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To William of Wykeham, the founder in 1382 of Winchester College (my metaphorical alma1 mater2), without which this book would not have been written

And to my literal alma mater, Julia Norman, without whom this book would not have been written



_________________

1 almus, alma, almum (adjective) – nourishing, kind

2 mater, matris (noun, third declension feminine) – mother
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INTRODUCTION

I don’t know why you picked this book up. But you might have noticed that I ended my first sentence with a preposition, ‘up’, which is supposedly a mistake in good English, and which is ‘something up with which I will not put’, as Churchill once said.1 And you may have noticed that I started my second and third sentences with conjunctions, ‘But’ and ‘And’. If you noticed those mistakes and didn’t care, or if you didn’t notice them at all, this might be the book for you.

Disinterested learning

I first heard the two words that sum up my educational philosophy in 1996, when I was 18, in a speech given by my History teacher Dr Cramer. What was it that made our school – the one we were about to leave after five years – unique, he asked himself? (This school was Winchester College, the oldest of the English public schools.)

In Dr Cramer’s view, what made it unique was this: disinterested learning. The school’s ethos was so squarely built on this idea – you should learn something because it’s interesting or worthwhile in itself – that we had a lesson every day, called Div, in which we’d learn things that had nothing to do with any exam syllabus. There was a weekly essay, a Div Task, which was by far the biggest piece of homework of any given week but which didn’t contribute to any exam grade. Nevertheless, coming top of your Div at the end of term was more important than any number of A*s at GCSE.

Disinterested versus uninterested

‘Interested’ is an odd word. Like ‘right’, it has two opposites because it has two meanings. When we were younger my brother, if you asked him: ‘Are you alright?’, was in the habit of replying: ‘No, I’m half left’. Because he wasn’t all right, only the right side of his body was right. The other half of him was left. He knew ‘alright’ didn’t mean right (= opposite of left) when we asked him; he knew it meant right (= opposite of wrong). He was just being annoying.

Likewise, ‘interested’ has two antonyms (opposites), because it too has two meanings. The first, usual meaning of interested is keen, avid, fascinated – and its opposite is uninterested, meaning bored, not keen.

But the other, second meaning of interested has to do with money. If you have an interest in a company, you get money from it; if you put your money in a bank, you earn interest on your savings. You might not be super-fascinated by how the company makes the money you get a share of, or by how the compound interest works that makes your savings grow faster than you might expect. You might find that stuff boring – or perhaps just confusing – as hell. But you’re still, in the second sense of the word, interested – because you get something out of it. You get interest, or money in some other form. So you’re interested, even if you’re bored out of your mind by the obscure workings of money.

The opposite of interested, in this secondary sense, is disinterested. Interested parties have something (usually money) to gain. Disinterested parties have nothing to gain, or at least nothing that can easily be measured.

Back to disinterested learning. These days, most people who are up at two in the morning reading Plato have an exam the next day. We don’t know whether or not they’re interested or uninterested in the primary sense of being fascinated or bored by Greek philosophy. But they’re certainly interested in the secondary sense – of having something to gain from reading Plato’s Republic as a matter of some urgency.

That looming exam is like money/interest, because you stand to profit from something external or extrinsic to the fun you get from reading a 2400-year-old book about how the world should be run. It might not be money that’s at stake – exam grades are not a hard currency – though of course one of the main reasons people tell you to work hard at school is so you can get a well-paid ‘good job’ (these ‘’ are called ‘scare quotes’ by the way, and they indicate a writer’s doubt about the idea contained in the phrase they are quoting). But your average late-night Platonist is an interested party – he or she is doing it with a definite goal in view, whether it’s getting the ‘A’ tomorrow or the plush corporate gig in five years.

This attitude towards education can be called instrumentalism – all education, whether you’re six or 60, is just an instrument to get you something, whether it’s a better job or a place at university, or the opportunity to surprise Hungarians with your fluent Magyar.

Disinterested learning is the opposite of this. You’re doing it because it’s fun, or worth doing – although, actually, surprising Hungarians probably comes under the category of disinterested learning too, unless it’s part of your job description.

