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By Jonathan Myerson

Walking through my train
yesterday, staggering from my seat
to the buffet and back, I counted
five people reading Harry Potter
novels. Not children—these were
real grown-ups reading children’s
books. It was as if [ had wandered
into a John Wyndham scenario

" where the adults’ brains have been

addled by a plague and they have
returned to childishness, avidly
hunting out their toys and
colouring-in books.

Maybe that would have been
understandable. If these people had

""'111\\\r|
ZKABAN

jumped whole-heartedly into a second childhood it would have made more

sense. But they were card—carrying grown-ups with laptops and spreadsheets

returning from sales meetings and seminars. Yet they chose to read a

children’s book.

I don’t imagine you’ll find this headcount exceptional. You can no

longer get on the London Tube and not see a Harry Potter book, and I
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presume the same is true on the Glasgow' Metro or the Manchester trams,

or the beaches of Ibiza’ or clubs of Ayia Napa®. Who told these adults they

should read a kids’ book? Do we see them ploughing through Tom’s
Midnight Garden'? Of course not; if you suggested it they would rightly <«28»
stare, bemused, and say: “Isn’t that a kids’ book? Why would I want to

read that? I'm 37/42/63.”

Nor is it just the film; these throwback readers were out there in
droves long before the movie campaign opened. Warner Brothers knows it
can’t hope to recoup its reputed $ 100m costs through ticket sales to w3
children alone. But the adult desire to tangle with Harry, Hermione and
Voldemort existed long before the director Chris Columbus got his hands
on the story.

So who are these adult readers who have made JK Rowling the
second-biggest female earner in Britain ( after Madonna )? As I have <38
tramped along streets knee-deep in Hamy Potter paperbacks, I'm mentally
slotted them into three groups.

First come the Never-Readers, whom Harry has enticed into opening
a book. Is this a bad thing? Probably not. Ever since the invention of
moving pictures, the written word has struggled to be as instantaneously 4.
exciting. Writing has many advantages over film, but it can never compete
with its magnetic punch. If these books can re-establish the novel as a
thrilling experience for some people, then this can only be for the better. If
it takes obsession-level hype to lure them into a bookshop, that’s fine by
me. But will they go on to read anything else? Again, we can only hope. <48
It has certainly worked at schools, especially for boys, whose reading has
clearly taken an upward swing—for this alone, Rowling deserves her
rewards.

The second group are the Occasional Readers. These people claim
that tiredness, work and children allow them to read only a few books 2 5@
year. Yet now—to be part of the crowd, to say they’ve read it—they put
Harry Potter on their oh-so-select reading list. It’s infuriating, it’s
maddening, it sends me ballistic. Yes, I'm a writer myself, writing
difficult, unreadable, hopefully unsettling novels, but there are so many
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other good books out there, so much rewarding, enlightening, enlarging
works of fiction for adults; and yet these sad cases are swept along by the
hype, the faddism, into reading a children’s book. Put like that, it’s worse
than maddening, it’s pathetic. When I rule the world, all editions will
carry a heavy-print warning: “This Is A Children’s Book, Designed For
Under Elevens. It May Seriously Damage Your Credibility. ” I can dream,
can’t 1?

The third group are the Regular Readers, for whom Harry is
sandwiched between McEwan® and Balzac®, Roth’ and Dickens®. This is
the real baffler—what on earth do they get out of reading it? Why bother?
But if they can ranle through it in a week just to say they’ve been there—
like going to Longleat’ or the Eiffel Tower—the worst they're doing is
encouraging others.

By now you’re asking: “What's he got against these books, they’re
just a bit of escapism, just a great fantasy?” First, let me make it clear, I'm
not here to criticise or praise the quality of JK’s prose or inventiveness.
They may indeed be the best children’s novels ever written. But I'm sure
JK would be the first to agree that they are children’s books, that they are
successful precisely because they appeal so directly to the childish
imagination, address the problems and questions of childhood, enact the
hopes and dreams of childhood. Now this is a completely different set of
questions from those that mesmerise us in adult life. A child is free to
wonder about magic, to believe in the clear purity of the struggle between
good and evil, to bask in simple, unquestioning friendships. As adults, we
deal with the constantly muddled nature of good and evil, we carry a
responsibility for the safety of’others, we crave success and fear failure, we
confront the reality instead of dreams.

