92 ON BEING A CONSCIOUS READER AND AN INTELLIGENT WRITER

_ Reading is an intimate act, perhaps more intimate than any other
human act. I say that because of the prolonged (or intense) exposure of one
mind to another that is involved in it, and because it is the level of mind at
which feelings and hopes are dealt in by consciousness and words.

Reading a good book is not much different from a love affair, from love,
complete with shyness and odd assertions of power and of independence
and with many sorts of incompleteness in the experience. One can marry
the book: reread it, add it to one’s life, live with it. Or it might be compared
to pregnancy—serious reading even if you're reading trash: one is inside the
-experience and is about to be born; and one is carrying something, a sort
of self inside oneself that one is about to give birth to, perhaps a monster.

Of course, for men this is always verging on something else (part of which

is a primitive rage with being masculine, a dismay felt toward women and
. the world, a reader’s odd sense of women). N
The act of reading as it really occurs is obscure: the decision to read a
book in a real minute, how one selects the book, how one flirts with the
choice, how one dawdles on the odd path of getting it read and then reread,
the oddities of rereading, the extreme oddities of the procedures of con-
tinuing with or without interruptions to read, getting ready to read a mid-
dle chapter in its turn after going off for a while, then getting hold of the
book physically, having it in one’s hand, letting one’s mind fill with
thoughts in a sort of warm-up for the exercise of mind to come—one rif-
fles through remembered scenes from this and other books, one diddles
with half-memories of other pleasures and usefulnesses, one wonders if
one can afford to read, one considers the limitations and possibilities of
this book, one is humiliated in anticipation or superior or thrilled in antic-
ipation, or nauseated in retrospect or as one reads. One has a sense of talk
and of reviews and essays and of anticipation or dread and the will to be
affected by the thing of reading, affected lightly or seriously. One settles
one’s body to some varying degree, and then one enters on the altered tem-
pos of reading, the subjection to being played upon, one passes through
phases, starting with reacting to or ignoring the cover of the book and the
opening lines.

The piercing things, the stabbingly emotional stuff involved in reading,
leads to envy, worse even than in sibling or neighborhood rivalry, and
it leads to jealousy and possessiveness. If a book is not religious or trashy,
the problem of salesmanship, always partly a con, arises in relation to it, to
all the problems it presents. A good reader of Proust complains constantly
as a man might complain of a wife or a woman of her husband. And Proust
perhaps had such a marriage in mind with the reader. A good book, like
pregnancy or a woman known to arouse love, or a man, is something you
praise in the light of a general reluctance to risk the experience; and the qual-
ity of praise warns people against the book, warns them to take it seriously;
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you warn them about it, not wanting to be evangelical, a matchmaker or a
malicious pimp for a troubled and troubling view of the world.

I cap’t imagine how a real text can be taught in a school. Even minor
Mmasterpieces, “Huckleberry Finn” or “The Catcher in the Rye,” are too much
for a classroom, too real an experience. No one likes a good book if they have
actually rea_.d it. One is fanatically attached, restlessly attached, criminall
at tached, VIO.leIlﬂY and criminally opposed, sickened, unable t(’) bear it 11)1]
lurope, reading is known to be dangerous. Reading always leads to perso.ﬁal
metamorphosis, sometimes irreversible, sometimes temporary, sometimes
l:nl‘g)e—scalg, sometimes less than that. A’ good book leads to al’terations in
one's sensibility and often becomes a premise in one’s beliefs. One associ-
ates truth with texts, with impressive texts anyway; and when trashy books
vanish from sight, it is because they lie too much and too badly and are not
worth 'one’s.intimacy with them. Print has so much authority, however, that
sometimes it is only at the beginning of an attempt at a second readil; or
al the end of it, and only then, if one is self-assured, that one can see wheztgher
a book Wwas not really worth reading the first time; one tells by how alterable
the tr‘uth in it seems in this more familiar light and how effective the book
remains or, contrarily, how amazingly empty of meaning it now shows itself
o be. It is a strange feeling to be a practiced enough reader and writer to see
in some books that there is nothing there. It is eerie: why did the writer

!ml’her? What reward is there in being a fraud in one’s language and in one’s
:ydlcras? To bel.ieve they just didn’t know is more unsettling than to doubt one-
«;: lcg:tt;)ocrlzl$ htj(l)el_)e superficial or prejudiced or to give up reading entirely,

~ Orinour country, we deny what we see of this and even reverse it: fraud
15 presented as happiness; an empty book is said to be well constructed: a
loolish argument is called innovative. This isakind of bliss; but lying of tl;at
sort, when it is nearly universal, wrecks the possibility of our having a liter-
ary culture or even of our talking about books with each other with any real
pleasure. It is like being phony yachtsmen who only know smooth water and
who use their motors whenever they can. This guarantees an immense per-
sonal wretchedness, actually. P

Ol course, in Europe, cultural patterns exist which slow the rate of

( hungc In you as a reader (as well as supplying evidence to use in compre- -
hending vyha‘[‘ happens and will happen to you if you change because of a 4
book). Of course, such change is never entirely good or wise. In our coun-
try, we have nothing to hold us back from responding to any sort of idea
With us everything is for sale—everything is up for grabs, includin our:
H(‘I‘Vlk‘h' and we have very little tradition worth hanging :)nto excef)t the
dJntic,

I'he country is organized not by religion or political machinery but by

whatare seen as economic realities but which are fashions in making money




