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For Brian Nellist

‘... Visionary power
Attends upon the motions of the winds,
Embodied in the mystery of words:
There, darkness makes abode, and all the host
Of shadowy things do work their changes there,
As in a mansion like their proper home.
Even forms and substances are circumfused
By that transparent veil with light divine . . .’

Wordsworth, The Prelude (1805)
Book V (“Books’), 619-26
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Introduction: Not on the Run

PHILIP DAVIS

‘It saddens me,” complained a recent anonymous contributor to the
Times Higher Education Supplement, ‘to see so little principled and
vociferous resistance to the theorists on the part of lecturers who
have had a more conventional scholarly training. Academics of
wide learning and genuine critical insight are on the run.’

It was originally proposed to me, by a colleague, that we should
produce a collection of essays which, so far from being on the run,
should be seen as Fighting Back Against Theory. Indeed, that was
to be the working title. This is not that collection.

But not because the lecturer who wrote to the THES could be
dismissed as pointing to something that was simply not happen-
ing. All too anonymous, I am afraid, he or she wrote:

My first and second years learn their lessons early: post-struc-
turalism and radical feminist criticism are what the tutors want
and what they will reward. Liberalism and humanism are
outmoded, defunct, hopelessly passé and misconceived. So my
students produce unintelligible essays crammed with blasé anti-
humanist rhetoric, tortuously unconvincing interpretations, and
puritanical moralising posing as political insight. Texts are bli-
thely reduced to thinly-veiled expressions of false-conscious-
ness, or routinely shown to subvert their own (lamentably
wrong-headed) ideological structures . . .

Lecturers see it as their job to disabuse students of their political
misconceptions and bring them into line with their own dogma
... Students assume they can apply their ‘critical concepts’ to
whatever literary text they are ostensibly discussing. Most im-
portantly, they will have read even less of the literary canon than
their forebears, though this will not prevent them from careless-

ly dismissing whole literary traditions such as the realist novel
with one swipe of the pen.

Speaking merely for myself, and whatever may be the exaggera-
tions in the above, I accept the fundamental charge as obvious: that
there is less real reading going on now, both inside and outside
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xiv Philip Davis

universities and, indeed, in our so-called ‘culture’ as a whole. Less
not only in terms of quantity, but in terms of sheer quality of
specific, caring attention. It is just such serious mental attention,
and not merely the predetermined application of critical concepts,
that makes reading what I would call real: meditated, looking out,
unmuddied of spirit, alert without cant or fashion, troubled and
delighted, open to thought and feeling, to discovery and memory.
It is the sort of reading George Steiner and George Craig describe in
the opening essays and which, later, Hester Jones and Josie Billing-
ton bring to poetry and to the novel.

And yet, with statements like the one from the THES, the quarrel
between so-called ‘traditionalists’ and ‘theorists’ begins all over
again on easily predictable lines. The very terms of the opposition
create between the two over-emphatically embattled sides the
sheer unreality of mutually self-weakening positions. Not to want
to be sucked into that ugly and reductive model of controversy is
not merely liberal cowardice.

I wanted something both more permanent and less reactive than
just ‘fighting back’. Consequently I simply wrote to a number of
people I respected, asking them to write something which showed
- in any way they chose and in mind of any audience that seemed
to them reachable — what reading meant to them. I am not saying
that my choices were neutral ones — they were in line with the
intuitions implicit in my sense of respect. But there was no ‘we’,
no party line, no set vocabulary. I wrote to potential contributors to
say that I was looking for them to write essays that offered a
personal vision of a human vocation in literature, showing what
individuals may stand for as individuals — even if (or precisely
because) current thinking often denies the possible existence of
any such creature. I wanted people who had in them a wvoice,
by means of which to narrow the gap between writers and
readers, as well as between readers inside and readers outside the
university.

Many of the authors of the essays in this volume are themselves,
first and foremost, writers: poets and novelists. And, significantly,
most of the academics here, as is shown in the Notes on the Con-
tributors, are also committed to the writing of fiction and poetry in
ways that have personal connection with their teaching and their
criticism. A great critic, says Wilbur Sanders, thinking in particular
of Samuel Johnson, is simply a great writer, thinking about books;
and so it is with good critics too:
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Criticism is just another variety of literature — literature about
books seen as part of a thinking person’s life. One is interested in
a critic for the same reasons one is interested in a novelist or an
essayist — Who is this man? this woman? What do they make of
the world? How rich is their experience of it? How deeply pon-
dered are their conclusions?

‘Who Owns Literature?’, Universitites Quarterly, vol.40, no.3,
p-237.

And: How do they help us, in the understanding of the book and of
what it represents, in the pursuit of thinking about living?

