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AUTHORS, SPEAKERS, -
READERS, AND MOCK READERS

Walker Gibson

I't is now common in the classroom as well as in criticism to distinguish

carcfully between the author of a literary work of artand the ﬁcFir.ious .
speaker within the work of art. Most teachers agree that the atttudes

expressed by the “lover” in-the love sonnet are not to be crudely con-
fused with whatever attitudes the sonneteer himself may or may not
have manifested in real life. Historical techniques are available for a

“Be=with-the-speaker, that voice or disguise through which someone
(whom we may as well call “the poet”) communicates with us. It is this
speaker who is “real” in the sense most useful to the study of literature,
for the speaker is made of language alone, and his endre self Lies on the
Page before us in evidence. -

v, Closely assodjated with this distinction between author and speaker,
there is another and less familiar distinction to be made, respecting the

- description of the sopneteer, but theliterary teacher’s-final concern must=— =

reader. For if the “real author” is to be regarded as to a great degree -

distracting and mysterious, lost in history, it seems equally true that the )

“real reader,” lost in today’s history, is no less mysterious and sometimes
as irrelevant. The fact is that every ume we open the pages of another

piece of writing, we are embarked on a new adventure in which we .
become a new person—a person as copgolled and definableand as.

remote from the chaodc self of dailylife as the lover in thesonnet.””
Subject to the degree of our licerary’sensibility, we are recreated by the .

language. We assume, for the sake/oF the experience, that set of atitudes

and qualities which the language asks us to assume, and, if we cannot
assume them, we throw. the book away. )

thor.
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°F am ‘arguing, thei; that there are two readers distinguishable in
“every literary experience. First, there is the “real” individual upon whose
crossed knee rests the open volume, and whose personality is as complex. -
and ultimately inexpressible as any dead poet’s.'Second, there is the
fictitious reader—I shall call him the “mock reader™—whose mask and
costume the individual takes on in order to experience the language.
The mock reader is an artifact, controlled, simplified, abstracted out of
the chaos of day-to-day sensation.

The mock reader can probably be idendfied most obviously.in sub-
literary genres crudely committed to persuasion, such as advertsing and.
propaganda. We resist the blandishments of the copywriter justin so far
as we refuse 1o become the mock reader his language invites us to be- . .
come. Recognition of a violent disparity between ourself as mock reader :

and ourself as real person acting in a real world is the process by which” > , .f L 0
we keep our money in our pockets. “Does your toupee collect moths? ( OLLUQ &,"@J O.\(-,b.,- -

asks the toupee manufacturer, and we answer, “Certainly not! My hair’s
my own. You're not talking to me, old boy; I'm wise to you.” Of course
we are not always so wise. .

Consider the mock reader in a case only slighdy less obvious, the
following opening paragraph from a book review of Malcolm Cowley’s
recent collection, The Portable Hawthorne: :
A e —

E]

“Dur thin sclf-EEei-&t:szig and discondnuous culture automardcally’ pro-
duces such uneasy collaborations as this one between Mr. Cowley, the
hard-working scribe and oddly impressionable cultural sounding board, and

the publishing industry with its concept of the “Portable.” The Hawthorne .

who emerges has had ‘such a bad fall berween stools, or dichés, that he

appears almost as giddy and shattered as we- ...

'The assumptions buried rather shallowly in this passage can very ca._ﬂl)'

be brought to light. A nimble and sympathetic conversadon is passing
back and forth here—as always—between the speaker and the mock
reader, a conversation that goes in part something like this:-

You and I, in brave rebellion againsf the barbarousness of a busxfxcs_
culture, can see this book for what of course it is—an “uneasy collaboration
and a defamation of that fine Hawthorne whom you and I know and love. . -
We would not be content, would we, to be mere “scribes™; how stupid o.thcr
people are to think that industry alone is suffident. You and I are guxckly
able to translate “oddly impressionable™ into what of course more licerally
describes the situation, though we were two polite to say so—namely, :.ha.:
Cowley is a weak sister. Nothing “odd™ about it—you and I know whaC's
going on all righc.

Ic is interesting to observe how frankly the speaker throws his arm
around the mock reader at the end of the passage [ have quotc_d. as the
two comrades experience their common giddiness at the appalling qual-
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ity of this book. Remember that the real reader has in all likelihood not
even seen the book yet, and, if he takes his own mock-reader-personalicy A
.seriously enough, he probably never will.
An opening paragraph from another book review requires us to take .
~on another character:

1 never got around to the early books of the Pasquier series, Georges
Duhamel's multigencration history of 2 French family, but after reading
“Suzanne and Joseph™ (Holt), the two-volume novel that closes the serics, [
can't see any very pressing reason for flying in the face of prevailing
opinion about M. Duhamel. He is, as has been claimed by such admirers of
his as Kate O'Brien and Sean O'Faolain, quite 2 good writer. He deals in’
honored narrative methods and old truths, 2nd he turns out the kind of
novel that can be recognized from afar as A Story....

