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Satire has been a part of Western literature since ancient times dating back to Aristophanes’ comedies in the Fifth Century BCE.  The Romans refined it as a genre in the Second Century BCE.  And, the English have been fond of it since at least the 14th Century and the works of Geoffrey Chaucer. Even earlier, Beowulf, which is treated with such somber reverence by modern scholars – mistakenly, in my opinion – comes down to us, I believe, through the mists of the 7th to 10th Centuries as coarse satire.  It is Monty Python’s Flying Circus, a world of satirical lunacy, with James Bond thrown in for good measure. The Dark Age listeners to this tale would find its counterpart also in the feature stories of Mad Magazine today. On a perhaps higher contemporary literary plain, we have the savage wit and devastating characterizations of Evelyn Waugh in such novels as Decline and Fall and The Loved One, the latter a pleasure that awaits us in May.  
Julian Barnes continues this tradition with England, England (1999), although he is considerably tamer than Waugh.  His axe has been sharpened for up-market heritage tourism and the British Royal Family. The plot is a simple one: a successful business mogul desires to cap his assorted achievements with a truly memorable splash.  He instructs his advisors and staff to noodle the challenge and come up with a splash to end all splashes.  And they do, offering him one of the most appallingly tasteless ideas to emerge from the human brain since the dawn of history.  The mogul likes it very much and directs that all energies of his corporate empire be focused upon “making it happen”; and the corporate empire succeeds beyond everyone’s wildest dreams.  Along the way, the mogul is betrayed by two of his supposedly loyal staff, who force his early retirement from the scene.  The usurpers, however, have grossly underestimated their victim, who successfully counterattacks, banishing and enslaving the rebels.  All of this takes place about 50 years from now. 
The cast includes, Sir Jack Pitman, the mogul; Martha Cochran, the female lead; Paul Harrison, Martha’s lover and co-conspirator to depose Sir Jack; Jerry Batson, an advisor to Sir Jack and the person who comes up with the Big Splash idea; Mark or Marco, the project manager and the hapless fall guy; and Dr. Max, a historian, who attempts to give the project whatever slim historical legitimacy it possesses.  
The Big Splash will be the creation of the most ambitious tourist attraction the world has ever seen, catering to the high-end trade. It will be so vast and all encompassing and so lavish that a mere Disney World would disappear within its borders and could not begin to reach its levels of pseudo-realism and bogus authenticity. The theme of this mega-mega park is no less than the entire history of the British Isles from Stonehenge to the Battle of Britain.  Its site, the Isle of Wight -- all of it – the entire island.  

The book is divided into three parts.  The first, titled “England”, introduces us to Martha Cochran as a child and shows us how she was shaped to become a cynical, ruthless and aggressive ladder climber in the work-a-day world.  It all traces back to a puzzle that she adored that she and her father would assemble as a game.  It was a jigsaw puzzle that included all of the counties of the British Isles.  Her father maliciously enjoyed teasing her by hiding one of the pieces each time, thus frustrating her childish desire to complete it.  Alas, the day came while she was still quite young when her father ran off with another women and the last puzzle piece, thus compounding his betrayal. This drove Martha right up the wall and developed in her a deep and vengeful attitude toward her father that is later transferred to men in general, instilling in her the cold energy and emotional detachment required to compete successfully as an adult in the worlds of commerce and industry. 
It didn’t help matters that Mom was an ineffectual woman whose only device after abandonment was to share her meager charms with a succession of suitors in the vain hope that one of them would eventually marry her.  Martha, the observant child who grows to be a beauty, soon saw the folly of her mother’s ways and adopted a more manipulative approach to using the promises seemingly offered by sex; more about that subject later. 
This brings us to Part 2 and the story of Sir Jack’s creation of “England, England”.  The Isle of Wight is acquired and transformed, through various legal and not-so-legal maneuvers, from a seemingly sleepy coastal community inhabited by complacent fishermen and various trades-people.  Neither they nor the Government appear to put up much of a fight to stop Pitman’s venture.  He, all too typically, rolls over his opposition and gains his way.  What he ends up with is an enticing array of sites that replicate the best-known historical places throughout the British Isles, at a somewhat reduced scale.  They are made to be as “authentic” as research can make them.  The all-embracing concept, the beguiling sales pitch – the real grabber – is that now the jaded, impatient world traveler, the pampered tourist can see all that British history and the British Isles have to offer without the nuisance of having to travel all over the country to see them individually, enduring discomfort or delay along the way. After all, these replicas are just as good and much more convenient, within an easy walk or a short carriage drive from one’s five-star hotel.  Fine dining, equal to the best that London can offer, is provided in pseudo-historical settings.  This is heritage tourism at its most vulgar, where one is immersed in almost the real thing without all the hassle that the less well-heeled must suffer by driving endless miles to remote locations to reach sometimes closed sites and mediocre accommodations.  It is the best of all possible worlds, if comfort and convenience are at the top of your exploratory standards. 
Dr. Max provides the intellectual argument with derisive force at a meeting of the project team where he temporarily bows out:  “Now the question to be asked is why is it that we prefer the replica to the original?”  He, then, draws upon a historic preservation precedent in the concepts of the 19th-century architect and theorist Viollet-le-Duc, offering his own interpretation:  “Viollet-le-Duc was seeking to abolish the reality of the old edifices.  Faced with the revitalization of reality, with a reality stronger and more profound than that of his own time, he had no choice, out of existential terror and human instinct for self-preservation, except to destroy the original!”  In sum, through replication of the past we are able to neutralize and control it, thus preserving the mediocrity of our present age. 

