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Q. I have recently returned from a skiing holiday in Switzerland,
where one of our party insisted on bringing his mobile telephone
onto the slopes. The contrast between the quiet majesty of the
Alps and the ringing of this beastly instrument could not have
been greater. Do all bankers become inseparable from their
telephones? Have you any suggestions?

C.B-N, Holt, Norfolk

A. The mobile telephone has recently become something of a
low-status symbol. While it is acceptable to make a call on y‘our
mobile, though only from your car or other private space, it
stigmatises you as a wally to receive one. Proper top dogs have
competent deputies trained to handle nuisance calls in their
absence. They do not want their leisure activities interrupted, let
alone to adrenalise a holiday atmosphere for others. Perhaps you
might have shamed your banking friend into submission by
taking the telephone from him with a firm but kindly expression
on. your face. 'Now why don’t you let me stay behind and
handle your calls for the afternoon?” You could have crooned
sympathetically, 'T'1l tell them. I'1l say, "Look, leave him

alone. It’s very bad manner to ring someone who’s supposed to
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be on holiday. It means he can’t relax, it means you turn all
his friends against him because they can’t relax either...” Go
on, leave it to me, I won't be frightened of them. You go and

enjoy yourself. You deserve a break!’
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Q. I suffer from occasional seizing-up at the urinal stalls when
another bloke is present. What should I do?

A. A fellow-sufferer has cured his problem once and for all by
carrying a loaded water-pistol at all times. He finds that an
initial hard squint at the porcelain creates the necessary encourage-

ment for the natural bodily functions to take over.
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‘Give us a break, Gulliver! Haven'’t you got anything smaller?’
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Of all novels that I have ever read, Tanizaki’'s The Makioka
Sisters provides my favourite last line. After innumerable
hitches, misunderstandings and mishaps, the third of the four

Makioka sisters, 30-year-old Yukiko, is at last about to set off
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from Osaka for Tokyo to be married. Her stomach, the author
tells us in his penultimate paragraph, 'had for some time been
upset’ , and ’even after repeated doses of wakamatsu and arsilin,
she was troubled with diarrhoea.” The book concludes:
Yukiko's diarrhoea persisted through the twenty-sixth, and
was a problem on the train to Tokyo.

Edward G. Seidensticker, the excellent translator, suggests in
his introduction that the author intended this ending humorously,
but I am doubtful. Like the English, the Japanese are tremendous
hypochondriacs, never happier than when discussing their ailments,
their operations and their doctors; and, like the English, their
worst ailments of all is what a famous English gastroenterologist
once called "bowels on the brain’ . The Makioka Sisters is so
full of illness that, when it first appeared in English, one
reviewer teasingly described it as ’a medical novel .

Some years ago a Japanese professor suggested to me that in
this novel Tanizaki intended illness to be a metaphor for the
spiritual malaise which affected his country during the period of
its action - the Thirties and early Forties. I was not convinced.
It seems to me that illness, sometimes real but more often
imagined, so often occurs in the Makioka family for the simple
reason that it occurred and still occurs so often in the lives of
well-to-do, unfulfilled women throughout Japan.

At the centre of the story is the then strong but now weakening

Japanese institution of the o-miai or marriage meeting. If in
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Japan one sees two embarrassed young people, a girl and a boy,
clearly strangers to each other, sitting side by side in a temple
garden, a theatre, a restaurant, with some older people in
flustered attendance, one can usually conclude that they are
victims of this institution. Yukiko has gone through so many of
these o-miai without ever accepting a suitor that her family has
acquired a reputation for unjustified pride and she herself is
thought, as we would put it today, to be passing her sell-by
date.

Active in any o-miai is the nakodo or go-between. I once met
one such nakodo, a garrulous sushi-shop owner, who claimed
that she had been successful in setting up more than a hundred
marriages, before asking me if I should like her to exert herself
on my behalf. The nakodo for Yukiko is the gossipy owner of a
beauty-parlour, Mrs Itami, whose work enables her to know
precisely what is on offer in the market and whether it is worth
pursuing or not. Observed by Tanizaki with both shrewdness and
sympathy, she is one of the most memorable characters created
by him in a career of more than 50 years of unremitting labour.

