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IDEAS for a New Century




The “Idea” of the Interview

There’s never been a form of human communication more overhyped and less understood than “the interview.”

Interviews are generally considered to be a crucial activity for anybody involved in the profession of journalism. In fact, they’re widely believed to be the basic tool of our trade. Reporters are supposed to get to the truth about a story by interviewing participants and questioning eyewitnesses. But different types of stories require different approaches. What, for example, does a cub reporter standing on a front porch in the suburbs say to the parents of a very recent teenaged fatality, all the while knowing that the basic aim is to get a photograph from the family album for the next day’s front page? Does that extremely painful process have anything in common with the task of asking prominent thinkers and intellectuals abstract questions about the meaning of life?

As a broadcaster, I’ve frankly never considered interviewing to rank among my strengths. I’ve often said, “I’m not good at interviews.” In my work as a documentary maker, I’ve always viewed the interviewing process as something not unlike what Winston Churchill once said about democracy: it’s a flawed system, but it’s the best we have. Ultimately, it’s the only way to gather raw material. That doesn’t mean that it’s perfect. Interviews can sometimes be surprisingly stimulating. They can also be mind-numbingly boring. Major consolation comes from the hope that most of the dross will ultimately end up on the editing room floor. So, when I’m interviewing anybody for a documentary, I usually let them finish their sentences. As a basic rule, I try not to interrupt. I’ll challenge people, for sure, but my fundamental aim is to get them to say what they want to say. I encourage them to tell their Story, howsoever they want to tell it.

In the end, my documentary background makes me believe that an interview should be no more complicated than a simple conversation with another human being. Conversation involves talking. Talking implies listening. It’s all pretty fundamental, really, although often overhyped and frequently misunderstood. Interviews may be a far from perfect, but they are one of the best tools that we have for understanding each other . . .

PAUL KENNEDY
Toronto, August 2008


Introduction

The CBC Radio program Ideas went on the air in October 1965. In October 2005, we marked the program’s fortieth anniversary by publishing Ideas: Brilliant Thinkers Speak Their Minds, a compilation of thoughts of some of the great minds who appeared on the program during its first four decades. In this second volume, Ideas for a New Century, we present a selection of interviews broadcast on Ideas during the not-quite-finished first decade of the new millennium.

For the first months of its life, the program we now know as Ideas was called The Best Ideas You’ll Hear Tonight. It was founded by two CBC program organizers: Phyllis Webb, a West Coast poet who had come east to Montreal to work at McGill University and then moved on to the CBC in Toronto; and Bill Young, an American who had come to Canada as a graduate student and studied with Marshall McLuhan. Phyllis had been in charge of a lecture series called University of the Air. Bill produced a series called The Learning Stage. The CBC, looking for ways to save money, encouraged the producers of programs with similar mandates to consider amalgamating their efforts. Phyllis and Bill proposed combining their programs to create The Best Ideas You’ll Hear Tonight, and the new program was born.

Since its very beginning, Ideas has been firmly rooted in the trad-

since its very beginning, Ideas has been firmly rooted in the traditions of adult education. On the night the program was launched, it was described as “the new look in CBC educational broadcasting” and “radio for the mind.” Over its long life, the show has continued to nurture its relationship with academia and scholarship, but it has shifted its approach to an emphasis on feature documentary journalism.

Ideas underlie every aspect of our lives. They shape how we think and speak about the world, how we behave, how we see ourselves, individually and in society. Ideas drive the imagination; they frame the ways in which we conceive the past, the present, and the future; they inform our political and social arrangements, our arts and culture, science, technology, and religion, our personal relationships and beliefs.

Ideas, the program, is an unending work-in-progress. As a production team, we continually struggle with who we are and what we are trying to achieve, working in a world of exponential change. I use four adjectives to describe the ideal Ideas program. The first is “insightful”: I hope that listeners will learn something they didn’t know before, or think differently about something they did know. The second adjective is “eclectic”: this is our goal in our choice of subjects, variety of contributors, and genres of presentation.

The third adjective I use to describe Ideas is my favourite: “resonant.” As CBC programmers, we have talked for years about the importance of being relevant: you have to be relevant or people won’t pay attention, and you’ll fade away into irrelevance. It is hard to argue with that. But, in thinking about this in connection with Ideas, I began to feel that “relevant” was overused and at risk of losing its meaning along the way. “Resonant,” however, seemed to me to extend and deepen the idea of relevance. The Canadian Oxford Dictionary defines resonance as “the reinforcement or prolongation of sound by reflection or synchronous vibration.” synchronous vibration — that’s what I hope the best Ideas programs create in our listeners. Great works of art help us discover truths that reside deep within us, truths that are felt but not articulated; the words of the poet, the notes of the composer, the brushstrokes of the painter reach out and give voice to a truth within us, with an effect that can be electrifying. In its own way, Ideas aspires to do no less.

The fourth adjective I use is “delightful”: I want Ideas shows to be a pleasure to listen to — to be both informative and entertaining.

Most Ideas programs are documentaries: journalistic compositions that draw on a variety of sources — interviews, sounds, actuality — and mix and match them to tell a story and explore an idea. Over the course of a season, however, we also produce a number of hour-long feature interviews. Unlike a documentary, an interview allows you to spend time ranging over the life, thought, and work of a single individual. This collection of interviews broadcast on Ideas is organized into four broad themes: “the Culture of society,” “Canada and the World,” “The Eye, the Word, and the Ear,” and “Futures.” Apart from these thematic divisions are two interviews about the nature of ideas that serve as bookends for the rest of the collection.

The book begins, appropriately, with the words of the brilliant and erudite Lister Sinclair, who was the host of Ideas from 1983 until 1999. His ideas, gathered in a series of extended interviews conducted over a number of months during the final years of his career by Ideas producer Sara Wolch, are a meditation on thought, creativity, and imagination. He draws on some of intellectual and cultural figures that most influenced him: Darwin, Einstein, Goethe, Molière, Mozart, Newton, Shakespeare, among others. “I’ve been influenced,” he says, “to try and see what everybody has seen and then think what nobody has thought.”