I only know four words in Magyar (hello, please, thank you and cheers!). But I did learn Italian after leaving school for no other reason than I decided Italy would be a nice place to go and surprise native speakers. That decision – those hundreds of hours of blathering ineffectually in a foreign language – isn’t likely to benefit me financially. I’m not good enough at Italian to teach it, and there’s not much call for it anyway. It’s just fun to know.

Sprezzatura

The other idea I keep falling back on is sprezzatura, an Italian word which means ‘studied carelessness’ or ‘effortless brilliance’. Obviously there’s a conflict at this idea’s heart – brilliance only comes with care, and study requires effort. It’s probably a paradox. For me, the best way of describing sprezzatura is with the image of a swan swanning along, its feet beating furiously out of sight, as it glides calmly and gracefully over the surface of the water.

Sprezzatura comes from the 16th-century Book of the Courtier by Baldassare Castiglione, which was translated from the original Italian and widely read at the court of Henry VIII. Medieval courts had generally favoured those noblemen who were good at fighting or were born into the most powerful families. But over the centuries the rebirth (Renaissance) of Ancient Greek and Roman learning meant that literacy and wit became more prized. Castiglione’s ideal Renaissance Man should be good at everything – especially at things like manners, which it’s hard to make rules about, and can’t easily be measured or taught. Castiglione coined sprezzatura to describe a way of being that acknowledges that some things can’t be taught – but that most things can, especially if you don’t let on how much effort it took.

Thinking about it, sprezzatura isn’t far off from the 20th-century idea of ‘cool’, which comes from Black American culture generally, and jazz music specifically – it was popularised by the jazz saxophonist Lester Young, and suggests a sort of intense, laid-back attitude to music, and to life. Jazz bands don’t play songs, they improvise them, so they’re constantly thinking mid-piece where it’ll go next – but without letting you see them sweat. Miles Davis made an album called Birth of the Cool, and he would know. Nothing effortful here. Just pure cool.

It wasn’t cool at Winchester to be seen to be making an effort – is it anywhere? – but it was okay to argue a point compellingly with your teacher, or to come top of your class despite looking like you’d just rolled out of bed.

For my purposes, in my tutorials and in this book, sprezzatura means giving the impression that, like an iceberg whose total mass is 90% underwater and invisible, what I’m telling you is just a fraction of what I really know. Whereas the opposite is the truth: I’m frantically scrambling to invert that iceberg, to expose as much as possible of that hidden 90%, the better to suggest even greater hidden depths that aren’t really there. It’s a kind of showing off, really, but with a purpose, which is to suggest that knowing a lot of apparently unrelated things can be worthwhile in itself – that is, disinterestedly, without anything really at stake. And that – stop the press – it can be fun, too.

Useful or beautiful

I tutor children aged 10-13, almost exclusively, and I don’t really worry about their exam results or which famous old schools I succeed or fail to get them into. Their wealthy, educated and highly-motivated parents generally make it impossible for them to really fail. Instead, I worry about what I can teach them that they’ll still remember in 30 years, when they’re my age. It doesn’t even have to be something useful.

William Morris said that you should,


Have nothing in your home that you neither know to be useful, nor believe to be beautiful.



I believe the same thing is true of our minds. Education doesn’t ultimately happen in schools or universities or in the many forms of adult education available, or in public libraries, or even – saints preserve us! – online. Your education happens exclusively in your head, and that will always be true. Who’s driving this car? You are.

The contents of this book are largely things I was taught 20-25 years ago, which are still available to me now, because they have stayed with me. Most of the quotations are made from memory. That’s the only real criterion for inclusion. Do I still remember it decades later?

Between the chapters I’ve interpolated a few questions – and answers – that I like to bother my students with. And now I’m bothering you with them. Some are broadly mathematical, some philosophical, and accordingly some have defined answers, while others don’t. The point of asking them is not whether you get to the ‘right’ answer, but that you spend time focusing your intelligence on a narrow point. Skip ahead if you get unpleasantly stuck, though. They’re supposed to be fun.