There was something in the air of the British Isles at the time this book was written in the 1990s that suggests a broader dissatisfaction with heritage tourism.  For example, Penelope Lively in her novel Heat Wave, published in 1996, makes a number of attacks on it.  Pauline, the main character, has a son-in-law, Maurice, who is a college professor and social historian who is writing a book on the adverse impact of tourism on rural England.  She manages to get in a number of scathing observations on romanticized country house museums and villages and the manufacturing of a bogus charm about rural life in days gone by, all with the objective of separating the tourists from their money.
Part 3, “Anglia”, deals with the aftermath, following the defeat of Cochran and Harrison. Harrison returns to the employment of Sir Jack; after having helped to mastermind his former cohort’s demise.  Cochran goes into exile, eventually returning to what remains of the old England of her youth, a woman now mellowed and of philosophic outlook.  Sir Jack eventually dies a natural death, easily transitioning, we can imagine, to an after-life in a realm fittingly called “Heavenly Bliss”, where he presides in smug self-satisfaction.  
As satire, this book is at its best skewering the tourist industry at large and heritage tourism specifically.  Barnes has created a reductio ad absurdum with England, England and for that I thank him, as a kindred spirit who shares his revulsion at commercialized travel marketed as educational experience.  Studies by the American Association of Museums, the American Association for State and Local History and similar organizations in other countries pretty much confirm that visits to historic sites or history museums are educationally valueless unless preceded by rigorous preparation and followed up by post-visit testing.  
Elder Hostel tours, and some university-sponsored programs come close to meeting this ideal, but the average middle to upper-middle class tourist, American or otherwise, just isn’t willing to commit the time beforehand to adequately prepare for a historic site visit.  If you don’t believe this, just follow along with a group of visitors when you are next at a historic house museum and observe them in action.  They rarely pay close attention to what the docent is saying and few ask questions of any sort, except for the universal, most frequently asked question: “Is there a restroom nearby?” The boredom of these people is almost palpable.  I think Barnes has hit the nail on the head here.  There is a very real market for sham culture, wrapped in a package of glamorous accommodations and fine dining.  
The Isle of Wight is not likely to be its home, however, since it occupies a strategic location off the southeast coast of England, across from two of the country’s major commercial and naval seaports: Southampton and Portsmouth; but it is an interesting idea. 
The satirizing of the British Monarchy is bitter and hollow, arising in this case in the aftermath of Princess Diana’s death.  There is something naughty but compelling in having the real Royal Family make its appearance on the balcony at precisely the same time each day to condescendingly wave to the assembled tourists below; much like figures popping out of a cuckoo clock on the hour.