The British political philosopher John Gray, author of Black Mass: Apocalyptic Religion and the Death of Utopia, opens “The Culture of society.” Although many people in the Western world like to think of themselves as secular, Gray argues that secularism itself has been shaped by ideas that have come from religion: history can be seen as a story of moral redemption, a struggle between good and evil that good actually can win. But, he cautions, human beings are imperfectible. Science and technology may be inherently progressive, but ethics and politics are not. We are still dealing with age-old human impulses, needs, and flaws. Perhaps the best we can do is work out reasonable ways of living with each other.

“The Culture of society” also includes interviews with Mark Lilla, the New York-based historian of ideas; Theodore Dalrymple, retired British psychiatrist, social critic, and self-described “vulgarity correspondent”; Jerome Kagan, the Harvard developmental psychologist; Elliot Aronson, the eminent us researcher on cognitive dissonance; and Leonore Tiefer, educator, therapist, and specialist on male and female sexuality.

“Canada and the World” begins with Donald Savoie holder of the Clément-Cormier Chair in economic development at the Université de Moncton and one of Canada’s most distinguished experts on public administration. Savoie addresses what he sees as a breakdown in the way the federal government functions. More than a hundred years ago, a bargain — an unwritten agreement, rather than part of the Constitution — was struck outlining the roles of Parliament, the prime minister and cabinet, and public servants. Savoie says that “MPs knew their role. It was to hold government accountable. It was not to govern . . . [t]hat bargain’s come unglued.”

In February 2007, the Conference Board of Canada released a massive report, Mission Possible: Sustainable Prosperity for Canada, which warned that Canada’s economic performance was slipping compared with that of other industrialized countries and recommended steps we needed to take to achieve sustainable prosperity. Shortly after the report was released, Ideas interviewed the president of the Conference Board of Canada, Anne Golden, who discusses its main findings and argues that Canada must excel in the global economy, in the intelligent use of our resources, and in the way our cities function.

“Canada and the World” concludes with an interview with Louise Arbour, who retired in 2008 as the United Nations high Commissioner for human rights. She had come to the role after serving on the Supreme Court of Canada and, before that, as chief prosecutor of the International Criminal tribunals for the Former Yugoslavia and Rwanda. In 2005, she delivered the annual Lafontaine- Baldwin Lecture in Quebec City on the theme of Canada and human rights. In her interview, which is based on that lecture, she laments that Canada, a democratic and wealthy country that is respecte internationally for its support of traditional freedoms, civil liberties, and human rights still wrestles with persistent domestic poverty. Arbour argues that Canada has been reluctant to embrace social and economic rights and wonders when we will move “from charity to entitlement.”

“The Eye, the Word, and the Ear” begins with Mary Pratt, the eminent painter and printmaker and resident of Newfoundland and Labrador. Ideas interviewed her in early 2007, the year Canada Post issued a stamp in her Honour. She has been described as “a visual poet of femaleness.” Her interview is full of self-revelation. She recalls her first visual memory and talks about how her childhood experiences of light and colour have influenced her work.

Quite different is the Salish artist Lawrence Paul Yuxweluptun. His work illustrates the political, cultural, and environmental concerns facing Aboriginal peoples today. He is driven by rage. His imagery is striking and disturbing. Yuxweluptun documents, in his own words, “contemporary indigenous history in large-scale paintings.”

“Futures” consists of interviews with Stewart Brand and Ray Kurzweil, prominent futurists who have helped to shape the world we live in and how we see it. Both continue to amaze and inspire.

Stewart Brand believes that human progress is best served through decentralized technologies, which allow people the freedom to shape a world that is socially and environmentally sustainable. In 1966, he campaigned to have NASA release a satellite photograph of Earth as seen from space. The photo, he said, “gave the sense that the Earth’s an island, surrounded by a lot of inhospitable space.” But Brand is probably best known for having created the Whole Earth Catalogue in 1968, which he hoped would “catalyze the emergence of a realm of personal power.” Today, he is president of The Long Now Foundation, which he established with musician, composer, and record producer Brian Eno in “01996” to “creatively foster long-term thinking and responsibility in the framework of the next 10,000 years.” “What do I actually do?” Brand writes, “I find things and I found things.”

Ray Kurzweil is a genius. an engineer, inventor, and futurist, he invented the first omni-font character recognition system, the first print-to-speech reading machine for the blind, the first CCD flat-bed scanner, and the first music synthesizer that could faithfully reproduce the sounds of many orchestral instruments. In his 2005 book, The Singularity Is Near: When Humans Transcend Biology, Kurzweil suggests that through what he calls “the law of accelerating returns,” we are moving toward a “singularity” — a future period, within the lifetimes of most of us today — when the pace of technological development will utterly and irreversibly transform human life.

The book closes with an interview with Peter Watson, a British journalist, researcher, and author of Ideas: A History from Fire to Freud. Watson talks about three great ideas and one bad one. I’ll leave it to him to tell you what they are.

I want to end with a few words of thanks: to Susanne Alexander, publisher of Goose Lane editions, for her enthusiastic support for this project; Barry Norris, for his meticulous copy-editing; and Julie Scriver, for the book’s beautiful design. The CBC’s Ian Godfrey, Mike Housego, and Nancy Millar transcribed the broadcast audio; without their front-line work, the radio interviews would never have made it to the page. Finally, I owe a special debt of gratitude to my colleagues at Ideas, whose work is featured in this book. Each day they bring their brilliance, their insights, and a ferocious commitment to the task of imagining and creating the Ideas program: our host Paul Kennedy, and producers Richard handler, Mary O’Connell, Sean Prpick, Dave Redel, and Sara Wolch. I hope you enjoy the result.

BERNIE LUCHT
Toronto, August 2008
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What Is an Idea?

