


I work all day, and get half-drunk at night.

Waking at four to soundless dark, I stare.

In time the curtain-edges will grow light.

Till then I see what’s really always there:

Unresting death, a whole day nearer now . . .



There it was, inching closer. Nothing more terrible, nothing more true.

In the modern world, time seems to be getting shorter. This speeding up of reality has been widely discussed; technology provides such rapid access to information that stretches of time are winnowed down to an instant. There was a time, perhaps, when time was slow; when it might have felt more gradual, incremental, an inch-by-inch shift from moment to moment. But the time that Macbeth described as ‘creep[ing] in this petty pace from day to day’ does not feel much like twenty-first-century time. Our time is much, much faster.

We live in an era of frantic speed, hostile to the possibilities of slow enquiry. Martin Amis has talked of the ‘acceleration of history’. Things happen more quickly and we condition ourselves in response. A philosophy of ‘accelerationism’ has, in a variety of guises, intensified developments in technology and capitalism to speed up human progress. The lyf so short seems to be shortening – shortening fast.

On this fizzing circuit board of hurry and haste, snooker sits oddly. It resists speed. It is famous – even notorious – for being slow. It can be tempting to describe the game as an emblem of a different age, when fewer distractions imposed themselves on the lives and entertainment options of the public. Back in 1946, snooker’s World Professional Championship final took place over an entire fortnight – a best of 145 frames. Even as it later emerged from obscurity into the national consciousness, many of the top players operated at a level of slowness that would be scandalous today. Ray Reardon, master of the 1970s, played a brand of the game that blended heavy break-building with grinding, ruthless safety play. Two-time world finalist ‘Steady’ Eddie Charlton practised a philosophy of gritty determination and extreme defensive attrition. This was the norm, for the era. Snooker time was slow time.

The essence of snooker slowness, though, was best embodied by Cliff Thorburn and Terry Griffiths – two timeless legends of the old guard. Born less than a year apart, the pair were in many ways very different characters. Thorburn had honed his craft in the pool halls of Canada, learning to survive on money matches and working as a rubbish collector to keep himself afloat. On one occasion, Thorburn won his match only to find himself staring at the barrel of a gun belonging to the losing party; he was certain he was about to die, until it became clear his opponent wanted to sell the gun for a bit more cash. It is a hair-raising story, that says something about his roots: abandoned by his mother as a toddler, Thorburn’s had been a shockingly tough, brutal upbringing. He was streetwise and battle-hardened, his scars seeming to provide him with a kind of cold inner steel. At the table, he was broodingly serious, approaching snooker like a form of mortal combat – his watery eyes somehow both intense and melancholy, a smile rarely surfacing from under his Burt Reynolds moustache.

Griffiths, from the Welsh Valleys, was as cheerful as Thorburn was dour. His chirpy response to TV presenter David Vine, after his 1979 World Championship semi-final victory – ‘I’m in the final now, you know’ – has entered the annals of snooker folklore, a cherished moment of eccentric, affable charm. But Griffiths’ life had also been tough – working down the coal mines as a teenager, followed by various jobs to make ends meet as an amateur before turning professional in his early thirties. It might be reasonable to draw a link between the hard childhoods of Thorburn and Griffiths and the brutal, dogged snooker they both played, but this is too simple – too speculative to be satisfying. All that can confidently be said is that they were the supreme kings of slow snooker – risking little, delighting in prolonged tactical battles, steadily grinding opponents into the dust.

Both became world champions. Famously, Griffiths’ march to the title in 1979 took place in his very first season as a professional. The following year, Thorburn overhauled Alex Higgins to take the trophy. ‘As they say in Canada, he’s the “Grinder”,’ Higgins said after the match. ‘And he grinds very hard, I can promise you.’

It was a few years later, in 1983, that Thorburn and Griffiths met in the World Championships to produce a match that is still legendary in its levels of mind-numbing, sluggish grit – the ultimate late-night battle. It was the second round. The match was tight throughout; in the final session, little separated the players. Midnight came, and midnight went. Everything boiled down to a final frame, as the wee hours rolled on . . . Thorburn eventually triumphed, 13–12, at 3.51 a.m. According to Clive Everton, this was ‘nearly two hours after the BBC had ceased recording’: not only the cameramen, but most of the public had gone home, leaving an elite group of fans watching this savage high-water mark of endurance. Astonishingly, Thorburn survived two more final-frame encounters in the quarters and the semis before being crushed, exhausted, by Steve Davis in the final.