It is a sad fact that, over the roughly one-thousand years – depending on when you start counting – of the English Royals, few have been more than decorative.  Henry VIII and Elizabeth I stand out for their nationalizing of the Christian Faith, which, in turn, led to the sanctification of usury and the legitimizing of Capitalism in the west.  Victoria personified Empire.  And more recently, George VI, who came so reluctantly to the throne, served his country with selfless devotion during World War II, setting an example without precedent in British monarchical history.  
Elizabeth II has been touchingly faithful to her father’s memory, but she inherited an empire that had begun to dissolve during his later years.  The loss of empire combined with a family that has been unruly in the extreme and an embarrassment to family and country alike has undermined respect for the Monarchy and raised serious questions as to its future. Indeed, they have even been described as the Simpsons in ermine. Yet, the present Royal Family is certainly no worse than those who ruled Britain between the late 17th and early 19th centuries.  For me, Barnes’ characterizations of the Royals are cartoonish and too heavy handed to be truly satirical.
A word or two about sex, which occupies a fair number of pages in this book and which, together with eating and talking on the cell phone, are the major obsessions of our modern society.  Scientists have observed that humans are one of the few living creatures who engage in sex face to face.  It isn’t the only way, as the ancient Pompeian wall friezes confirm; but it is the generally-accepted norm.  Why should this be important?  Because the eyeball to eyeball confrontation of two lovers carries them beyond a mere physical act and brings them into the higher realm of social intercourse, with all that this implies in observing the conventions of one’s time. Conventions which, until relatively recently, were subsumed in the concept of romance; which has been seemingly replaced by a different standard of meaningful relationship and equal partnership. Originally, I suppose, sex was mainly utilitarian, the means of making more people in the never-ending struggle to survive against competitors seeking to occupy the same space.  In the modern world of relatively sure contraception reproduction takes second place. Sex has become predominantly a form of entertainment.
I don’t think that Barnes is being intentionally satirical in his treatment of sex; instead, he uses it to reinforce his renderings of the two key figures and their perceived virtues and flaws. For Martha and Paul, sex is a competitive sport, much like squash – without the ball.  One is admired for one’s pneumatic athleticism and physical endurance. Readers of their exploits who are over 70 are apt to think less of the sex and more of the resulting aches and pains that would surely follow. Sir Jack, the dark figure of this story on the other hand, finds his sexual release in periodic visits to a bordello that specializes in satisfying the aberrant fantasies of its clientele.  In Sir Jack’s case this takes the form of sexual infantilism. Learning of his perverse tendencies, Martha and Paul use the evidence they obtain to depose him by threatening him with public disclosure. It appears that good has triumphed over evil, but only for a short time and the distinction seems less clear in the end.  
Julian Barnes has given us a novel that raises important questions about contemporary life and how it perceives the past.  England, England challenges us to look closely at the corrupting effects upon our world-wide culture caused by heritage tourism in its relentless and cynical exploitation of history for gross commercial purposes.  Yet, his character development strikes me as uneven. Sir Jack and Martha are reasonably well drawn, but the others in this book are too thinly rendered; even Dr. Max, who has the best lines and the most to contribute with his various observations, doesn’t quite come to life.  I find, also, his attacks a bit too soft at times. The best satirists know how to inflict excruciating pain in their victims without drawing blood.  Waugh possessed that wicked, misanthropic skill.  Barnes, I suspect, enjoys life too much and may even like people, weaknesses that, in the opinion of this reader, somewhat lessen the impact of his message in this fanciful tale of the tourist industry and the directions in which it appears to him to be headed in the relatively near future. 
End

Questions

1.  Do you think that Barnes develops a compelling story, believable characters and subjects that are worthy of satirical attention?    
2.  If they really did build England, England, do you think that you would want to go there; and, has Barnes’ suggestion of the possibility of a mega-heritage tourist attraction along these lines in any way changed your views about tourism?

3.  For whom would you prefer to work as an employee; Sir Jack or the Martha-Paul team?

4.  Barnes presents Sir Jack Pitman as a virtually unstoppable talent combined with a capacity for hard work that has made him a success in the business world.  His only flaw is a preference for a concealed, pathetic sex life, the uncovering of which is exploited by Martha and Paul in their efforts to unseat him.  Is there anything really harmful in Sir Jack’s sexuality?  Are Martha and Paul justified in exploiting it for their purposes?
5. For Barnes, the modern British Royals are, at best, trivial; little more than tourist attractions, tending to become even more so as time passes.  Do you agree with this assessment?