LISTER SINCLAIR

On January 9, 2002, Lister Sinclair, who hosted Ideas for sixteen years, turned eighty-one. Mathematician, dramatist, musicologist, actor, director, producer, critic, birder, teacher, author, and sports nut, Lister was no dabbler but a master in every one of those fields. He was also in broadcasting for almost sixty years. Some of the best radio plays and documentaries ever put on radio and television were written and produced by Lister. He had more honourary degrees and awards than one person has a right to, and he was one of the most polite, touchingly vulnerable, and genuinely gracious guys one could ever meet, with one of the most beguiling voices ever heard on the radio. Lister’s long-time colleague and friend, Ideas producer Sara Wolch talked with him about his ideas and his influences. A longer version of this interview with Lister Sinclair was broadcast on 10, 23, and 30 January 2002.

SARA WOLCH

As I sit here looking at you, a man I’ve worked with and admired for twenty years, I’m thinking, where on earth do we begin?

LISTER SINCLAIR

I think that it doesn’t really matter too much where you start, because sooner or later you’ll get to all the other pieces. One nice little parlour trick that mathematicians like to do is to get a strip of paper, glue the two ends together and give it a half-turn as you do it, and that makes what’s called a Möbius strip. Möbius was a mathematician who spotted this, and the point about a Möbius strip is that it looks very much as if it’s got two sides, the front and back, but it doesn’t. If you run your finger along it, you discover that you keep changing from one side to another as you go along. So a Möbius strip is an interesting thing: start anywhere and you always wind up on the other side. And I think my life has been a Möbius strip. I start somewhere and wind up in the exact opposite.

Very often, when people think about something being creative, they look forward to having their eyes opened onto a completely new world. Well, that’s very nice when it happens. It’s not happened very often to me. What has happened to me very often, however, is that somebody has opened my eyes onto the same old world, and I’ve realized there was nothing “same old” about it. In other words, I’ve been influenced to try and see what everybody has seen and then think what nobody has thought. Somebody actually said that specifically, a guy whom I greatly admire: Albert szent-Györgyi — st. George in hungarian. He won the Nobel Prize in 1937 for medicine. He’s the guy who first identified that there were such things as vitamins and that Vitamin C actually existed. He was finally able to isolate and get a specimen of Vitamin C, and that’s pretty big news. And what he had done was he’d tried to see what everyone had seen and then think what nobody had thought.

SW: So, to see the same old thing with fresh eyes.

LS: Yes. Then it’s no longer the same old thing. Out the window goes the “same old” right away. The whole world is then endlessly fresh and new. I can give you a musical example — it’s getting on for two hundred years ago. Paganini, the great violinist — he was such a strange, dramatic figure — devised a whole series of little tunes, one of which he thought he could make variations on. And everybody else thought they could make variations on it, too. Incidentally, I once put together a tape, just for my own entertainment, of variations on that theme, and there were something like two hundred variations. Schumann had a go, Liszt had a go, Brahms had a go — they all spotted that theme, and they all did all the standard things you do to it. And one of the things you can do to it, by the way, is turn it upside down: instead of the notes going up, they go down. Does that get us anywhere? Sometimes it does. Evidently, mostly it doesn’t, because everyone passed that up until, all of a sudden, Rachmaninoff comes along, about the time of the Second World War, and writes a piece for piano and orchestra called Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini — same old thing. Rachmaninoff, like everybody else, had seen that theme, but he had thought something that nobody had thought — namely, that embedded in that theme was the result of turning the theme upside down. For example, you just look at any two notes, and where the original two notes go “bom, bee,” you’d put it upside down, so they go “bom, ball” and so on.

One of the great non-musical examples, I think, is Charles Darwin. Charles Darwin spotted something that was right under our noses all the time. He just chose examples, one after another — a lot of hard work went into that — and he laid them all out on the table. His book, On the Origin of Species, has been not superseded but enormously expanded on since Darwin’s day. And Darwin’s great friend Thomas Huxley finished reading the book and said, and I think it’s the most flattering and wonderful book review that anyone could hope for: “How stupid of us not to have thought of that.”

SW: What exactly did Darwin help us think about?

LS: What he helped us to do, I think, was to ask what used to be called “silly questions” and expect them to be real questions with a real answer. It’s answering the “why” about things. Some gulls have a red spot on the beak. Why? “Oh, that’s a silly question. Gulls have a red spot on the beak — that’s why.” And some perhaps said that God put the red spot on the beak, and that’s all very nice. But Darwin expected a reasonable answer — asking why is a reasonable question, and maybe there’s a reasonable answer. Does the gull use the red spot on the beak to survive? And, it turns out, it does. What happens is that a gull will load up with food and return to the nest. There’s the chick sitting there, and the gull is perfectly prepared to regurgitate food so that the young can eat, but she doesn’t really know how to. She just sits there sort of gazing into space. What has to happen is that the young bird has to tap the red spot. That’s a trigger. The red spot is a trigger for the young bird. The young bird taps, and the adult regurgitates. So that red spot is very important.

SW: The idea of asking the right question seems very important here.

LS: Asking the right question is absolutely essential. Seeing what everybody has seen and thinking what nobody has thought — perhaps another way of putting it is to say that you see what everybody has seen, and then you ask the right question. And it’s true of all these people. Somebody else who did that just as much, perhaps even more so, was Isaac Newton.

SW: What’s your favourite question that Newton asked?

LS: That’s a nice one, I think. I’ve always been fond of the night sky, even when I was a kid. In Arizona, where the skies are so clear and bright, you can see artificial satellites tracking across the sky. And people say to me, “Isn’t that amazing! What’s holding it up?” Well, that’s not a good question. You could look at the moon, and say, “What’s holding that up?” But Newton looked at the moon, and he thought something quite different. He asked the right question: “What’s holding it down? What doesn’t it fly off into space?” It’s like tying a rope to a bucket of water and swinging it round and round your head. We know what’s holding the bucket in place — it’s the rope. Now, there’s the moon going round and round in this sort of way — no rope, no apparent rope. And that’s the right question. The moment you’ve asked that question, immediately answers begin to suggest themselves. Perhaps what’s holding it down is the same force that is pulling the apple in Newton’s own orchard towards the centre of the Earth.

SW: What do you admire about Sir Isaac Newton?

LS: I admire the way his mind worked universally. You can’t get interested in science, you can’t work in science, without being endlessly confronted with Newton.

SW: What have you taken from Newton and integrated into your being?

