














08 THE GADFLY 

BAD ORIGINALITY /GOOD GOSSIP 
Eva Brann Tutor 

Mr. Grauberd issued his invitation to 
write for the Gadfly- a publication 

I study cover to cover-on one condi­
tion: be original. The trouble is, I'm not 
much for originality, be it in fiction or in 
philosophy. Perhaps being original is a 
merit in being a being, such as a human 
being: Original comes from the Latin 
verb "to arise, to be born'' (oriri). That's 
surely a positive trait in anything laying 
claim to being there, especially to being 
all there. But in philosophy, originality, to 
be original, is pretty nearly to be spe­
cious, unsound, at least when it means 
what the editor probably meant: good at 
producing enticing novelties. In philoso­
phy that's willful deviation. There are 
such philosophers, those who indulge in 
brilliant innovation in spite of the truth 
rather than in plodding adequacy to the 
object. Together with students, I've read 
one of them in preceptorials. It's the latter 
sort, the sober sort, who are both truthful 
(honest) and truth-telling (up to their ob­
ject), who are original in the good sense: 
radical (going to the root, to the origin, of 
the matter). They are perennially interest -
ing; the others are passingly exciting. 

What about originality in fic­
tion? Well, fiction's most voluminous 
modern genre isn't called "the Novel" for 
nothing. Its origin was in competition 
with the newspaper; it was the made-up 
version of news reporting. But newspa­
pers are slim, while novels are fat, and 
therein lies a difference: news reports tell 
what has happened, bare plot; novels tell 
how it happened-descriptive detail. 
Interlude 

The number of skeletal plots is 
extremely finite. Some lit -critters claim 
there's just one: A does B in, + comeup­
pance. But that's hyperbole, since the 
variations are practically infinite. Two of 
the novels I love best and reread often, 
Jane Austen's Mansfield Park and Char­
lotte Bronte's Jane Eyre, happen to have 
practically parallel plots. So as a precep­
torial offering, in sync with my antipathy 
to originality, I decided to revive a pre­
ceptorial topic from some four decades 
back: Read them in tandem, interleaved; 
talk about one on Monday, the other on 
Thursday. 

To my delight I discovered that 
some of our students always have been, 
and others wanted to become, naturalized 
citizens of the Republic of Letters (one of 

the four republics to which our dean traditionally 
offers a toast at the Senior Dinner) that is home to 
fellow-lovers of these books. I say "naturalized" be­
cause, though you may be in it by birth, you have 
to become of it by persistence. I consider myself a 
true patriot of this country of the imagination. 

So it is to me no wonder-and yet it is 
wonderful- that Mansfield Park and Jane Eyre, 
two of the great English novels, published respec­
tively in 1814 and 1847 (thus a long generation 
apart), have, down to specifics, the same plot and 
are yet utterly different in style, humanity, and 
atmosphere. 

The last week of the preceptorial was, 
therefore, devoted to a detailed comparison; ques­
tions posed by members required conjectures, 
elaboration, burrowings. We asked about the char­
acters of the "characters:" What object, established 
where, entitles us to say more about a heroine or 
hero than does the text? Do characters sometimes 
reveal themselves in opposition to the author's 
intention; does Jane Austen's gentle Fanny have, 
unbeknownst to her author, some spite in her? We 
thought about the functions of the venues: Why is 
one book's name a place, the other a heroine? We 
asked about the frame of the story: How must it 
impinge on our reading that Jane Austen stands 
squarely behind her story, while Charlotte Bronte 
hides behind a male pseudonym who claims to be 
the "editor" of a woman's autobiography, presented 
in the first person- the final author? We talked 
about our sense of being permitted, even invited, 
to pass moral judgment on the characters: Why 
is Jane's last name "Eyre:' the term for an English 
circuit court? What are we to think when she tells 
us that she is not envious of her rival for Mr. Roch­
ester's love, Miss Ingram, except insofar as that 
lady is unworthy of him-and also that she herself 
has green eyes, green being the color of jealousy? 
We considered the general physical features of the 
heroines, both of whom lack standard beauty and 
are afflicted with "irregular" features: How are we 
to visualize the distinct beauties they do achieve, 
Jane by the glow of fulfilled longing but Fanny 
by the bloom of maturing elegance?- So here 
we were, discussing in the century of vanishing 
elegance and in a Johnnie classroom, how elegant 
beauty differs from standard beauty! 

Of these four questions (nothing close 
to a complete list), it is the first that is my favorite 
preoccupation, one; I was relieved to learn, in 
which I could interest students: What on earth are 
we doing when we talk "about" characters, attend­
ing to the only documented being they have, but 
going well beyond that text? Why in this particular 
case is Jane Eyre the easier, the even more enjoy­
able book to talk about, though- a source of 
pride to me- most of our preceptorial members 

thought Mansfield Park might be the 
greater work. (To me, it's no contest.) The 
reason was, we agreed, that Jane Eyre is 
high strung, passionate, full of dramatic 
climaxes, and stylistically staccato, albeit 
in polysyllabic formality- which to me 
makes it antithetical in its effect to Mans­
field Park: No person in either book has a 
smidgen of a sense of humor, yet the for­
mer is full of unintended funniness, the 
latter is full of not quite intended gravity. 
If you read Mansfield Park quickly it 
seems somewhat staidly prosing; if you 
slow down it reveals itself as hilarious. 
But what were we doing in asking ques­
tions requiring more knowledge than the 
text vouchsafes, even if read very alertly? 
Postlude 

I proposed an answer: We were 
gossiping. There's bad and good origi­
nality, and there's good and bad gossip. 
Forget the latter; it's group meanness, 
intended to pull its objects down. Good 
gossip goes beyond the often sparse 
real-life evidence to build a person up. I 
told the preceptorial members that I was 
absolutely certain that students never 
gossiped about tutors, never tried to 
invade their inwardness, but that their 
tutors did it all the time to students: good 
gossip. Gossip has a splendid etymology: 
god-sip (as in "sibling")-a person akin 
to, close to god. 

What are we gossips doing? We 
are elaborating the novels of our students' 
life. How does really inspired gossip 
proceed? Well, in real life, people seem 
to me to have two major modes: spon­
taneity and habit. In the former mode 
they are astonishing: quite unexpected 
yet clearly most themselves. In the latter, 
they are delightful in a different fashion. 
This mode needs a "straight -man'' set -up, 
some semi-formal setting (like a class or 
faculty meeting) which feeds us the occa­
sion to which we respond- in an utterly 
expected and so ever-amusing register: 
our automatic persona, in our jigged, 
ever-same self. 

Now gossip has as its reference 
a real object- a live person, usually. What 
then is the real object to which the gossip 
concerning a novelistic character refers? 
What is the object behind the text? If you 
can relieve me of that perplexity, I'll pres­
ent to you a book of my own inditing­
gratefully inscribed. + 