I hope this book will reach not just avid young scholars but also those who are not in formal education any more (of course, your informal education continues throughout your life; perhaps, if you’re like me, without you even noticing). What’s on offer here is the best academic education available in the English-speaking world, one focused on the intrinsic value of knowing interesting stuff,2 all sifted through the gaping holes of the colander I like to call my mind.

Finally, these chapters should be considered training wheels, to be kicked away when no longer needed. You can read them in any order, dip in and out, or even skip them altogether. One of the things I am sure about is that you shouldn’t get all your information from one source. Especially if I’m that source.



FIRST QUESTION
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THE RIVER PROBLEM

You are a farmer standing on the bank of a fast-flowing river which you need to cross to get home. You have with you a fox, a goose and a sack of beans. You need to transport all three of them across the river, but your rowing boat is small, and you can only take them across one at a time.

There’s a further complication. If you leave the fox and the goose together unsupervised, the fox will kill the goose. And if you leave the goose and the beans together, unsupervised, the goose will eat all the beans. You want to avoid both these eventualities while getting the fox and the goose and the sack of beans safely across the river.

How do you do it?



_________________

1 Jokingly, because that ‘correct’ version sounds so much worse than ‘something I will not put up with’.

2 Interesting here meaning the opposite of uninteresting - i.e. not boring.


1. WHAT TO READ

Part one: some lists

Here are some lists of some of the books I read between the ages of ten and 40.

Fiction, mostly not funny

1   Paul Biegel - The King of the Copper Mountains

2   Roald Dahl - The Twits (under 100 pages)

3   Roald Dahl - The Witches

4   Roald Dahl - Boy

5   Roald Dahl - Going Solo

6   Roald Dahl - The Wonderful Story of Henry Sugar and Six More

7   EH White - The Once and Future King (the first in a series if you finish and still want more)

8   Oscar Wilde - all his children’s stories

9   Ted Hughes - The Iron Man (under 100 pages)

10 George Orwell - Animal Farm (under 100 pages)

11 Gerald Durrell - My Family and Other Animals (first in a series)

12 Lewis Carroll - Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (the sequel is Through the Looking Glass; read both if you’re interested in philosophy)

13 Oscar Wilde - The Picture of Dorian Gray

14 Armistead Maupin - Tales of the City (first in a series)

15 HG Wells - The Time Machine (skip to, I think, chapter six, because the first five chapters are HG Wells explaining to his readers what a time machine is, because no one had ever imagined one before)

16 George Orwell - Down and Out in Paris and London

17 Jorge Luis Borges3 - The Universal Dictionary of Infamy, or alternatively Doctor Brodie’s Report4

18 Gustave Flaubert - Three Tales

19 Donna Tartt - The Secret History

20 Robert Louis Stevenson - Treasure Island

21 Douglas Adams - Watership Down

22 Graham Greene - The Third Man

23 Kazuo Ishiguro - Never Let Me Go

24 Kazuo Ishiguro - The Remains of the Day

25 F Scott Fitzgerald - The Great Gatsby (maybe my favourite book, as you’ll probably twig later; his best short stories are completely brilliant, too)

26 The Granta Book of the American Short Story (edited by Richard Ford, the first volume, not the second, which I don’t know but is probably excellent too)

27 LP Hartley - The Go-Between

28 Jerzy Kosinski - Being There and The Painted Bird

29 Kurt Vonnegut - Cat’s Cradle

30 John Wyndham - The Trouble with Lichen

31 EM Forster - The Machine Stops

32 Jayne Anne Phillips - Machine Dreams

33 Harper Lee - To Kill a Mockingbird

34 Isabel Allende - The House of the Spirits

35 Muriel Spark - The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie

36 Barry Hines - A Kestrel for a Knave (the Ken Loach film of this book is called simply Kes)

37 Carson McCullers - The Heart is a Lonely Hunter and The Ballad of the Sad Café

38 Mary Shelley - Frankenstein

39 Jane Austen - Pride and Prejudice

40 Susanna Clarke - Jonathan Strange and Mr Norrell (long, but the best fantasy novel I’ve read)

41 Robert Louis Stevenson - Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde

42 Arthur Conan Doyle - A Study in Scarlet (the first Sherlock Holmes story)

43 Daniel Defoe - Robinson Crusoe

44 Charles Dickens - Great Expectations

45 Laurie Lee - Cider with Rosie

46 Jeanette Winterson - Why Be Happy When You Could Be Normal? (and her more famous, ‘experimental’ first novel Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit)