LS: I guess the firm belief that, indeed, the universe lies under an order of a kind, of several kinds, and we ought to be able to get at it. And that’s kind of difficult to do sometimes because it’s very hard to let something hang in your mind as unsettled. It hasn’t been decided, but I’m convinced nonetheless that it can be decided in principle. [The Nobel prize-winning physicist] Richard Feynman, whom I also admire very much, was very good at that. If you can’t get an answer, you don’t really have to invoke little green men and angels and things of that ken. What you can say is, “I’m sure there’s an answer, and I don’t know what it is, and I don’t think anybody knows what it is, but I’m sure there is one.” Feynman’s very much the opposite of Newton. Feynman was a cut-up and very funny and lively and cheerful and amazing. Newton was the exact opposite. He was a stern and rockbound coast — no question of it whatever. But he did say this: “I don’t know how I may appear to the world, but to myself, I seem to have been only like a boy, playing on the seashore and diverting myself and now and then finding a smoother pebble or a prettier shell than ordinary while the great ocean of truth lay all undiscovered before me.” That’s a marvellous remark, isn’t it?

When Einstein was cremated, they sprinkled his ashes on a little stream and went and drank hot buttered rum and talked about him, and somebody said, “So nobody knows what became of him.” And a colleague of Einstein’s, another physicist, replied, “On the contrary, we all know what became of him. He went to join the ocean on whose shores Newton played.” That’s a metaphor. I think it’s the kind of spirituality that I would feel very strongly, and so would Einstein — and Newton would not, incidentally. But me and Einstein — that’s not too bad.

Sw: Lister, what is it that enables some people, like Newton or Darwin, to ask the right question?

LS: One of the things that’s a great problem with people who are trying to learn foreign languages is that they don’t like to make fools of themselves, and they don’t like to ask stupid questions — seemingly stupid questions. And some of those questions are really extremely, blindingly, stupid. I remember, when I was a very, very little kid, I was always asking questions, as kids always do, and my relatives liked to tease me, as relatives always do. And I remember watching a steam engine — here’s this great big steam engine moving slowly along and puffing. And the way they used to move was, a puff of steam would appear every so often moving slowly along the platform. And I said, “Why is the engine puffing like that?” And I got the answer, “Well, it’s puffing like that because there is a little old gentleman in a green coat who is inside the cylinder and inside this thing here and he is smoking a pipe, and every so often he puffs on the pipe and it puffs like that.” And I was amused by that. I thought something like, well, that’s a very amusing, nice story. Now, why is it really puffing? And what I got was, “Well, that’s what’s really puffing. There’s a little, old man . . .” No, there isn’t — why is it really puffing? Well, they didn’t know. But they didn’t say or dream of saying, “I don’t know but maybe we can find out. Why don’t we ask the engine driver?” But no, I just got a little old man with a pipe until I was screaming and yelling and carrying on in frustration. I never got a straight answer on that one.

Sw: So, daring to ask seemingly silly questions is important?

LS: Yes. Language, of course, is daring to make silly noises.

SW: What about your perspective, your point of view? If you think that human beings are the centre of the universe, you’d ask a particular constellation of questions, wouldn’t you?

LS: Oh, absolutely, yes, indeed. I’m going to dig a little further on this one. I believe as a matter of evidence and much more that the Earth is rotating and that this covers up the Sun and, therefore, causes the illusion of sunset. I’ve spent a lot of time gazing steadfastly at sunsets and seeing the Sun go down and trying to perceive it firmly and saying, “No, it’s not really going down. The Earth is coming up and covering it,” and try as I will, I can’t do it, I cannot make it work that way. Perhaps it’s because we always see it in the same way all the time, and that’s curious and remarkable, I think. The Earth certainly seems to be at the centre of everything. The stars are all going around us. The planets, strange wandering things — because that’s what the word “planet” means: “wanderer.” But along came Copernicus and Kepler and Galileo, and they were working on something very serious. What they were doing was carefully pointing out that we are not special — the Earth is not special. The Earth is not even special in the solar system. The Sun is special, but not the Earth. Then Darwin came along and did it again to us and said that not only is the planet not important; the star is not important, even the galaxy is not important — that’s just one of billions of galaxies — and human beings are not important — that’s just one of many millions of species of living things. They’re all special. We happen to be special in special sorts of ways, but they’re all especially special.

SW: This idea that we should be skeptical about our specialness seems very close to your heart. Why is that?

LS: I think we should be skeptical about everything. I think everything needs testing. There’s a famous old saying, “The exception proves the rule” — in other words, if there’s an exception, that shows that the rule is true. Of course, that’s rubbish. That’s the little man puffing a pipe inside the steam engine. The word “prove” in that sense means the exception tests the rule. It proves the rule in that sense. We’ve got an exception. Whoops! Now really, we have to check out the rule to see why it’s not working in this case, and there may be many more cases.

Modern scientists are up to something which I always think fascinating: you try not to verify anything because you can’t. Hume, the great Scottish philosopher, was very good on that one. And that’s a little troublesome. Crows are black, swans are white. And the paradox, the end of the line in something that’s impossible, is a black swan. Now, are there such things as black swans? We could keep looking at swans, and every time we see one it would be white. You could verify it, but you’d never get anywhere. What you can do, however, is falsify it. If you find one example where it isn’t that way, then we’re in business. And, in fact, there are black swans, but they come from Australia.

SW: You’re making everything sound so clinical, Lister.

LS: When we’re talking about this sort of clinical analysis, it sounds clinical. But how is it done really? It’s done, I think, by having very strong feelings about these things. And somewhere along the line, you have to think about your feelings, about your thoughts. I think it’s extremely important to look at the universe, to pick out what’s going on in more than one way. And there are at least four ways of doing it. One way is by being coldly rational — “clinical,” as you put it. Intuitional is another, and that’s having a gut feeling about it, and it may be that the gut feeling is in fact the accumulation of a large number of little things that you have noticed, but you didn’t notice you were noticing them. The third way is sensual — directly through the senses. People who have that quality are able to walk into a room and walk straight out again and tell you how many people were in the room and what each one of them was wearing, which means a direct pickup of the whole room just like that. That’s the sensual personality. And finally, there’s the judgmental one, which asks, “Is it right? Is it wrong?” And that’s very common, too. We all go in for all four of those things, and we have a little problem with that, too, simply because, for most of us, we have developed one particular way of reacting to everything.