And this is why different books are written for these two tribes. When
I read a novel, I look to it to tell me some truths about human life—the
truths that non-fiction cannot reach. These might be moral, sexual,
political or psychological truths and I expect my life to be enlarged,
(however slightly, by the experience of reading something fictional. ) I
cannot hope to come closer to any of these truths through a children’s
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novel, where nice clean white lines are painted between the good guys and
the evil ones, where magic exists, and where there are adults on hand to
delineate rules. Adult fiction is about a world without rules.

I know what you're thinking. You're thinking: “Does everything we
read somehow have to improve us? Does even a novel have to ‘ enlarge’
us? Isn’t there room for a bit of escapism?” Of course there is! But there is
such a thing as escapism for adults. There are plenty of books that have
littte or nothing genuinely to say about the human condition, but at least
they are constructed from the building bricks of adult experience—there are
sexual tensions in the evil, there is a dubiety between the good guys and
the bad, there is an understanding of complex human psychologies. Even
the flimsiest of science fiction or the nastiest of horror stories or the most
intricate of spy novels uses this as the mortar to bond together its narrative.
There is no such psychological understanding in children’s novels: it would
be foolish for any children’s writer to hope that a child reader would
understand, let alone enjoy, such a level of plotting. To read a children’s
book is not escapism—it’s evasion, it’s retreat, it’s surrender.

So how do all these grown-ups manage to get through it? Of course,
we have all read similar books out loud to our children and enjoyed the
experience, possibly enjoyed the book itself—only because we were
vicariously enjoying it through them. This is one of the few untouchable
pleasures of parenting; to live and relive experiences through your
children, whether book or film or music. This is no different from taking
them to see the latest Disney—you’ll laugh, you’ll get into it, you may
even have a good time. But would you actually book a ticket to go and see
it on your own? Of course not; it might be seen as rather sad, if not
downright suspect.

So why do you read Hamy Potter on your own? When the adult
crossover first began, I remember a friend who works in the City covering
his embarrassment by saying he had so wrapped up in it while reading to his
kids that he had to finish it alone in bed that night. At least, in those early
days, he knew it was shaming to read a kids’ book. Now we have the
appalling spectacle of City brokers and merchant bankers block—booking
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seats in cinemas for their staff outings. God save us.

Is it just nostalgia? For those of us old enough to have been brought
up in a largely literary age, where child escapism existed mainly on the
page, Potter might be seen as a return to Narnia'® and Dolittle'' and
Streatfield”. It seems as though there has been nothing quite as good
since—but that’s only because you’re supposed to grow out of children’s
books.

For others, no doubt, brought up in the Star Wars age, it is yet
another nostalgic return to England-land. There is no denying that
Rowling has gone out of her way—maybe not cynically, maybe by
genuine heartfelt choice—to place Potter—land in the traditional English
milieu, all green fields and mossy stone quads, something more English
than anyone under 80 has ever known.

Sure, maybe Hamy Potter does have all these side values; it’s safe, it’s
England, it’s like something we used to read. But get real, please, there is
so much good fiction out there, written specifically for your adult age
group, written with you in mind. Please, next time, choose that. Don’t

keep running away from life.

Notes

Glasgow : a big port city in mid-south of Scotland

Ibiza: an island in the west of the Mediterranean Sea

Ayia Napa: a famous scenic spot in Cyprus

Tom’s Midnight Garden: a children’s novel by Philippa Pearce, a British writer
McEwan: Ian McEwan, a contemporary writer in Britain

Balzac: De Balzac(1799—1850) , a French writer

Roth: Eugen Roth, a modem German poet

Dickens: Charles Dickens(1812—1870), a British writer

Longleat: a scenic spot in Britain

10. Narnia: an animal world created by British writer C. S. Lewis in his novel The

Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe in 1950

11. Dolittle: the character in the novel The Story of Doctor Dolittle by Hugh Lofting,
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a Brtish writer

12. Streatfield; Noel Streatfield, a writer who writes mainly for the children

buffet /ba'fei/ n.

scenario /si'neriow/ n.