Again, some obvious portion of the between-the-lines dialogue between -
speaker and mock reader might be paraphrased as follows:

You and I are persons of leisure and taste, but unostentadous about it; we < LR
make no pretense of having Big Ideas, and we “an’t see any very pressing :
reason for flying in the face of prevailing opinion” (you'll excuse my casual,
homely phrase) merely because it is prevailing. We favor comfort, after all,

. and we won't lament over the things we never got around to. On the other
hand we recognize competence and wlent when we see it; we'll cerinly
listen to whatever Kate O'Brien and Sean O°Faolain have to say; and though
we are enlightened enough to realize that A Story (you'll appredate my
capitals) won’t:in itself-do-in-this complex age, nevertheless the honored ——— . =0
“iriéthods and-old truths are after all the Honored Methods and Oid  ~
Truths. ...

Here again it is worth pointing out that many successful readers of this

‘passage—perhaps most of them—never even heard of Kate O'Brien or
Sean O'Faolain. It is possible to imagine a reader saying, “I never heard
of Kate O'Brien; this review isii't addressed to the likes of me; I'll read
something else.” But a more plausible response, 1 believe, would be this:
“It’s true I never heard of Kate O’Brien, but in my status as mock reader
I'm going to pretend that I have; after all, i’s obvious how highly I
would think of her if I had heard of her.” .

It will surprise no one to learn that the first passage was taken froma
recent issue of the Partisan Review, and that the second is from the New
Yorker. Perhaps it is fair to say that the mock readers addressed by LhesF .
speakers represent ideal audiences of the two periodicals. In any case it : 4 "H
seems’ plain that the job of an editor is largely the definition of his e
magazine's mock reader and that an editorial “policy” is 2 dedsion or
prediction as to the role or roles in which one’s customers would like to
imagine themselves. Likewise, a man fingering the piles at a2 magazine
stand is conicerned with the corollary quesdion, Who do I want to pretend
I am today? |
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) (The mock reader of this article numbers émong his many impres-
stve accomplishments the feat of having parddpated at various times as
mock reader of both the New Yorker and the Partisan.)

It is evident that imaginadive literature too makes similar demands
on its readers. There is great variation from book to book in the ease and
partcularity with which one can describe the mock reader, but he is
always present, and sometimes is so clearly and rigorously defined as to
suggest serious limitatons on' the audience. The mock reader of the
opening paragraphs of The Grea: Gatsby, for instance, is a person deter-
mined within fairly rigid limits of ime and space.

In my younger and more vulnerable years my father gave me some
advice that I've been turning over in my mind ever since. - .

“Whenever you feel like criticising apy one,” he told me, “just remember
thac all the people in this world haven't had the advancages that you've had.”

_Hedidn'tsay any more, but we've alwaysbeen unusually communicadve in

areserved way, and I understood that he meant a good deal more than that. In
consequence, I'm inclined: to reserve all judgments, 2 habit that has opened
up many curious natures to me and also made me the victim of not a few
veteran bores. The abnormal mind is quick to detect and arrach itself to this
quality when it appears in 2 normal person, and so it came about that in a
sollege Lwas unjugly accused-ofbeing a-politican, because twasprivy fo the _
SedetgricksTorSnld, Unknown men, Most of the confidences were
unsought—frequenty I have feigned sleep, preoccupation, or 2 hostile lev-
ity when I realized by some unmistakable sign that 2n intmate revelaton
was quivering on the horizon. . .. ’

Here the mock reader must not only take in stride a series of “jokes™
formed by some odd juxtapositions—vulnerable years, nota few veteran
bores, etc.—but must also be quick to share the atdrudes and assumed
experiences of the speaker. For instance, the speaker by overt statement
and the mock reader by inference have both attended 2 pardcular kind
of college in a particular way; notice how “in college” appeirs
. grammatically asa dependent phrase within a dependent clause, support-
ing the casual, offhand tone. :

Of course we remember, you and I, how it was in college, where as
normal persons we certainly had no wish to be confused with campus polid-
cians, yet were even warier of the wild unknown men, those poets, those
radicals and misfits. You and I understand with what deliberate and delicate
absurdity I make fun of both the wild unknown men and the formal-literary
language to which you and I have been exposed in the course of our expen-
sive educations: “an indmate reveladon was quivering on the horizon.”