I went for people who, I believed, had something passionate to
say that was real to them. Pour encourager les autres. Among the
contributors as a whole, I simply trusted that a certain common
spirit would emerge, unthreatened by personal and particular dif-
ferences and even enhanced by them: the common spirit of per-
sonal commitment.

The reader will find plenty of different emphases and even dis-
agreements in this collection of essays, containing as it does both
young and old, male and female, poets and novelists, right and left,
believers and secularists, realists and modernists — the varied and
overlapping proportions between them all emerging finally
through human circumstance rather than conscious editorial de-
sign. But the differences are, I believe, the product of neither the
weak liberalism of mere variety nor the abrasive reactiveness of
crude controversy. Most of the disagreements offer a reader access
to the arena of serious thought in which difference of emphasis
represents the serious weighing of individual choices. Michael
Irwin and Gabriel Josipovici, for example, write very different
novels; George Steiner and Raymond Tallis finally think differently
about the relation of theory and theology. You may not agree with
a particular accent, personal viewpoint or tone of thought, but it
should offer you entry into the general realm of consideration
which that individual must seek to represent in his or her own
particular way.

‘The poetic experience’, says Les Murray, ‘is not of course con-
fined to verse.” And the literary experience is not confined to lit-
erature. On the contrary, as Wilbur Sanders, one of my own past
teachers, again puts it, with all the directness of freedom:

The quality of human life is more important than what is said
about it, and the justification of literature must lie, if anywhere,
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in the way it serves that life, not in its own self-enclosed activity.
It’s the mark of a great writer, often, to see this very starkly —
finding the cloud-capped towers and gorgeous palaces he can so
easily conjure up, trifling and ineffectual; feeling that he may as
well break his staff and drown his book, for all the difference it
makes to the real world. The fictionality of art oppresses him,
until writing can come to seem an activity unworthy of a grown
man or woman. ‘Life is short,” Tolstoy wrote to an importunate
publisher in 1859, ‘and to waste it in my adult years writing . . .
stories . . . makes me feel ashamed.” It’s the mainspring of Tol-
stoy’s greatness that he doesn't care about literature. Only by not
caring about it was he freed to put into literature the life-content
that made it worth caring about.’

‘Who Owns Literature?’, p. 226.

People go to particular books because there are places, or even
mere tiny moments, in them which give particular readers an open-
ing onto what seems the very life of life. ‘Emotion in ordinary life
cannot fuse perfectly with thought,” argues Douglas Oliver in
Poetry and Narrative in Performance (Macmillan 1989): conceptualiza-
tion comes too late, conscious thinking can never get into the
speed of the emotional dynamic. But Poetry, in its sheer instants of
being, says Oliver, ‘discovers a way to unify the time-scales of
emotion, concept, and verbal music’. Or again, as Les Murray says
of the poetic experience in ‘Embodiment and Incarnation’ in The
Paperbark Tree: ‘We can have it repeatedly, and each time timelessly,
but we can’t have it steadily. We are as it were not yet permitted to
live there.” The essays in this book at times seem to me to make it
possible to live ‘there’, or to live out of the resonance from there, a
little bit more, a little while longer. That is one of the emphatically
unironic purposes of thinking and writing about reading.

This book is written in search of all serious readers, inside and
outside universities; lecturers, teachers, researchers or undergrad-
uates; writers and would-be writers; readers in tube stations and at
home, young and old; graduates who wish they had done more in
their undergraduate days or retained links with their interests then;
people who have never had or perhaps never wanted the oppor-
tunity to study literature formally. The book employs the different
voices of its writers in order to find echoes in a wide variety of
different readers, however and wherever it can reach them. Ray-
mond Tallis is first of all a medical man. Joseph Brodsky came from
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Russia to write in America, Les Murray writes from his farm in
Australia, Douglas Oliver out of France. But if indeed amidst all
these voices Real Voices makes one statement, it is probably this one,
from the poem ‘The Trances’: that the thing still ‘goes on’. The real
thing, in literature and through literature, goes on — despite the
varying obstacles of discouragement, failure, loneliness or unbelief.

Most of the essays in this volume were written for the purpose:
where they are not entirely new, they have been revised according-
ly. The most lightly revised are the speeches given by Joseph Brod-
sky, who died as Real Voices was going to press. In saddened
memory of him too, ‘it goes on’.

The editor of Real Voices: On Reading can claim no definitive,
summarizing or final word as to its contents. One privilege alone I
allow myself. In every school, university or organization in general
there is, says Doris Lessing, always one person who is the one,
quietly, implicitly, even secretly — ‘the teachers...how valuable
they are, and how unvalued, except by their pupils who may
cherish thoughts of them all their lives.” Gabriel Josipovici writes of
Hugo Dyson, and many students will long remember John Bayley.
In my own place, in Liverpool, Brian Nellist has been the one, all his
teaching life. To him, sheerly as a representative of all the others
elsewhere, this book is dedicated.
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