And the slowness of snooker is by no means just a thing of the past. As a new century dawned, Peter Ebdon – another world champion – developed a towering reputation for defensive play. The most notorious example was in the 2005 World Championship. His opponent was none other than Ronnie O’Sullivan – reigning champion, crowd favourite, and specialist in volatile brilliance. Temperamentally – and in practically every other respect – the two were diametrical opposites. In a characteristic example of his unpredictable ways, O’Sullivan had shaved his head just before the match. It gave him a look curiously similar to the bald Ebdon – making the contest appear a little like yin versus yang, Jekyll against Hyde, a fight between hostile twins.

O’Sullivan had been leading comfortably – 8–2, at one stage – before Ebdon pulled things back to 10–9. The snail-like approach Ebdon had taken throughout the game (at one point taking three minutes for a shot, prompting O’Sullivan to ask the audience for the time) reached new levels in the twentieth frame. After an opening long red, an easy brown occupied him for well over a minute, as he stalked round the table, scratching his brow, asking for the cue ball to be cleaned. The table, it seemed, presented nothing but problems – problems only he had the discernment to notice.

Slouched in his chair, Ronnie was getting increasingly agitated – looking up to the heavens, shaking his head in weary disbelief. Ebdon studied the reds as if they presented some curious scientific anomaly. He was down to play a shot – then he was up, changing his mind, scratching his head again, face fixed in the tight frown of Rodin’s Thinker. After an easy pink went in, taking the break to twelve, he once more grimly inspected a variety of reds, all easy shots, as if each harboured some terrible or frightening truth. The referee was asked to clean the cue ball again. By this stage, Ronnie was laughing to himself, hand covering his eyes. At last, Ebdon selected a red, geriatrically settled himself on the shot, interminably lined it up, and missed it by six inches.

As the crowd sighed and whispered, Ronnie laughingly eyeballed his opponent, but Ebdon seemed to be on a different plane of reality, impassively sipping his water. The result of the match now seemed inevitable. Ronnie was just too frustrated to concentrate; Ebdon went on to win 13–11. Some said it was ‘cheating’ – that the slow play was a deliberate tactical move, designed to frustrate his attacking foe. But Ebdon didn’t see it that way.

‘When I’m trying my hardest, I seem to go slow,’ he said afterwards. ‘I don’t do it intentionally.’

The following year, Ebdon played Graeme Dott in a breathtakingly long, colossally tedious World Championship final that ended close to 1 a.m. and was described in the Mirror as ‘snooker’s worst-ever final’ and ‘officially . . . the most BORING of all time’. In its wake, the Guardian was prompted to run a mischievous feature titled FIVE THINGS MORE BORING THAN DOTT V. EBDON.

The style of figures such as Ebdon, Rory McLeod, and Rod ‘The Plod’ Lawler led snooker authorities towards the feeling that something had to be done. ‘We are very conscious of the need to entertain,’ said Barry Hearn, then chairman of World Snooker, in 2015, ‘and I have asked the senior referees to be more assertive.’

Slow snooker was making the game fragile, so the argument went, dragging it away from the essential demands of twenty-first-century entertainment. It was a school of thought also found in other areas of the sporting world. In cricket, the need for speed had led to the development of Twenty20, designed to ‘grow and diversify’ the sport’s fanbase, encouraging young people towards the game and evidently providing a putative remedy to the five-day slog of test matches. In snooker, Hearn introduced average shot times, designed to ‘name and shame’ the slowest players. In 2017, the ‘Snooker Shoot Out’ was introduced, limiting shots to fifteen seconds and introducing a much more relaxed approach to crowd noise. Here was snooker reborn for a modern audience – a transmogrified Frankenstein’s monster, bespoke for an impatient, hyper-accelerated world.

And yet snooker survives, and survives best, in its purest form. Amid the agitation over speed, the slowness of snooker seems to hold its own precious value. Even Barry Hearn himself was ambivalent about regulating time too tightly, commenting that he didn’t believe ‘in a shot clock for [the] major tournaments’. Steve Davis – a shrewd wit, chess enthusiast and under-acknowledged philosopher of the baize – has sagely pondered the ‘slow-burner’ spirit of snooker. According to Davis, any effort to make snooker fast actually pushes against what makes the game compelling. ‘It’s a bit of a red herring,’ he observed, ‘to think that you have to make snooker faster to be more entertaining. Snooker doesn’t work that way, actually it works the opposite way to a lot of sports – it doesn’t have to be fast to be entertaining . . . sometimes the tactics alone can create the enjoyment and the fascination.’