SW: You’ve been talking about the nature of questions, the “why” questions that Darwin taught us to ask, the ability to ask seemingly silly questions, the story from when you were a little boy, the idea of asking questions that yield simple answers. What do all these questions have in common?

LS: What all these questions have in common is a way of undoing locks. The university was full of locks, some big and important ones, some very small ones, and some that are so small you barely notice them. And we can usually get a handle on answering them, because our heads, fortunately, are loaded with thoughts and ideas and dreaming, and dreaming certainly consists of reshuffling all these things and checking them out and throwing some of them away and rearranging them, and all the rest of it. And the result is that, very often, if you think hard about a problem and then sleep on it, the next morning it seems suddenly clear, and we all feel that. And sometimes you may have to sleep on it, so to speak, for years, as Einstein did and as Bertrand Russell did. And what you first have to do is to press home as hard as you can, to think as hard as you can and then forget it. You can’t do impossibilities, so forget it, back off, lighten up. The boys in the backroom or the girls in the backroom will do it for you.

SW: I’d like you to read something. It’s something that Einstein wrote at one point.

LS: “The most beautiful experience we can have is the mysterious. It is the fundamental emotion which stands at the cradle of true art and true science. Whoever does not know it and can no longer wonder, no longer marvel, is as good as dead, and his eyes are dimmed. It was the experience of mystery — even if mixed with fear — that engendered religion. A knowledge of the existence of something we cannot penetrate, our perceptions of the profoundest reason and the most radiant beauty, which only in their most primitive forms are accessible to our minds — it is this knowledge and this emotion that constitute true religiosity; in this sense, and in this alone, I am a deeply religious man.”

I agree with it. I think it’s absolutely true — no question about it.

SW: Are you a religious man?

LS: Yes, in exactly the sense that Einstein is. I am filled, I would say, with delighted spiritual amazement all the time, but I certainly do not believe in any of those peculiar trappings that people seem to go for — old gentlemen in long white nightshirts being very angry and throwing thunderbolts at people and a general sense of rage and the jealous god and all these sort of things.

SW: Do you believe in God?

LS: No. First of all, we could go round the mulberry bush and say, “What do you mean by ‘God’?” Do I believe that the universe was put together by some all-powerful creator? No, I don’t, particularly. Or, if so, I would probably agree with Spinoza, who was a very great philosopher, indeed, and much beloved by anyone who knew him at all — wonderful man. I suppose Spinoza thought that you could possibly say that God laid down the laws of nature and then left town and hasn’t been seen since. You might say that, but there’s no particular point in saying that. What we can do, I think, is talk about the watchmaker. That was the famous example of argument by design. If you see a watch, you infer a watchmaker, and the people who thought they saw a watch didn’t realize how immensely complicated the carefully evolved design in nature is.

SW: What are you amazed by? You said “spiritual amazement.”

LS: I’m amazed by the truth. Every time things suddenly work out, I think that’s absolutely amazing and totally wonderful. I’m amazed, of course, by mathematics, which I think is delightful, and there’s a wonder and beauty and wit in it. I am amazed by beauty. I’m amazed by pretty well anything, as a matter of fact. Also, I’m very naive — I can be amazed again and again by the same things. I’m always amazed by the first robin and the last robin and all those things. It’s wonderful to see something new in nature, of course, but also what’s wonderful is to go around for a little walk and see that all the birds and all the trees have all read the book. They’re doing it exactly. There they are. There should be a hermit thrush there, and there he is. It’s that sort of thing. I think that’s truly wonderful.

SW: Are you amazed by human beings?

LS: Yes, I would think so. I’m amazed by people like Einstein. I think his power of insight was absolutely stunning. And all these people have this extraordinary trick of seeing below the surface of things all the time and enjoy the looking. They enjoy the search. I’m very impressed by what Darwin wrote to an agonized clergyman — a man who was deeply upset because he felt that Darwin had displaced God from the universe. The clergyman wrote to Darwin and said, “Why on earth did you do this? Why did you dismantle religion? Why did you take away from people the sense of hope in looking for an afterlife and things of that kind? If you had been present at as many deathbeds as I have, you would never dream of doing such a thing.” And Darwin replied very sincerely, as he always did, saying, “I’m sorry, I don’t have any training in philosophy. I’m not learned like you are. I don’t know these things at all. I don’t know theology. I don’t know philosophy. All I can do is to give you an answer which I thought was true.” Darwin said things because he thought they were true, and he believed that, in the end, the truth shall make you free, but the truth was certainly a weapon of some sort.

SW: Darwin, Einstein, Copernicus, Kepler, Galileo — all men of science and of a particular kind of science. Why have you been focusing on them, Lister?

LS: We just happen to have been talking about those. There are other people that I would focus on as well, and those are some of the great artists. The two, I think, are just aspects of creativity, aspects of that sense of seeing what everyone has seen and thinking what no one has thought. Science — yes, and the great artists do exactly the same thing. They’re putting things together that you didn’t really notice — that’s the trick — and as soon as you put them next to each other, suddenly the sense of dramatic irony comes up. We really are forced to see the connection and the bitter ambivalence.

SW: You used the word “connection.” What does that mean?

LS: Connection, I think, means seeing underlying patterns, to suddenly realize that what you’re seeing is actually another instance of something that was around all the time, maybe right under your nose, and you didn’t notice it. It’s nice to feel, I think, that the stuff of the world, which is ideas and thoughts and feelings and all those things, actually hang together, isn’t just lying there as separate little lumps. They do hang together, and it’s that sense of them hanging together that’s very important, I think. Facts are interesting and very important, but I don’t think a shower of facts is the same as wisdom. It’s not even the same as mulch.

SW: And what’s the difference?