47 Lorrie Moore - The Collected Short Stories

48 Ursula K. Le Guin - A Wizard of Earthsea (see also her version of Lao Tzu: Tao Te Ching, a great Chinese classic about power, happiness and the meaning of life)

49 Susan Cooper - The Dark is Rising series

50 Vladimir Nabokov - Lolita

51 Lionel Shriver - We Need to Talk About Kevin

52 VS Naipaul - The Mimic Men

53 George Eliot - Silas Marner

54 Virginia Woolf - To the Lighthouse

55 Michel Houllebecq - Atomised (quite recent but feels timeless, if misanthropic)

56 Elena Ferrante - My Brilliant Friend (even more recent)

57 Dave Eggers - A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius

58 Chinua Achebe - Things Fall Apart

59 George Steiner - The Portage to San Cristobal of A.H. (about Jewish Nazi-hunters who find Adolf Hitler hiding in the Amazonian rainforest and have to bring him back to civilisation to face justice)

60 Graham Swift -Waterland

61 Joseph Conrad - Heart of Darkness

62 Arundhati Roy - The God of Small Things

Fiction, kind of funny

1   Kenneth Grahame - The Wind in the Willows

2   Edward Lear - The Owl and the Pussycat (longish poem)

3   Edward Gorey - anything

4   JD Salinger - The Catcher in the Rye

5   Julian Maclaren-Ross - Of Love and Hunger

6   Charles Bukowski - Post Office

7   Nathanael West - Miss Lonelyhearts (these last three books are kind of funny about terrible jobs: vacuum cleaner salesman, postman and newspaper agony columnist respectively)

8   Jonathan Swift - Gulliver’s Travels (skip to the bit when he arrives in Lilliput after the shipwreck as it’s a pretty slow start – and if you get bored at any point thereafter, skip to the next of the book’s four sections: Gulliver visits four different places – he seems to keep getting shipwrecked, weirdly – but most people don’t know the second half of the book at all)5

9   Lord Byron - Don Juan (an epic comic poem if that’s possible, sexy and funny in equal parts. His introduction/dedication is my favourite bit, so just read that and give up if Lord B doesn’t satisfy)

10 Mark Twain - Huckleberry Finn

11 Laurence Stern - Tristram Shandy

12 John Steinbeck - Tortilla Flat

Fiction, funny

1   Douglas Adams - The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy (mad philosophical science fiction, its sequels are funny too. I’d say it was the closest thing to a surefire laugh if that wasn’t tempting fate)

2   Roald Dahl - Revolting Rhymes and Dirty Beasts (poems)

3   TS Eliot - Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats (poems)

4   The poems of Ogden Nash (Google him)

5   Evelyn Waugh - Scoop!

6   Stella Gibbons - Cold Comfort Farm

7   PG Wodehouse (pronounced ‘Woodhouse’) - The Code of the Woosters (there are loads more Jeeves and Wooster books, and some great other Wodehouse ones too)