The strangeness of the book (pointed out by the translator in
his excellent introduction) is that, though we now see its period
as the most shameful in the whole history of Japan, the characters
are almost exclusively concerned with their own day-to-day
problems (their maladies among them) and seldom spare a

thought for what is going on, often horrendously,in the outside
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world. Tanizaki’s novel ends in April 1941 and, as Seidensticker
notes, the attack on Pearl Harbor was to come little more than
half-a-year later. But apart from a mention of Dunkirk and
another of Japanese involvement in China, these might be years
not of tumults, finally ending in disaster, but of ruffled calm.
The same observation can, of course, also be made of Jane
Austin’ s world.

The English novel to which Tanizaki’s can best be compared is
The Forsyte Saga. Since Galsworthy's novel was extremely
popular in Japan at that period, it is not impossible that
Tanizaki read it. The Makioka family, like the Forsytes, have
made their money in business; and like the Forsytes, whose
fortunes and ambitions narrow as the years advance, they have
seen better days. Tanizaki rivals Galsworthy in his powers of
social observation, as he skillfully depicts a class living, both
literally and metaphorically, on its past and yet also touchingly
eager to live in the future.

The Japanese novel is far briefer and narrower than the
English one, but i1t goes deeper. Free of the masochistic perversity
of many of Tanizaki’s other works, it is a 20th-century classic
which no lover of fiction should neglect. This edition is beautifully

printed and the price is a bargain one. (10 July 1993)
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Among all kinds of Writing, there is none in which Authors
are more apt to miscarry than in Works of Humour. as there is
none in which they are more ambitious to excell. It i1s not an
Imagination that teems with Monsters, an Head that is filled

with extravagant Conceptions, which is capable of furnishing the
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World with Diversions of this nature; and yet if we look into
the Productions of several Writers, who set up for Men of
Humour, what wild irregular Fancies, what unnatural Distortions
of Thought, do we meet with? If they speak Nonsense, they
believe they are talking Humour; and when they have drawn
together a Scheme of absurd, inconsistent Idea’s, they are not
able to read it over to themselves without laughing. These poor
Gentlemen endeavour to gain themselves the Reputation of Wits
and Humourists, by such monstrous Conceits as almost qualify
them for Bedlam; not considering that Humour should always
lye under the Check of Reason, and that it requires the Direction
of the nicest Judgment, by so much the more as it indulges it
self in the most boundless Freedoms. There is a kind of Nature
that is to be observed in this sort of Compositions, as well as
in all other, and a certain Regularity of Thought which must
discover the Writer to be a Man of Sense, at the same time
that he appears altogether given up to Caprice: For my part,
when I read the delirious Mirth of an unskilful Author, I cannot
be so barbarous as to divert my self with it, but am rather apt
to pity the Man, than to laugh at any thing he writes.

The Deceas’d Mr. Shadwell, who had himself a great deal of
the Talent, which I am treating of, represents an empty Rake,
in one of his Plays, as very much surprised to hear one say that
breaking of Windows was not Humour; and I question not but

several English Readers will be as much startled to hear me
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affirm, that many of those raving incoherent Pieces, which are
often spread among us, under odd Chymerical Titles, are rather
the Offsprings of a Distempered Brain, than Works of Humour.

It is indeed much easier to describe what is not Humour, than
what is; and very difficult to define it otherwise than as Cowley
has done Wit, by Negatives. Were I to give my own Notions of
it, I would deliver them after Plato’s manner, in a kind of
Allegory, and by supposing Humour to be a Person, deduce to
him all his Qualifications, according to the following Genealogy .
TRUTH was the founder of the Family, and the Father of
GOOD SENSE. GOOD SENSE was the Father of WIT, who
married a Lady of a Collateral Line called MIRTH, by whom he
had Issue HUMOUR. HUMOUR therefore being the youngest of
this Illustrious Family, and descended from Parents of such
different Dispositions, is very various and unequal in his Temper;
sometimes you see him putting on grave Looks and a solemn
Habit, sometimes airy in his Behaviour and fantastick in his
Dress: Insomuch that at different times he appears as serious as
a Judge, and as jocular as a Merry-Andrew. But as he has a
great deal of the Mother in his Constituitons, whatever Mood
he is in, he never fails to make his Company laugh.