LS: They’re not standing in any perceived relationship. They haven’t been arranged in a significant pattern. What’s the difference between a pattern that’s significant and one that isn’t? I think all patterns can be made significant. It’s up to the artist to make it significant.

The guy whom I admire a lot in this is Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, the great German poet and scientist. Goethe was both a scientist and an artist, and he knew it.

SW: How has he influenced you in your own work?

LS: I think he influenced me so much because he was prepared to look anywhere and at anything and to ask questions about it and not to take things for granted at all. And he was absolutely prepared to throw out all his preconceptions on anything and start again, and his starting again nearly always turned out to be not replacing all the preconceptions with new ones, but adding new ones to the old ones. He made a celebrated journey to Italy. In the middle of the night, he suddenly decided to get up and go to Italy. And he seems to have experienced sexual passion for the first time in Italy. Goethe has a wonderful description, and he is behaving exactly like a poet. That’s this wonderful sense of the truth. She’s asleep, and he is dozing beside her and tapping out on her back pentameters with his finger. She’s an object of poetry, and he learns from her how to appreciate the ancient statute in the works of art, and he learns from the works of art how to appreciate her. He learns, as he says, to “see with a feeling hand and feel with a seeing eye” — the touch, the feeling of the hand is contributing to what you’re seeing. You have to combine that with seeing with the feeling eye. Your eye touches it. So it’s two aspects of the same thing.

SW: So we’ve moved from seeing what everyone has seen to thinking what no one has thought, and we’re now bringing in feeling.

LS: That’s right, yes, exactly. And I think “see” in a broad sense — it’s not just looking but seeing.

SW: Hovering in the background all the time is this idea of the two cultures: the arts and the sciences.

LS: Yes, I guess so. Jacob Bronowski used to say over and over again, and he was dead right, too, I think, that it’s not that there are two cultures. There’s really only one culture, only most of us are not even half-cultured. That’s the catch.

SW: Jacob Bronowski — most of us, I think, know him from a television series that he hosted a number of years ago, The Ascent of Man, and he was popping up in all kinds of exotic locations, like the Alhambra, and telling us the meaning of it all. But you knew him.

LS: Yes, I knew him very well. The Ascent of Man — by the way, notice not the “descent” but the “ascent.” He’s going up.

SW: Up Jacob’s ladder.

LS: That’s right, yes. Bronowski was a mathematician, and he was always urging people to press the limits. For example, the age of the universe — what is it since the Big Bang? We’ve got ideas about what it might be. Now I think they’re saying it may be somewhere between ten billion years and eighteen billion years. That’s huge — eight billion years. Nonetheless, it’s not two thousand years, nor is it a billion billion years. In other words, it’s a rough sort of feeling about it. And the way Bronowski used to say it always delighted me, and it delights my students. He used to say, “If a thing’s worth doing, it’s worth doing badly.” In other words, if you’re going to wait until it’s going to be perfect, it’s never going to get done. And Bronowski considered science as the greatest of the humanities. It’s humane because it requires understanding and judgment and feelings, and if you can do that, you’ve got the whole thing going for you at once, and he felt that and showed it in his life. I feel that, too, very much indeed. I believe whatever the individual is doing, it’s worth doing badly. It’s worth having a go at it. It’s worth trying all the time and never resting. And if things don’t go quite right necessarily, that’s all right, too.

W.H. Auden used to say that Shakespeare, our national muse, is “forever tottering on the brink of chaos,” because he puts in so many things. He puts comedy in the middle of tragedies, and tragedy in the middle of comedies, and little colourful bits and plays within plays and all kinds of things — anything he can think of, he sticks it in, in the hope that it will not be boring.

SW: I take it that it’s not by accident that we’re talking about Shakespeare all of a sudden.

LS: No. Shakespeare is the greatest dramatist, and if you want to be a dramatist, you’d better do exactly what he did, which is to steal as many things as possible from the best possible sources and stick them in wherever it’s convenient to you. That’s what he did. That’s what I do. That’s what everybody with any sense does.

SW: So, he’s on your list of influences?

LS: Absolutely. He is the greatest dramatic influence. He’s by far the biggest influence on anyone whose craft and trade is in drama, because he had everything.

SW: We could probably spend thousands of hours discussing how and why Shakespeare has influenced you. Is there a way, though, that you can pull together some of these ideas, since you specialize in arranging ideas?

LS: Yes, I think so. It seems to me that what an artist should be doing and, in particular at the moment, a playwright, is a little group of things: to see, to know, to shape, to show — those are the four things you have to do, in that order. To shape, to show — no more extra words. I think that’s vital. That’s how you do it. What you have to do, I think, is to look at human beings, see what they do, see what they don’t do, see how people behave, see what they feel, see the way they express their feelings, and see very carefully what they’re really doing and not what they think they’re doing. And to see, for example, when people don’t quite play fair, and sometimes we dislike that and sometimes we admire it.

Portia, the brilliant lady lawyer in The Merchant of Venice, has in some way been required to marry whoever correctly guesses the right casket. There are three caskets: gold, silver, and lead. And every so often there’s a scene: somebody comes in and chooses wrong casket. Somebody chooses the gold casket — that was a mistake. Somebody else comes in and chooses the silver casket, and that’s a mistake too. And then the guy that she’s in love with shows up. His name is Bassanio, and he’s a sturdy, decent sort of fellow, the kind of chap Shakespearian heroines ought to be in love with and the kind of person she is going to take charge of, because Shakespeare’s heroines are always very strong. And she calls for music — Shakespeare loves music, so he’s forever sticking in bits of music. The jester’s looking around her caskets. He looks at the gold one, the silver one, the lead one, and a voice says, “Tell me where is fancy bred, Or in the heart, or in the head? How begot, how nourished?” What rhymes with “head”? Gold? “Where begot, where nourished?” Silver? Lead.

SW: How is that an example of seeing?

LS: What Shakespeare is seeing is that Portia is cheating. She is running the jester. She is supposed to stand there and allow the stooges to choose whatever they want. She is not supposed to be giving hints to the one that she wants. The jester is watching her all the time, and when Bassanio turns up, she gives the signal to the jester, and away we go, and she is innocently giving hints — a song that rhymes with “lead” all the time. And Shakespeare thinks, and so do we, that it’s delightful that people don’t behave necessarily all that straightforwardly. And that’s seeing, and Shakespeare is full of that. He’s very good at seeing these little discrepancies between behaviour and feelings and attitudes all the time.