8   George and Weedon Grossmith - The Diary of a Nobody

9   Oscar Wilde - The Importance of Being Earnest (a play, maybe the funniest one in English)

10 Tom Stoppard - Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead (also a play, also funny)


11 Jerome K Jerome - Three Men in a Boat

12 Sue Townsend - The Secret Diary of Adrian Mole Aged 13 ¾

13 Joseph Heller - Catch 22

14 Philip Roth - Portnoy’s Complaint

15 Nina Stibbe - Love, Nina

Comics and graphic novels

1   Charles Schultz - Peanuts (five decades of daily, three-panel comic strips)

2   Bill Watterson - Calvin and Hobbes (just the one decade, so only around 3000 strips)

3   The New Yorker cartoons (a century of single panel jokes by thousands of artists)

4   Marjane Satrapi - Persepolis

5   Alan Moore and Eddie Campbell - From Hell

6   Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons - Watchmen

7   Art Spiegelman - Maus

8   Alejandro Jodorowsky and Jean Giraud - The Incal

9   Alison Bechdel - Fun Home and Are You My Mother?

10 Seth - It’s a Good Life, If You Don’t Weaken

11 Scott McCloud - Understanding Comics (brilliant, especially if you want to write comics/graphic novels yourself)

Non-fiction (generally not funny)

I don’t know what you’re interested in – only what I am – but here are some books that have changed the way I see the world. They’re pretty varied. I will say I don’t regret reading the two philosophy books in this list, a subject I was completely ignorant of until I started writing this book.

Beyond that, ask people you respect for suggestions, with some general ideas about topics you’re interested in. But, of course, you can’t know whether you'd be interested in a subject if you don't know it exists. So cast your net widely and sometimes blindly.


1   Malcolm Gladwell - anything

2   Nigel Warburton - A Little History of Philosophy (short, fun introductions to 40 major Western thinkers of the past 2500 years; very dip-in-and-outable)

3   Simon Flynn - The Science Magpie (also very dippable)

4   Andre Comte-Sponville - The Little Book of Philosophy

5   The GCHQ Puzzle Book

6   EH Gombrich - A Little History of the World (again, dip in and out)

7   Yuval Noah Harari - Sapiens (a 200,000 year history of our species)

8   Yuval Noah Harari - Homo Deus (a look at its future)

9   Simon Schama - A History of England (there’s also a good TV version)

10 Stephen Hawking - A Brief History of Time

11 Simon Singh - Fermat’s Last Theorem

12 Oliver Sacks - The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat

13 Daniel Kahneman - Thinking Fast and Slow (start anywhere and snack on five-ten pages at a time)

14 Richard Dawkins - The Selfish Gene

15 Henry Kissinger - World Order (born German Jewish in 1923, then a child refugee from Nazi Germany to America, then a Gestapo-hunting GI in 1944, Kissinger has spent more than half of his long and extraordinary life influencing American foreign policy, under several presidents, including the current one. To many on the Left Wing, he’s a cynical warmonger and an enemy of democracy (Chile 1973 is just one of many examples). But his views on history are brilliant)

16 Niccolo Machiavelli -The Prince

17 Thomas Hobbes - Leviathan

18 Sun Tzu - The Art of War (these last three are all in the same vein as Kissinger’s book – they’re about the use of political and military power – but older and shorter)



Non-fiction websites

1   London Review of Books and the New York Review of Books (around half the content is free, and the archives stretch back decades, so you can always find something interesting. Serious books of all kinds are reviewed by subject experts who summarise their arguments then respond with their own ones, so reading 3000 words feels like getting two whole books)

2   XKCD (somewhat similar, except it’s all in single-panel cartoons – the one on Judgment Day is good)

3   Brain Pickings (extraordinary website by Maria Popova, who has spent a decade filleting some of the greatest fiction and non-fiction books of the past 200 years)

4   Wait But Why (thoughtful enquiries into life by a scientifically-minded guy on questions like how to choose a life partner or why procastinators procastinate, and on subjects like Artificial Intelligence or the Fermi Paradox)

5   The Sceptical Doctor (comprehensive site, run by a fan, collating columns by my favourite right-wing writer Theodore Dalrymple, a retired prison psychiatrist – and unlike most right-wing stuff it’s all free, no paywall)

6   Unherd (the only place I know that hosts top-notch political writing from both right and left wings)

7   Project Syndicate (essays by political and economic heavyweights about how to fix the world)

8   So You Want To Study Engineering (interesting and hard maths and logic problems with tips and walk-throughs that keep me interested, despite my inability to do most of the questions. Created by a Cambridge professor who uses these questions in undergraduate interviews – so, hard)

9   Oxford and Cambridge interview questions (both universities have started releasing questions across many subjects and, crucially, telling you how to answer them. A really good snapshot of what the tutorial teaching system there is like, for anyone who’s curious, e.g. ‘Ladybirds are red. So are strawberries. Why?’)

