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Editorial

Welcome to The Reader magazine.

Or | should say, welcome back. This
magazine started life in 1997, founded
by three colleagues from the Continuing
Education Department at the University
of Liverpool with the aim of forging a
deeper connection between literature
and life. The editors took their cue from
this page in Saul Bellow’s novel Herzog:

‘The people who come to evening classes
are only ostensibly after culture. Their
great need, their hunger, is for good
sense, clarity, truth — even an atom of it.
People are dying — it is no metaphor —
for lack of something real to carry home
when day is done.’

Over the next twenty-one years, The
Reader magazine published seventy
issues, finding and writing about the
great books and poetry that can best
express, and help with, the messy,
difficult stuff of ordinary human life.
The original aim of its founding editors
— to feed that hunger and provide
something real’ to those in need of it —
became an organisation at work in

the world, and a national movement.
The story of how that happened can
be found on pages 44-57 of this issue.

The magazine paused production in 2018
to undergo a redesign, and relaunches
as a biannual publication with this March
2020 issue. The new-look magazine will

endeavour to continue the work of the
previous version in providing personal,
passionate discussion and recommen-
dations of books and authors. Though
we will no longer publish brand new
fiction and poetry in the magazine, in the
regular section called ‘A Little, Aloud’ we
will showcase the stories and poems that
are being used in Shared Reading groups
around the country. In another regular
section, ‘The Reader Interviews’, we'll
meet and talk with well-known public
figures who draw stimulus and suste-
nance from an adventurous reading life.

Everyone who works or volunteers for
The Reader loves it and believes it can
be a force for good in the world. We
want Shared Reading to be available

for everyone, to reach more readers and
explain what we do and why it matters,
and to link up with other organisations
doing brilliant and inspiring work in the
fields of reading promotion, personal
development and mental health.

If you want quick answers about the
work of The Reader, turn to page 41.

If you're a reader in search of inspiration,
nourishment, something real to carry
home - the whole magazine is for you.
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The Reader Interviews...

Danny Boyle is the director of award-winning
films such as Trainspotting, 28 Days Later and
Slumdog Millionaire. Writer, screenwriter and
patron of The Reader, Frank Cottrell-Boyce is
his friend and collaborator. We listen in to one
of their regular book-swapping conversations.



Danny Boyle is a voracious and adventurous reader.
One of the first things he does when setting up a
production office for a new film is to make a kind of
library corner where he can place the books, images
and movies that he’s been absorbing during the
long slog leading up to that first day of principal
photography. The cast and crew are welcome to
browse or add to the shelves. | first saw this when
he was filming my book Millions. A rare old copy of

The Six O'Clock Saints by Joan Windham (it belonged

to the Catholic production designer) sat between

a gorgeous Taschen album of the works of El Greco
and Jane Jacobs’ Death and Life of the American
City (this because part of the aim of the project
was to celebrate the utopianism of a well-designed
housing estate). A film shoot normally lasts between
six and ten weeks. By contrast, the 2012 Olympic
Opening Ceremony, on which we worked together
again, took two years to prepare, so the bookshelves
in the little office in Three Mills in East London were
groaning and extensive.

There was a lot of poetry, especially William Blake;
picture books about festivals throughout the world;
books about athletics; about London. A photographic
history of the Windrush generation sat next to an
elegant Folio edition of Eric de Maré’s book about
the Great Exhibition. Crucially there were a few
treasured copies of Humphrey Jennings’ long-out-
of-print masterpiece, Pandaemonium: The Coming

of the Machine as Seen by Contemporary Observers,

which became so central to Danny’s vision that he
named the opening section of the ceremony after it.
We talked that book up so much that it was finally
reissued. A character in Jonathan Coe’s recent book,
Middle England, spots the link and kicks off a chapter
celebrating and reflecting on the ceremony.
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Danny and Frank in Berlin © Frank Cottrell-Boyce