It is probable that Gatsby today enjoys a greater.reputation among real-
life wild unknown men than it does among the equivalents of Nick
Carraway’s class. Somehow many people are able to suspend their an-
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Con Y S v tagonisms against Nick's brand of normalcy in order to participate in the
Ce ' : tone. Yet it is neither necessary nor desirable to suspend all one’s judg-
‘ ments against Nick and his sodiety, for in so far as Nick himself is self-
critical, of course we can and must join him. And, finally, Nick is not the
speaker at all, I think, but a kind of mock speaker, as our mock reader is
2 more complex and discerning person than Nick himself. There is
another speaker somewhere—almost as if this novel were written in the
third person—and it is from this other spcaker that the mock reader
ulimately takes on some important attitudes. They speak right over
Nick Carraway's head. : "

You and I recognize the weaknesses in Nick, do we not: his snobbery and
his fadle assumptions. But we like him pretty well, after all—and it's a
quesdon whether his shallowness is really his faulc. . ..

The concept of the mock reader need not be “raught” in so many
words to be useful to the teacher of literature. The question the teacher
might well ask himself is no more than this: Is there among my students
a growing awareness that the literary experience is not just a reladon
between themselves and an author, or even between themselves and a
ficttious speaker, but a relation between such a speaker and a projec-
tion, a fictitious modification of themselves? The realization on the part
of astudent that he is many people as he reads many books and responds

_to their language worlds is the beginning of literary sophistication in the_
“best Sers€-Ofie crudal objectve of the teacher, I take i, is simply the
enlargement of his “mock” possibilities. But this is not to imply that one
reading experience is as good as another or that there are not value
discriminations that are appropriate among various mock readers. In
fact, the term may be particularly useful in recognizing just such dis-,
criminations and in providing one way of pointing out what we mean by"
a bad book. A bad book, then, is 2 book in whose mock reader we N
discover a person we refuse to become, 2 mask we refuse to puton,arole
we will not play. If this seems to say little more than “A bad book is a bad
book,” consider an example: e
Alan Foster wanted to 8o to Zagazig.'He wasn’t exactly sure why, except
‘ IR - that he liked the name, and after having spent four months in Cairo Alan
1 ST ' . ' was ready to go places and do things. Twenty-two years old, tall, blond, with
! : Lo powerful shoulders and trim waist, Alan found no difficulty in making
friends. He had had a2 good dme in Egypt. Now he wanted to leave Cairo
and try out Zagazg. ’

What is so irritating about this? Many things, but if we isolate the third
sentence and describe its mock reader, we can begin to express why this
is bad writing. For the mock reader of the third sentence is a person for
whom there is 2 proper and natural relation between powerful shoulders
and making friends. No student in a respectable English course, I,as-
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sume, should be willing to accept such a relation except perhaps as part
of an irony. Only by irony could this passage be saved. ("You and I
recognize that he makes friends all right, but what friends! This pa.x:ody
of a matinee idol is of course an ass.”) No such irony is per cepdble,
however; the mock reader is expected to make one simple assumption
only, and if the real reader has any sophistication at all, the passage
collapses. It collapses precisely because the reil teader finds in the mock
reader a fellow of'intolerable simplicity.

It is 2 question of rejecting the toupee ad, of recognizing that one’s
hair is one's own. However, the possibility must immediately suggest
itself that a skillful control of tone could persuade us in an instant o d?n
a fictitious toupee and to feel in all possible vividness the tug of a textile
scalp against our own suddenly naked head. Itis, finally, 2 matter of the
details of language, and no mock reader an be divorced for long from
the specific words that made him.

And the question remains: By what standard does one judge mock
readers, how does one arrive at the dedision that this one or that one is
intolerable? Often it is as'easy as in the case above—a case of oversimple
assumptons. But obviously the problem is larger than that, and the
tremendous importance, as it seems to me, of distinguishing for students

between the mock world of the literary experience and the real world of

everyday experience must not obscure the fact that in the end our ap-
peals for dedisions of value are toward sanctdons of sodety ina v;ry real
worldiadeed—Fothe-studs blem of what ‘mock-reader—or
mﬁo?mﬁgs—it is me to accept, and what to reject,
involves the whole overwhelming problem of learning to read and learn-
ing to act. No terminology can remove his hesitations over attempting
the enormously difficult job of becoming the mock reader of Paradise
Lost, or Antigone, or Wallace Stevens. The student’s hesitadon is no more
than a part of a larger question that possibly no teacher can presume to
answer for him: Who do I wanit to be? ¥