addle /'aedV v.
avidly /'evidli/ adv.
Metro /'metrow/ n.

bemused /bi'mjuizd/ adj.
throw-back /'6roubzk/ n.

drove /drouv/ n.

recoup /ri'ku:p/ v.
reputed /ri'pjustid/ adj.

tramp /tremp” v.
paperback /'peipebaek/ n.

instantaneous /instan'teinias/ adj.

punch /pantf/ n.
hype /haip/ n.

infuriating /in'fjusrieitin/ adj.

ballistic /ba'tistik/ adj.
unsettling / an'setlin/ adj.
faddism /'fedizm/ n.
baffle /'beefl/ v.

address /a'dres/ v.

New Words

counter where food and drink may . be
bought and consumed, esp. in a railway
station or on a train

written outline of a film, play, etc. with
details of the scenes and plot

confuse; muddle

eagerly or greedily

underground railway system

bewildered or confused

animal, etc that shows characteristics of an
ancestor earlier than its parents

(usu. pl. ) moving crowd of people or large
number of things

get back (what one has spent, lost, etc. )
generally said or considered to be sb/sth ( but
with some element of doubt)

walk with heavy or noisy steps

book bound in a flexible paper cover
happening or done immediately

effective force or vigour

(sl. ) (piece of ) misleading and exaggerated
publicity

that makes sb extremely angry

trembling

disturbing

fashion, enthusiasm

puzzle, be too difficult for sb to understand

direct one’s attention to a problem; tackle
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enact /i'nzkt/ v.

mesmerise /'mezmoraiz/ v.

delineate /di'linieit/ v.
dubiety /dju:'baiati/ n.
flimsy /'flimzi/ adj.
mortar /mo:ta(r)/ n.

vicarious /vi'keorios/ adj.

broker /'brouks/ n.
‘milieu /'mi:ljzv/ n.
quad /kwod/ n.

present

hold the attention completely

work out, lay down, establish portray
feeling of doubt, uncertainty

weak or feeble, unconvincing

mixture of lime or cement, sand and water,
used to hold bricks, stones etc together in
building

felt or experienced indirectdly, by sharing
imaginatively in the feelings, activities, etc.
of another person

middleman

social surroundings; environment

four-sided courtyard

Phrases and Expressions

colour. . . in

tangle with
knee-deep in
slot into

entice into

sandwich between
rattle through
bask in

on hand

go out of one’s way (to do sth. )

grow out of sth.

fill (a particular area, shape, etc.) with
colour

become involved in a quarrel or fight with
(fig. ) deeply involved in or very busy with
divide into :

try to tempt or persuade sb. usu. by offering
sth pleasant or a reward

put. . . between two people or things

tell a story, repeat (a list, etc. ) quickly)
sit or lie enjoying warmth

available

take particular care and trouble to do sth.
become too old for sth. and stop doing it
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Exercise

I . Comprehension

Answer the following questions or complete the following statements by choosing the
best alternative A, B, C or D.

1.

In the second paragraph, the author mentioned “a second childhood” which

refers to
A. the old age. B. the age between 3-14 years old.
C. the return to childishness. D. brain-addled adults.

. By introducing the novel Tom’s Midnight Garden, the author wants to tell the

readers that

A. like Harry Potter, it is also a children’s book.
B. it is a more suitable book for adults.

C. it is not suitable for adults at all.

D. like it, Harry Potter is only a children’s book.

. According to the text, which of the following statements is not true?

A. For Never-Readers, Harry Potter plays a positive role in luring them into
bookshop.

B. For Occasional-Readers, Harry Potter’s role seems negative.

C. For Regular-Readers, Hamy Potter’s role seems inexplicable.

D. For all the three types of readers, Harry Potter is not a children’s book.

. The author’s opinion of Hary Potter is that

A. it only deals with children’s problems and questions.

B. it is written mainly for children.

C. it has nothing to do with human’s experiences and dreams.

D. it confuses the nature of good and evil.

Which of the following is not the reason why the author refuses to take Harry
Potter as escapism?