We haven't made a film together since then, though
we came close to shooting one a couple of years ago
about another voracious reader, David Bowie. | missed
our book-swapping conversations. This one began

as he was leaving my very noisy birthday party.
Danny was saying goodbye to my wife, who asked
him if he'd read a book that she'd just sent him called
War Doctor. It's an account by the surgeon David Nott
of his experiences performing life-saving operations
under life-threatening conditions. Denise thought
Danny would love it for many reasons, but mostly for
Nott himself, who is unfailingly courageous, generous
and inventive, an odd combination of cool (nothing

seems to frighten him) and warm (he’s very emotional).

What we might call a ‘castable’ character. The most
arresting thing about the book is the detached and
meticulous way Nott describes the operations.
After reading it you feel you could do a bit of brain
surgery yourself.

Denise asked Danny what he thought of it.

The Reader Interviews...



Danny: | haven't read it yet.

Denise: What?! | posted that book.
And you haven't read it.

Danny: I've been reading all about
robots.

Me: No! You can’t be doing a film about
robots without me. I'm the person who
knows the most about robots.

Danny: It's not a film. It’s a lecture.
For the School of Digital Arts. It’s called
‘Will Robots Love Jesus?’

At that point | thought we probably needed somewhere much quieter
to continue the conversation.

When we got on the phone a few days later, Danny asked me if Mrs
Cottrell-Boyce had read the book he had sent her in return for the
Nott book, Varlam Shalamov’s Kolyma Tales. Shalamov was an activist
who was sentenced to three years hard labour in the Gulag’s Kolyma
camp. | said, 'l hid it before she started reading it, explaining that
Denise reads with an intensity unknown to those of us who skim
through books looking for ideas to steal. Reading for her is an
immersive experience. She becomes the characters she is reading
about. | was not ready to spend a couple of weeks with someone
who was mentally living out a Gulag sentence.

FCB: We are beginning to sound like a
group of friends who give each other
books not to read.

DB: You read Ted Chiang.

FCB: Oh gosh, yes.

Danny had put me onto Ted Chiang a few months before when he was
shooting his film Yesterday in Liverpool. Chiang is a Chinese-American
science-fiction writer who had at that point only published one
collection of short stories, called Stories of Your Life and Others.

But what a collection! The title story — which was turned into the eerily
beautiful film Arrival — is about trying to learn the language of some
invading aliens. Another of the stories, ‘Tower of Babylon’, describes
the building of the Tower of Babel in intense, realistic detail, as though
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it was a real construction project. It reminded me of the sixteenth-
century Dutch artist Pieter Bruegel's painting on the same subject,
which goes equally heavy on the scaffolding. In ‘Hell is the Absence

of God’, Chiang brings the same realism to portrayals of interventions
by angels, who come to earth to save individuals but in doing so create
a chaos of collateral damage. Danny and | are both hungry to get into
Chiang'’s second collection, Exhalation, which has just been published.

DB: Don't get excited, Frank. | think
various people have bought the rights to
every story in both collections. They'll all
be filmed. Without you.

FCB: Shopping for intellectual properties
is not the only reason for reading. Where
are you up to with the reading prep for
your robot talk?

DB: Novacene by James Lovelock.
Lovelock’s the guy who put forward the
Gaia Hypothesis, which is mad, obviously,
but also kind of brilliant. This is the idea
that we should approach the Earth as

a single, living organism, self-regulating
and dedicated to preserving its own
existence. ‘Novacene' is his name for

the next era in life. He's predicting that
artificial intelligence will take over, but

it won't destroy us — there won't be a
war of the robots. The robots will want
to preserve humans, like pets. | know,

| know. Far-fetched but you know, it's

a great thought experiment. And what’s
interesting about Lovelock is that he’s an
engineer, not a scientist, so he comes at
it from a more engaged, less theoretical
point of view.

