PROLOGUE

Wuy READ?

It matters, if individuals are to retain any capacity to form their
own judgments and opinions, that they continue to read for them-
selves. How they read, well or badly, and what they read, cannot
depend wholly upon themselves, but why they read must be for
and in their own interest. You can read merely to pass the time, or
you can read with an overt urgency, but eventually you will read
against the clock. Bible readers, those who search the Bible for
themselves, perhaps exemplify the urgency more plainly than read-
ers of Shakespeare, yet the quest is the same. One of the uses of
reading is to prepare outrselves for change, and the final change alas
is universal.

I turn to reading as a solitary praxis, rather than as an educational
enterprise. The way we read now, when we are alone with our-
selves, retains considerable continuity with the past, however it is
performed in the academies. My ideal reader (and lifelong hero) is
Dr. Samuel Johnson, who knew and expressed both the power and
the limitation of incessant reading. Like every other activity of the
mind, it must satisfy Johnson’s prime concern, which is with “what
comes near to ourself, what we can put to use.” Sir Francis Bacon,
who provided some of the ideas that Johnson put to use, famously
gave the advice: “Read not to contradict and confute, nor to believe
and take for granted, nor to find talk and discourse, but to weigh
and consider.” I add to Bacon and Johnson a third sage of reading,
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Emerson, fierce enemy of history and of all historicism
remarked that the best books “impress us with the convicg;
one nature wrote and the same reads.” Let me fuse Bacon,]
and Emerson into a formula of how to read: find what ¢
to you that can be put to the use of weighing and considering, 4,4
that addresses you as though you share the one nature, free of time's
tyranny. Pragmatically that means, first find Shakespeare, and et him
find you. If King Lear is fully to find you, then weigh and conside,
the nature it shares with you; its closeness to yourself. I do ne;
intend this as an idealism, but as a pragmatism. Putting the tragedy
to use as a complaint against patriarchy is to forsake your own
prime interests, particularly as a young woman, which sounds rather
more ironical than it is. Shakespeare, more than Sophocles, is the
inescapable authority upon intergenerational conflict, and more
than anyone else, upon the differences between women and men, Be
open to a full reading of King Leas, and you will understand better
the origins of what you judge to be patriarchy.
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Ultimately we read—as Bacon, Johnson, and Emerson agree—in
order to strengthen the self, and to learn its authentic interests. We
experience such augmentations as pleasure, which may be why aes-
thetic values have always been deprecated by social moralists,
from Plato through our current campus Puritans. The pleasures of
reading indeed are selfish rather than social. You cannot directly
improve anyone else’s life by reading better or more deeply. I
remain skeptical of the traditional social hope that care for others
may be stimulated by the growth of individual imagination, and I
am wary of any arguments whatsoever that connect the pleasures
of solitary reading to the public good.

The sorrow of professional reading is that you recapture only
rarely the pleasure of reading you knew in youth, when books were
a Hazlittian gusto. The way we read now partly depends upon our
distance, inner or outer, from the universities, where reading is
scarcely taught as a pleasure, in any of the deeper senses of the aes-
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thetics of pleasure. Opening yourself to 4 direct confrontation
with Shakespeare at his strongest, as in King Lear, is never an easy
pleasure, whether in youth or in age, and yet not to read King Lear
fully (which means without ideological eXpectations) is to be cog-
nitively as well as aesthetically defrauded. A childhood largely
spent watching television yields to an adolescence with a com-
puter, and the university receives a student unlikely to welcome
the suggestion that we must endure our going hence even as our
going hither: ripeness is all. Reading falls apart, and much of the
self scatters with it. All this is past lamenting, and will not be reme-
died by any vows or programs. What is to be done can only be per-
formed by some version of elitism, and that is now unacceptable,
for reasons both good and bad. There are still solitary readers,
young and old, everywhere, even in the universities. If there isa
function of criticism at the present time, it must be to address itself

to the solitary reader, who reads for herself, and not for the inter-
ests that supposedly transcend the self.