What you have to do is digest the things that you’ve seen and put them together and realize that very often things that look really rather different aren’t necessarily all that different. What you have to do, on the one hand, is to learn how to look for distinctions and differences where everything seems the same; and, on the other hand, look for similarities where everything seems different. The two together immediately enrich what you’re doing, and that’s the question of knowing, of seeing things, and splitting things up, and joining them together, and Shakespeare is very, very good at that.

It’s very interesting that people often quote Shakespeare as if these are his views: “Neither a borrower nor a lender be” — that kind of stuff. He produces these mottos that belong on a calendar, and somebody thinks, how come Shakespeare sounds like your grandmother? Well, Shakespeare doesn’t sound like your grandmother.

One of his characters, Polonius, sounds like your grandmother, and Polonius, in fact, is very smart and successful. He has successfully advised King Claudius, the king of Denmark, who has murdered his way to the throne, and Polonius is certainly pompous and quite a few other things, but he’s not stupid. And the advice that he gives to his son is pretty good advice, if what you want to do is to make the right impression and be careful. They’re politically correct impressions all the time: “Neither a borrower nor a lender be.” Why? For moral reasons? No, no, no, no, no: “for loan oft loses both itself and friend.” You lend somebody money, you may lose the money, and you may lose the friend, too, so don’t do it. The idea that you should be carried away by generosity, that compassion should cause you to do it, won’t work, says Polonius — not Shakespeare, but one of his characters.

SW: If you’re Shakespeare and you’re shaping, what are you doing?

LS: What you’re doing now is putting together the many diverse tricks that make the thing dramatic, and he’s very good at it and very fond of it. And the main thing, I would say, is this thing called “dramatic irony.” Kids always understand it — little tiny children understand it perfectly. And that’s a situation in which we in the audience know something about what’s going on that someone on the stage doesn’t know. It’s so important, because it drags the audience in, and it makes them participate, and it’s no longer a matter of sitting there passively while wisdom is heaped on you from a great height. You actually take part.

There was an actor who was a great friend of mine, Eric Christmas — he died a few years ago at a great age — and he was wonderful at pantomimes. He knew exactly how to operate. He would walk to the front of the stage, address the audience directly, and say to the kids, “Now the demon king is going to appear any moment, and I want to get away from him. Will you help me, please?” And they would say “Yes.” And then he would ask them to say, “There he is” and to practise that. And they would all practise, “There he is,” and they would get it. And the demon king would appear in the back and everyone would shout, “There he is.” And he would say, “Yes, it’s OK. You’ve got it right. We don’t need to do it anymore.” They would say, “No, there . . .” And he would look round and, of course, there he isn’t — he’s gone. And you could keep that up all night. It’s irresistible, isn’t it? And the kids have to be taken away and put into intensive care, with all this screaming and yelling and worrying about it. That’s dramatic irony.

SW: What’s your favourite example from Shakespeare?

LS: I think probably in Twelfth Night, where Malvolio is the pompous and conceited steward, and they drop a letter to make him think that the lady of the house has fallen madly in love with him. And there he is, pompously walking up and down and thinking, my Lady is in love with me. Isn’t this marvellous! Isn’t this wonderful! I recognize this. He thinks that the letter has come from Olivia, and we know it hasn’t. And hiding behind a hedge are the people who wrote the letter, and they’re watching Malvolio to see what kind of an idiot he makes of himself. And we, of course, are on their side, and we are watching him too. And he says, “By my life, this is my lady’s hand” — the handwriting of the thing — “these be her very Cs, her Us and her Ts.” Did you get the gag? Perhaps not. Someone at the back of the stage pops up and says, “Her Cs, her us and her Ts — why that?” You, in the third row, get it? Oh, yes, oh, my. And the next line is, “And thus makes she her great Ps.” See what I mean? That’s very much sharing it with the audience. It’s very much dramatic irony.

SW: Every example you’ve given so far — Malvolio walking up and down, Portia — people are doing something all the time.

LS: People are doing something. That’s all drama consists of. All drama is doing. It’s not speech-making. And sometimes we say of a certain play, “This is very wordy,” meaning that people are talking but not doing anything. If they are doing something in the speech, then it doesn’t seem talky at all, because the words are doing something.

SW: What’s the difference between doing and saying?

LS: Shakespeare has a great scene in Julius Caesar in which the noble conspirator Brutus, who is a pompous ass in some ways, makes a speech to the crowd which is excruciatingly boring. And it’s wonderfully symmetrical — on the one hand, this; on the other hand, that — and nothing is happening. It’s boring on purpose. And Brutus ends up by saying, you’ve listened to me very politely, and I’m a very fair, decent sort of fellow, so I would like you please to listen respectfully to Mark Antony, who is a friend of Caesar’s. Thank you very much. And off he goes. And Mark Antony says flatly he can’t make a speech, “I come to bury Caesar, not to praise him.” That’s all I do. He was my friend. And so I can’t make speeches about Caesar. I can’t even tell you about his will. Oh, I shouldn’t have mentioned it, should I? And Mark Antony’s speech consists, as we all well know, not of words, but of doing things. It’s an endless little series of actions: “But Brutus is an honourable man.” That’s a little dig at Brutus, and we don’t find that one boring. The one in which he’s talking, that’s boring — words only. The one which is action is very, very exciting, and, in fact, it’s one of the great pieces of rhetoric in the language or in any language.

SW: Rhetoric — that brings to mind the idea that Shakespeare is consciously and deliberately designing things.

LS: He’s persuading us all the time. That’s what the art of rhetoric is. It’s the art of persuasion.

SW: Persuading or manipulating, Lister?