The point is a crucial one. It is in the slowness of snooker that the soul of the drama really shines – the complex drama of the epic narrative. The ebbing and flowing, the steady block-byblock build of plot, the passages of quiet, the flickers of tension, the flat periods, the little turning points . . . all of it facilitates the intensity of the dramatic climax, the sudden moments of explosive significance. The time scale and the leisurely pace allow the drama to breathe. Sports writer Barney Ronay has suggested that snooker is valuable because it ‘remains essentially low-key and ponderous at a time when most of the stuff on television seems so frazzled and needy’. Perhaps, in its abrasive relationship to our precipitous reality, snooker teaches us something about time. Perhaps it is not entirely unreasonable to say that its ethics of gradualness and protraction can help us to understand how to flourish amid the frenetic energy and pace of modern life.

The fact that a snooker player does not have a time limit has a very particular, philosophical significance. ‘This has been going on for over three minutes now,’ said referee Ben Williams to Mark Selby, in the 2021 world semi-final. ‘You do need to think about taking a stroke.’ But, just maybe, this sort of warning is a mistake – a misunderstanding of the deep principles of snooker.

Faced with their next shot, a player may need several minutes or just a couple of seconds. In this space they are, in a sense, in control of time – or at least, for the player and for the audience, it feels that way. The pressure to complete the shot is outweighed by their temporal autonomy. They take whatever time they need. All of the burdens of the world outside the match are paused. Within the space of the shot, there is only the player and the table, the specific challenge they must face, or problem they must solve. All is still: time feels frozen.

In his monumental work of radical ontology, Being and Time, Martin Heidegger argued that the fundamental meaning of being was tangled up with time and our progression through it. ‘Time,’ he wrote, ‘must be brought to light and grasped as the horizon of every understanding and interpretation of being.’ The essence, the meaning of being hinges on temporality – our existence within time. It is not enough simply to say that being involves time . . . being actually is time. Standing at the table – contemplating the next shot – the snooker player is staging a form of resistance to time itself. The resistance, of course, isn’t real; time watches from the shadows as always, for the snooker player as much as for anyone else. But it is a powerful idea, even if no more than a seductive delusion – the capacity to stop, to be in full control of everything, with godlike potential over the table in front of you. Walk round the table, sip your drink, chalk your cue. Take all the time that you need; you have all the time in the world.

There is a specific beauty to a television screen that features a snooker table; a beauty that goes beyond the elegance and the regularity of the multicoloured tableau. It is beautiful in part because, quite often, the image is still. Off-screen, the player might be waiting, looking, thinking, lurking, but on the screen, nothing is happening. The stillness of the image – a world placed on pause – embodies the transcendence of time which is perpetually denied us.

In his ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’, John Keats observes that the beauty and wonder of art stems from precisely this transcendence. The still images on the urn do not move and will never move; the scenes presented, and the emotions they convey, will last for ever:


Ah, happy, happy boughs! that cannot shed

Your leaves, nor ever bid the Spring adieu;

And, happy melodist, unwearied,

For ever piping songs for ever new;

More happy love! more happy, happy love!

For ever warm and still to be enjoy’d,

For ever panting, and for ever young . . .



The beauty and meaning of art, for Keats, arises out of its permanence: ‘When old age shall this generation waste,’ he notes, looking at the urn, ‘Thou shalt remain.’ Art is significant because it is unlike ourselves – it embodies a transcendence we can recognise but cannot know; it will not fade and die.

However Einstein’s theory might have complicated our understanding of time with its relativity, its capacity to be bent and warped, our helplessness at its hands remains clear. However slow we go, however much we pause, it doesn’t matter; a pause is just a pause within time, not a pausing of time. Perhaps the significance of slowness is less about a resistance to time than about the creation of space to think, to reflect, and to be.

In his novel Slowness, Milan Kundera wistfully laments the disappearance of this sort of possibility from the modern world: ‘Why has the pleasure of slowness disappeared? Ah, where have they gone, the amblers of yesteryear? Where have they gone, those loafing heroes of folk song, those vagabonds who roam from one mill to another and bed down under the stars?’ With the phenomena of reality hurtling towards light speed, we need more than ever the space to be slow.

‘Wisely and slow,’ says Friar Lawrence in Romeo and Juliet, offering advice he might have usefully heeded himself. ‘They stumble that run fast.’

Slowness is precious; slowness is something we need; a consolation pitted against the inevitability of our end. Slowness is the heart and soul of snooker.
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