10 Eton College Kings Scholarship past papers (especially the general papers, which always have an interesting chunk of philosophy. You might be surprised at the intellectual standard some 13-year-olds are at. Eton publishes at least a decade’s worth of its past papers, and these papers are my favourite teaching aid, bar none. Sample question: ‘Wars are always won by the side with the most advanced technology. Discuss’. Westminster publishes the past three years of its similar Challenge scholarship exam)

11 All Souls College exam past papers (this postgraduate Oxford college sets perhaps the world’s hardest exam to undergraduates who got the top first class degrees in every subject. Sample question: ‘Does it matter what a judge had for breakfast?’)

12 Wikipedia (extraordinary public resource without which this book would have been much harder to write, and one of the unambiguously great things to come out of the Information Revolution. Many of the websites on this list rely on public donations to keep going, and this is one I donate to)

13 The Electric Typewriter (a broad range of essays by celebrated writers and journalists)

Poems

I’ve given no poet names because I want you to Google them. I’ve mostly, and deliberately, chosen very short poems, many half a page long.6 If you want to stick them on a wall in your garret like I did,7 or if you’re short-sighted like I am, you’ll want them to be in as large text as possible. Honestly, you might read one or none of the books on these lists. Don’t worry. Most people are busy.

But a poem is short. Lyric poems, that is, like these ones – rather than epic poems which are novel-length and tell a story – describe a moment, and mostly take 1-30 seconds to read. Another 30 to re-read, if something in it grabs you and you can’t work out why. Maybe one or two bits of it will stick somewhere in your head and occur to you in an idle moment weeks or months later. Or, if you like one, if it seems to you to express something useful or true, then spend five or 15 minutes learning it by heart so it’s available to you forever and everywhere.

I think that’s what poetry is for. To clarify our thoughts with words we couldn’t have found on our own.

Franz Kakfa8 said that ‘A book must be the axe for the frozen sea within us’. I think a poem’s a similar tool but smaller. Maybe more an ice-pick for chiselling lumps to chill your drinks than a hatchet for freeing frozen ships – but useful nonetheless.


1   Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?

2   The Sun Rising

3   The Garden

4   Ask not for whom the bell tolls (not a poem, actually a sermon, but it’s short, and it was written by a poet)

5   Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard

6   The Tyger

7   Jerusalem

8   Ozymandias

9   I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud

10 Ulysses

11 Crossing the Bar

12 My Last Duchess

13 The Windhover

14 Afterwards

15 Dover Beach

16 ‘Hope’ is the Thing with Feathers

17 Because I could not stop for Death

18 If

19 Shibboleth

20 All My Sad Captains

21 Prime Numbers

22 The Lake Isle of Innisfree

23 The Waste Land

24 Do not go gentle into that good night

25 Musée des Beaux Arts

26 Atlantis

27 Days

28 The Mower

29 The Road Less Travelled

30 The Emperor of Ice Cream

31 This is just to say

32 A Lullaby

33 The Fish

34 The Gettysburg Address (not a poem but a speech, delivered in 1863 to the Union army before the Battle of Gettysburg in the American Civil War, in which the anti-slavery North – the Union – would defeat the pro-slavery South – the Confederacy – and set America on its course to become the greatest nation in the world)

Part two: representation and the canon

If you’re female you’ve probably noticed there aren’t many women on this reading list. If you’re not white you’ve probably noticed the list is pretty white. And if you’re not white and a woman you’ve probably noticed both these things. But if you’re white and male, like me, it’s possible you haven’t noticed any of this, because in-group people like us tend not to notice things like that, even though they
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