But since there is an Impostor abroad, who takes upon him
the Name of this young Gentleman, and would willingly pass for
him in the World; to the end that well-meaning Persons may

not be imposed upon by Cheats, I would desire my Readers,
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when they meet with this Pretender, to look into his Parentage,
and to examine him strictly, whether or no he be remotely allied
to TRUTH, and lineally descended from GOOD SENSE? if not,
they may conclude him a Counterfeit. They may likewise distinguish
him by a loud and excessive Laughter, in which he seldoms gets
his Company to join with him. For as TRUE HUMOUR generally
looks serious, whilst every Body laughs about him; FALSE
HUMOUR is always laughing, whilst every Body about him
looks serious. I shall only add, if he has not in him a Mixture
of both Parents, that is , if he wou’ d pass for the Offsring of
Wit without MIRTH, or MIRTH without WIT, you may conclude
him to be altogether Spurious, and a Cheat.

The Impostor of whom I am speaking, descends Originally
from FALSEHOOD, who was the Mother of NONSENSE, who
was brought to Bed of a Son called FRENZY, who married one
of the Daughters of FOLLY, commonly known by the Name of
LAUGHTER, on whom he begot that Monstrous Infant of which
I have been here speaking. I shall set down at length the Genealogical
Table of FALSE HUMOUR, and at the same time, place under
it the Genealogy of TRUE HUMOUR, that the Reader may at

one View behold their different Pedigree and Relations.

FALSEHOOD.
NONSENSE.
FRENZY. - LAUGHTER.
FALSE HUMOUR.
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TRUTH.
GOOD SENSE.
WIT. - MIRTH.

HUMOUR.

I might extend the Allegory, by mentioning several of the
Children of FALSE HUMOUR, who are more in Number than
the Sands of the Sea, and might in particular enumerate the
many Sons and Daughters which he has begot in this Island. But
as this would be a very invidious Task, I shall only observe in
general, that FALSE HUMOUR differs from the TRUE, as a
Monkey does from a Man.

First of all, He is exceedingly given to little Apish Tricks and
Buffooneries.

Secondly, He so much delights in Mimickry, that it is all one
to him whether he exposes by it Vice and Folly, Luxury and
Avarice; or, on the contrary, Virtue and Wisdom, Pain and
Poverty.

Thirdly, He is wonderfully unlucky, insomuch that he will bite
the Hand that feeds him, and endeavour to ridicule both Friends
and Foes indifferently. For having but small Talents,he must be
merry where he can, not where he should.

Fourthly, Being intirely void of reason, he pursues no Point
either of Morality or Instruction, but is Ludicrous only for the
sake of being so.

Fifthly, Being incapable of any thing but Mock-Representations,
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his Ridicule is always Personal, and aimed at the Vicious Man,
or the Writer; not at the Vice, or at the Writing.

I have here only pointed at the whole Species of False Humourists,
but as one of my principal Designs in this Paper is to beat
down that malignant Spirit, which discovers it self in the
Writings of the present Age, I shall not scruple, for the future,
to single out any of the small Wits, that infest the World with
such Compositions as are ill-natured, immoral and absurd. This
1s the only Exception which I shall make to the General Rule I

have prescribed my self, of attacking Multitudes. Since every

honest Man ought to look upon himself as in a Natural State of
War with the Libeller and Lampooner, and to annoy them
where-ever they fall in his way, this is but retaliating upon

them and treating them as they treat others.
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What he attempted he performed: he is never feeble, and he did
not wish to be energetick; he is never rapid, and he never stagnates.
His sentences have neither studied amptitude, nor affected brevity:

his periods, though not diligently rounded, are voluble and easy.
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Whoever wishes to attain an English style, familiar but not
coarse, and elegant but not ostentatious, must give his days and
nights to the volumes of Addison.

James Boswell; The Life of Dr. Johnson: Everyman’s Library (1952)
vol.l, pp.132-133
With that view, I took some of the papers, and making short
hints of the sentiment in each sentence, laid them by a few days,
and then without looking at the book, tried to complete the
papers again by expressing each hinted sentiment at length and as
fully as it had been expressed before, in any suitable words that
should occur to me. Then I compared my Spactator with the
original, discovered some of my faults, and corrected them.
(Auobiography)
CHIF0MACDE LD/ DITIE oMLK DT TA VY DHRILTIED B8,
W BRATHRACTRICRETELS, L LEFIBEDTELL
TRHVETH U d BAFZLETFTHS,