Value, in literature as in life, has much to do with the idiosyncratic,
with the excess by which meaning gets started. It is not accidental
that historicists—critics who believe all of us to be overdeter-
mined by societal history—should also regard literary characters as
marks upon a page, and nothing more. Hamlet is not even a case
history if our thoughts are not at all our own. I come then to the
first principle if we are to restore the way we read now, a principle
Iappropriate from Dr. Johnson: Clear your mind of cant. Your dic-
tionary will tell you that cant in this sense is speech overflowing
with pious platitudes, the peculiar vocabulary of a sect or coven.
Since the universities have empowered such covens as “gender
and sexuality” and “multiculturalism,” Johnson’s admonition thus
becomes “Clear your mind of academic cant.” A university culture
where the appreciation of Victorian women’s underwear replaces
the appreciation of Charles Dickens and Robert Browning sounds
like the outrageousness of a new Nathanael West, but is merely
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need not fear that the freedom of your development as a reader 1s
selfish, because if you become an authentic reader, then the
response to your labors will confirm you as an illumination to oth-
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.nd women, who represented themse.l\fes, and not constituencies,
since his politics were those of the spirir.

The largely forgotte’n functioxz( of a univer.si
forever in Emersor’ls ad?lresi The Americ " wi
says of the scholar’s duties: “They may all be comprised in self-
crust.” [ take from Emerson also my (fourth. principle of reading:
One must be an inventor to read well, “Creative reading” in Emer-
son’s sense I once named as “misreading,” a word that persuaded
opponents that I suffered from a volunta

ry dyslexia. The ruin of
blank that they see when they look at 2 poem is in their own eye.

Self-trust is not an endowment, but is the Second Birth of the
mind, which cannot come without years of deep reading. There are
no absolute standards for the aesthetic. If you wish to maintain
that Shakespeare’s ascendancy was a product of colonialism, then
who will bother to confute you? Shakespeare after four centuries is
more pervasive than ever he was before; they will perform him in
outer space, and on other worlds, if those worlds are reached. He
is not a conspiracy of Western culture; he conzains every principle
of reading, and he is my touchstone throughout this book. Borges
attributed this universalism to Shakespeare’s apparent selflessness,
but that quality is a large metaphor for Shakespeare’s diﬁ‘erencc?,
which finally is cognitive power as such. We read, frequently if
unknowingly, in quest of a mind more original than our own.
Since ideology, particularly in its shallower versions, is pecu-
liarly destructive of the capacity to appre}.lend. and appreciate
irony, I suggest that the recovery of the ironic might be our fifth
principle for the restoration of reading. Think of the egdless irony
of Hamlet, who when he says one thing almost invariably means
another, frequently indeed the opposite of what he says. But wni
this principle, T am close to despair, since you can no more teacl
someone to be ironic than you can instruct them. to become soli-
tary. And yet the loss of irony is the death of reading, and of what

had been ctvilized in our natures,

ty education is caught
an Scholar,” when he
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I stepped from Plank to Plank

A slow and cautious way
The Stars about my Head I felt

About my Feet the Sea.

[ knew not but the next
Would be my final inch—

This gave me that precarious Gait
Some call Experience.

Women and men can walk differently, but unless we are regi.
mented we all tend to walk somewhat individually. Dickinsop,

master of the precarious Sublime, can hardly be apprehended if e
are dead to her ironies. She is walking the only path available,
“6:om Plank to Plank,” but her slow caution ironically juxtaposes
with a titanism in which she feels “The Stars about my Head,”
though her feet very nearly are in the sea. Not knowing whether
the next step will be her “final inch” gives her “that precarious
Gait” she will not name, except to tell us that “some” call it Expe-
rience. She had read Emerson’s essay “Experience,” a culmination
much in the way “Of Experience” was for his master Montaigne,
and her irony is an amiable response to Emerson’s opening: “Where
do we find ourselves? In a series of which we do not know the
extremes, and believe that it has none.” The extreme, for Dickinson,
is the not knowing whether the next step is the final inch. “If any of
us knew what we were doing, or where we are going, then when we
think we best know!” Emerson’s further reverie differs from Dick-
inson's in temperament, or as she words it, in gait. “All things
swim and glitter,” in Emerson’s realm of experience, and his genial
irony is very different from her irony of precariousness. Yet neither
is an ideologue, and they live still in the rival power of their ironies.
At the end of the path of lost irony is a final inch, beyond which
literary value will be irrecoverable. Irony is only a metaphor, an
the irony of one literary age can rarely be the irony of anothes yel s
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without the renaissar'lce of an iro.nic sense more than what we once
called imaginative hferature vsflll be lost. Thomas Mann, most
ironic of this century’s great writers, seems to be lost already. New
biographies of him appear, and are reviewed almost always on the
basis of his homoerotxas.m, as though he can b.e saved for our inter-
ost only if he can be certified as gay, and so gain a place in our cur-
riculum. That is akin to studying -Shakespeare mostly for his
apparent bisexuallt?f, })ut the vagaries of our current counter-
Puritanism seem limitless. Shakespeare’s ironies, as we would
expect, are the most comprehensive and dialectical in all of West-
ern literature, and yet they do not always mediate his characters’
passions for us, so vast and intense is their emotional range. Shake-
speare therefore will survive our era; we will lose his ironies, and
hold on to the rest of him. But in Thomas Mann every emotion,
narrative or dramatic, is mediated by an ironic aestheticism; to
teach Death in Venice or Disorder and Early Sorrow to most current
undergraduates, even the gifted, is nearly impossible. When
authors are destroyed by history, we rightly call their work period
pieces, but when they are made unavailable through historicized
ideology; I think that we encounter a different phenomenon.
Irony demands a certain attention span, and the ability to sus-
tain antithetical ideas, even when they collide with one another.
Strip irony away from reading, and it loses at once all discipline
and all surprise. Find now what comes near to you, that can be
used for weighing and considering, and it very likely will be irony,
even if many of your teachers will not know what it is, or where it
is to be found. Irony will clear your mind of the cant of the ideo-
logues, and help you to blaze forth as the scholar of one candle.