A. Children and adults face different questions.

B. Different books are specially written for children and adults respectively.

C. Harry Potter painted a nice clean white line between the good guys and evil
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ones.
D. Even the books which are escapism for adults are constructed from the
building bricks of adult experience.
6. The author admits that Harry Potter does have all the following values except

A. being safe. B. being England.

C. being nostalgic. D. being optimistic.
7. What’s the tone of the whole passage?

A. Calm. B. Persuasive.

C. Passionate. D. Ironic.

8. What’s the central idea of the passage?
A. Harry Potter is not a book suitable for adults, even for escapism.
B. Adults should not take Hanry Potter as escapism.
C. Adults should face the reality.
D. Hary Potter has a great effect on adults.

I. Topics for discussion

1. The writer says, “writing has many advantages over film, but it can never
compete with its magnetic punch. ” Do you agree with him? Cite examples to
support your ideas.

2. Should the books for adult be always “so much rewarding, enlightening,
enlarging” 7 What's your opinion?

3. Have you read a children’s book since you have grown up? What do you think
of the idea: “To read a children’s book is not escapism—it’s evasion, it’s

retreat, it’s surrender. ”

. Vocabulary

Section A. Replace the italicized words or phrases in the following sentences with
synonyms from the text.
1. The chance to return to campus for further study is so precious for her that she
read eagerly and greedily.
2. He was totally bewildered by the traffic system in the city.
3. The club is giving away free T-shirts in order to tempt people to join.

4. She was still recovering from the accident so he avoided any subjects which
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might make her feel less calm.

5. When you discover the pain, you can direct your attention to its cause, and the
anger will begin to fade. .

6. He was a wonderful speaker, and the audience seemed much attracted by the
sound of his voice.

7. Western culture has been greatly enriched by contact with the civilizations of Asia
and Affica.

8. The annual reunion was a time for remembrance and renewal of friendships.

9. Coming from another social sumounding, she found life as an actor’s wife very
strange at first.

10. We survived on a diet consisting mainly of fruit and nuts.

Section B. Choose the best word or phrase for each sentence from the following list.
Use the words or phrases in their proper forms.

baffle bask in delineate

enact entice go out of one’s way
infuriate rattle through grow out of

recoup repute sandwich

slot tangle with tramp

1. In the garden, there were clusters of red, black and yellow berries all
up wild roses.

2. They the rest of the meeting.

3. She’s the kind of woman who the glory of a successful husband
although she’s never achieved much herself.

4. They came through the kitchen leaving dirty footmarks.

5. Wetting the bed is a common problem, but children nearly always it
eventually.

6. Jennifer to help Vichy to feel comfortable in her new job.

7. Alan got back to the parking lot only to find his car between a
pickup and a big truck.

8. The dentist gives treatment for free and than the cost from the

govermnment.
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9. Karen’s best attempts to explain the situation simply served to the
children.

10. Her stubborn refusal to answer any questions the police.

IV. Paraphrase

Reword each sentence in different words in order to make it easier to understand.

1. I don’t imagine you'll find this headcount exceptional.

2. As I have tramped along streets knee-deep in Hamy Potter paperbacks, I'm
mentally slotted them into three groups.

3. Put like that, it’s worse than maddening, it’s pathetic.

4. This is one of the few untouchable pleasures of parenting, to live and relive
experiences through your children, whether book or film or music.

5. Now we have the appalling spectacle of City brokers and merchant bankers
block-booking seats in cinemas for their staff outings.

6. For those of us old enough to have been brought up in a largely literary age,
where child escapism existed mainly on the page, Potter might be seen as a
return to Narnia and Dolittle and Streatfield.

7. It seems as though there has been nothing quite as good since-but that’s only
because you're supposed to grow out of children’s books.

8. . ..something more English than anyone under 80 has ever known.

V. Cloze

Read the passage through and choose one suitable word or phrase marked A, B, C
or D for each blank in the passage.
Literature

In the collected body of writing we call literature, there may be distinguished
two separate groupings, capable of blending, but also fitted for reciprocal
repulsion. There is first the literature of knowledge, and 1 the literature of
power. The function of the first is to teach, the 2  of the second is to move.
The first is a rudder, the second an oar or sail. The first speaks to the mere
discursive understanding; the second speaks ultimately to the _ 3 understanding
or reason, but always through the affections of pleasure and sympathy. 4  we

talk in ordinary language of seeking information or gaining knowledge, we