‘l am pretty sure that only Earth has incubated
a creature capable of knowing the cosmos. But
| am equally sure that the existence of that
creature is imperilled. We are unique, privileged
beings and, for that reason, we should cherish
every moment of our awareness.

From Novacene by James Lovelock
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He was the first to spot that CFCs were punching a hole in the ozone
layer. And he’s very pro-nuclear of course. Which is quite hard in our
culture now that everyone’s watching Chernobyl! The thing is... Lovelock
is a hundred years old. Amazing that he should be publishing at all, but
what | notice is that the world he’s describing is so much more current
than the one kids are watching in Marvel films. For all the digital effects
and so on, the Marvel world is basically good and evil, and it's a world
dominated by powerful individuals. Whereas it’s striking that in the real
world, no one seems to be in charge. Stuff — Wikipedia and so on — just
seems to happen. Lovelock thinks the internet is a living creature with
a will of its own, and to me that’s a less preposterous idea than the
existence of a super-being like Magneto. And even the film Ad Astra,
which is supposed to be set somewhere closer to reality than a comic
-book universe, is really silly. | mean you'd never send a human to the
end of the solar system. You'd send an artificial intelligence. Lovelock
is the only one who seems to get that.

FCB: Stanislaus Lem.
DB: Yes. He was onto that years ago with Solaris.
FCB: We're back to Gulags.

DB: I'm always drawn to those stories about extremism,
especially about Russia.

Danny mentions Martin Amis’ 2014 novel, The Zone of Interest. I've
never really understood the appeal of Martin Amis. | can’'t get past the
show-off sentences and when he writes about concentration camps,
or about Russia, | think of Kit De Waal's commandment: ‘Don’t dip your
pen in other people’s blood.” | switch the subject to another author
who writes about Russia.

FCB: Have you read Life and Fate by
Vasily Grossman? He was a war reporter
for Krasnaya Zvezda, the official Soviet
newspaper. He was in Stalingrad and he
was at the liberation of Treblinka; he saw
this stuff first-hand. | think Life and Fate
is up there with War and Peace for me.
If | send you a copy will that mean you
won't read it?

DB: No. Because I've already got a copy.
It's on my shelves. I'm looking at it now. I'll
read it. We were talking about Chernobyl.
| read Chernobyl Prayer by Svetlana
Alexievich. She won the Nobel Prize for
Literature a few years ago. Chernoby!
Prayer is a set of interviews with the

people from Pripyat — that’s the town
nearest to the power station. She’s like
Grossman, you know. She was — she is
— a journalist, really. But she has an
extraordinary voice. Well, she channels
all these other voices.

FCB: So, is it all robots? Have you read
To Be A Machine by Mark O'Connell? It's
about people who want to kind of blend
themselves with tech and become part
human, part machine..

DB: Which we already are, most of us,
because we've started outsourcing our
memory to our phone and our sense of
direction to our satnavs.

FCB: What about Hannah Fry’s book Hello
World? About how to be a human in the
digital age?

I'm clearly not going to
catch him out. He's
definitely read everything,
and this lecture is going
to be a masterclass in
robo-erudition.

FCB: Is all your reading as focused as
this? Is it all always building up to a movie
or a speech or whatever? Do you ever
read for fun?

DB: I'm reading Mountains of the Mind by
Robert Macfarlane.

FCB: Oh, | love that book.

Robert Macfarlane — in case you don't know, and you really should -

is the very best of the new nature writers. A few years ago, he heard
that the shorter Oxford English Dictionary had removed the names of
many common plants to make room for new words related to social
media; blackberries had given way to The Blackberry, as he put it. So,
Macfarlane got together with the illustrator Jackie Morris to produce a
book of spells and riddles called The Lost Words, celebrating common
wildlife. It shouldn’t have worked: it was an outsize, extravagant book
about nature in which animals were not cute or anthropomorphised.
But it became a huge hit. Mountains of the Mind is his examination of
our urge to risk everything in order to climb mountains.
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