Going on seventy, one doesn’t want to read badly any more than
live badly, since time will not relent. T don’t know that we owe
God or nature a death, but nature will collect anyway, and we cer-

tainly owe mediocrity nothing, whatever collectivity it purports
to advance or at least represent.
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deal reader, for half a century, h.as b cen
Becziljseh mYn1 [ turn next to my favorite passage in his P efics
Samuel Johnson,

to Shakespeare:

therefore, is the praise of Shakespeare, that his drama jg the =
. ere O , - L] L] . . L
This, £life: that he who has mazed his imagination in followmg
irror of life; _ ) '
i hantoms which other writers raise up before him may here
i is deliri ies by reading human sentiments iy,
be cured of his delirious ecstasies by . .
c l e, by scenes from which a hermit may estimate the
an langua | .
. o d a confessor predict the progress of
transactions of the world and a co |

the passions.

To read human sentiments in human language you mu§t be able
to read humanly, with all of you. You are more than an ideology,
whatever your convictions, and Shakespeare speaks to as much of
you as you can bring to him. That is to say: Shakespeare reads you
more fully than you can read him, even after you have cleared your
mind of cant. No writer before or since Shakespeare has had any-

- thing like his control of perspectivism, which outleaps any con-
textualizations we impose upon the plays. Johnson, admirably
perceiving this, urges us to allow Shakespeare to cure us of our
“delirious ecstasies.” Let me extend Johnson by also urging us to
recognize the phantoms that the deep reading of Shakespeare will
exorcise. One such phantom is the Death of the Author; another
is the assertion that the self is a fiction; yet another is the opinion
that literary and dramatic characters are so many marks upon a
Page. A fourth phantom, and the most pernicious, is that language
does the thinking for us,

Still, my love for Johnson, and for reading,

from polemic, and towards a celebration of the many solitary
readers [ keep encountering,

whether in the classroom or in mes-
sages I receive. We read Shakespeare, Dante, Chaucer, Cervantes,
chkens, Proust, and al| their peers because they more than enlarge
-hff:. 'Pragmatically, become the Blessing, in its true Yah-
WISLIC sense of “mgo a time withouyr boundaries.” We read

turns me at last away

they have
re life into
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deeply for varied reasons, most of them familiar: that we cannot
s enough people profoun'dly enough; that we need to know
ourselves betters that we require knowledge, not just of self and
Jthers, but of the way th'mgs are. Yet the strongest, most authen-
ic motive for deep readmg.of the now much-abused traditional
canon is the search for a difficult pleasure. I am not exactly an
erotics_of—rcading purveyor, and a pleasurable difficulty seems to
e d plausible definition of the Sublime, but a higher pleasure
remains the reader’s quest. There is a reader’s Sublime, and it
ccems the only secular transcendence we can ever attain, except for
the even more precarious transcendence we call “falling in love.” I
urge you to find what truly comes near to you, that can be used for
weighing and for considering. Read deeply, not to believe, not to
accept, not to contradict, but to learn to share in that one nature

that writes and reads.
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