LS: All the same thing. If he’s one of the bad guys, you say, “Oh, he’s manipulating us.” If he’s one of the good guys, you say, “Isn’t it wonderful how much he enthralls us and enchants us and catches all these rare and delicious meanings.” And all the great artists do it, and they would think you were crazy if you thought differently. Beethoven, noble and wonderful as he is, is he manipulating our feelings? Damn right he is! Does he expect you to walk out of the symphony concert after you’ve heard the Fifth Symphony feeling exactly the same as you did when you walked in? He would be very upset indeed if that’s what happened. He wants to change your feelings. He wants to change them in the direction that he is interested in. And if you think that Beethoven’s is a good direction — he is always on the side of freedom, of liberty, of courage, and things of that kind — you say that it’s a wonderful inspiration. Is Beethoven manipulating? Sure, he is, absolutely, and does it very well indeed.

And so does Shakespeare. You look at something like King Lear. The old man is pompous and arrogant, and he does something silly, and that’s the famous tragic flaw. In other words, it doesn’t happen quite by accident. It happens because the character has done something in character, which is a bad mistake. And we can sit in the audience shouting to King Lear, “Don’t give the stuff away. Don’t trust your dau . . .” Oh, dear, he’s done it again. Every time you go and see that play, he does it. He never pays any attention. It’s that kind of thing. King Lear does it and, sure enough, terrible things happen. And Macbeth is ambitious. Up to a point, that’s fine. But he’s got this terrible wife, and she is — I was going to say ambition incarnate, but she’s not quite ambition incarnate; in The Pilgrim’s Progress, she might be, but not in Macbeth. And she says surprising things. For one thing, she has a nervous breakdown. She forces her husband to commit the murder; she doesn’t do it herself. Here, take the dagger. You do it. I would have done it myself had he not looked like my father as he slept. And then when they’ve done the murder, she gives her husband, Macbeth, the knife and says, “Gild the faces of the grooms” — the two guys who are sleeping in the bedchamber with the king — “Gild them withal,” put blood on them, “for it must seem their guilt.” He can’t resist a pun, and there it is. And then she says, “Who would have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him?” — literally, words of one syllable, very plain and very direct. And that’s not Mrs. Ambition in a personification. That’s a real person.

SW: “Who would have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him?” — not a wasted word there.

LS: No, absolutely not. And many of Shakespeare’s greatest lines have no wasted words whatsoever. At the end of Julius Caesar, Brutus commits suicide, and the guy who turns out later to be Augustus Caesar comes along and makes one of these wonderful statements to round it off nicely, something very nice and straightforward: “This was the noblest Roman of them all.” Try and paraphrase that. Try and make it more concise. You can’t do it. And he’s very, very good at that when it’s called for. Washing the blood off the hand in the ocean: “Will all great Neptune’s ocean,” and suddenly, we’ve got into mythology — “wash this blood clean from my hand? No, this my hand will rather the multitudinous seas incarnadine” — here, we go, “Wow! Great big long words. And that’s splendid. We’re really getting our money’s worth this afternoon, aren’t we? But he continues, “making the green one red.” That’s what it means: “making the green one red,” all red. One red is heraldry. It means everything red. Making the green sea — all you can say is “making the green one red.”

SW: Why all the double meanings?

LS: I think that was very much the way his mind worked. He loved ambiguities. It’s not quite double meanings. It’s deliberate ambiguity, because ambiguity leads to richness.

SW: What do you think makes a play well done?

LS: I think it should leave us feeling enriched, feeling that our emotions had been extended, feeling that our emotions indeed had been amplified. We don’t walk out of Hamlet feeling glum. Usually, people actually leave quite exhilarated if it’s well done, and you’ve been exhilarated by a play in which all the principal people are dead — often at the very end all at once, the stage is littered with dead bodies, and there’s a lot of murders and killing going on. There is a very gruesome murder attached to the ghost. It’s full of incest, because that was perceived as incest, marrying your husband’s brother. And the hero, such as he is, seems to be very depressed and very good at expressing depression, and yet at the same time, when he dies, what does his friend say? “Thus cracks a noble heart. Good night, sweet prince; And flights of angels sing thee to thy rest.” “Good night, sweet prince” are four great words, very hard to translate into another language because each of them has a special flavour in English. “Prince” is something noble in English. When we call Satan the Prince of Darkness, that’s elevating him. If you call him Baron Samedi, it makes him wicked. Barons are wicked. Earls are wicked. Princes are noble.

SW: Why don’t we leave Hamlet feeling glum?

LS: Because what we’ve perceived is the power of the imagination, the power of creativity, and that’s always exhilarating, even to people who are not themselves playwrights. Nonetheless, you can’t help feeling it. We feel, as Bertrand Russell said, “so well that tragedy is the queen of the arts.” Rightly so. Why? Because if we’re surrounded with despair and destruction and no future and forlornness and tyranny and betrayal and all those things, tragedy raises her citadel in the heart of the enemy country, and tragedy turns all that into beauty and delight, without being soppy about it, either. It’s not a matter of saying, “No, no, let’s deny it.” On the contrary, it’s exactly “See life steadily and see it whole.”

There’s a spectacular example of that in Beethoven. He was dying and he had a rough time of it. He had suffered from lupus. He had congestive heart failure. It was an unpleasant, rough time. And people were saying, “Can we bring you something?” And he said, “Yes, there’s a mass by, I think, Bach, and the Crucifixis, the part of the mass in which it says He was crucified under Pontius Pilate, is the most serious part of the mass. The Crucifixis goes something like this . . .” And he scribbled it out and, sure enough, it’s the Crucifixis of the B minor Mass by Bach, and they brought that to him. A little while later, somebody found him sitting up in bed chuckling. He’s chuckling and shaking his head in admiration and looking at the Crucifixis, and he’s chuckling, not at the fate of Jesus, but with admiration for the power of the artist, the power of Bach. That creativity is overwhelming, and it reached his heart immediately.

One of the things that I personally think is very important is that plays, in particular, are supposed to please the audience, not the playwright. And one thing that’s always in there, in my opinion, is impression. They make an impression. They sometimes are an expression at the same time, but if the work is done solely as an expression, you’re dead in the water. Expression is just from me, and that’s not enough. Impression — that’s from me to you and reaching you in a certain way, and if it also
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