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Are literate students an endangered species?

By Mark Clark
Staff Opinion Writer

In the March 13 issue of The
Rebel Yell, there appeared an article
concerning UNLV students’ pro-
pensity to read outside of their
classes. The article contained vari-
ous quips and quotes from students
around campus who had been asked
abou their outside reading habits by
The Rebel Yell's roving band of sur-
vey-takers. The results were far
from surprising.

One statement in particular
caught my eye: An education ma-
Jjor emphatically declared that she
does not like reading at all. 1 hope
that my children, when they grow
older and go to school, have a love
for literature rather than a dislike for
it. And | certainly hope this educa-
tion major doesn't wind up being
their teacher. I began wondering
why people who are currently part
of the educational system, or those
who will be soon, would harbor
such a distaste for reading. I think
the answer has to do with some of
the very fundamental changes oc-
curring today in the world and es-
pecially in America. These changes
have to do with technology and
attitudes.Gone are the days when
reading a book meant only that one

could pick up a paperback made
from cheap paper and digest it qui-
etly, In today's world, books have
a much more profound presence.
One can buy books read aloud on
cassette tape, see the movie, which
is practically a play-by-play of the
book upon which it's based or read
a smaller book summarizing the
main one. It seems like quite a
roundabout way to avoid reading,
though these alternatives to read-
ing require the same amount of
time and effort,

This is not to say that audio
books and movies don't have their
places. Many times a movie brings
a book into the mainstream where
people who normally wouldn't be
exposed to the classics may ben-
efit from at least a smattering of
culture. Audio books certainly al-
low one to perform a sort of “con-
venience reading,” while driving
long distances or exercising,

Summary books like the popu-
lar “Cliff's Notes™ series allow a
person to gain a more thorough un-
derstanding of difficult works, in-
cluding the language, exegesis and
thoughts of the author. But what
about those who actually enjoy
reading books? What are the alter-
natives? Spending entirely too
much money at an overpriced

yuppie-coffee-prude book store
seems to be one major option, A
second is tramping all over town
going to used book stores hoping
to find a readable copy of whatever
you are looking for. Libraries any-
more seem to be understocked with
the titles people ought 1o read and
instead are filled with what people
want 1o read. To access the few
classics that can be found on the
shelves of public libraries, you
musthave background screenings,
blood tests and a note from your
grandmother because they contain
some words or concepts that of-
fended some goofball in Arkansas.

Are books dead? Has written
literature gone the way of the dodo
bird? Certainly the skill of reading
has not passed away. Literacy is
now extremely vital to productiv-
ity. An illiterate individual is a
waste of good carbon. Any decent
career requires the ability to read,
Computer work, business and sci-
ence all hinge on lileracy
Microsoft hasn’t made the world
that casy 1o use yet. But books
themselves seem to have become
either an expensive hobby, a faux-
beatnik pastime or a completely
foreign anachronism. Information
is relayed from one city to another
by voices over the radio and tele-

Hip, hip hooray for sex and

By J.J. Wylie

Staff Opinian Writer

A recentarticle appearing in The
Las Vegas Sun quoted Louis
Giannetti, a university professor and
author of the textbook (/nderstand-
ing Movies, on the subject of sex
and violence in American film: “It's
the backbone of the American cin-
ema,” Giannetti said. “Sex and vio-
lence have always been in films.”

Let me just say that, while this
isn't exactly a groundbreaking rev-
elation, It's very good news.

Movies such as The Wild Bunch,
Lost  Highway and David
Cronenberg's Crash were cited in
the article, written by Amy
Biancolli, from Albany, N.Y., as
evidence supporting Giannetti’s ar-
gument. It concluded with another
statement by Giannetti: “There is a
fundamental American hypocrisy at
work here,” he said. “Americans
complain about these films, and
they overwhelmingly go to see
them.” (One is reminded of former
Sen. Bob Dole (R), castigating the
entertainment industry for not pro-
moting “family values” even as he
embraced the most recenl
Schwarzenegger shoot-em-up—
which Dole hadn’t even seen. Per-
haps this could be explained by
Armnold's support of the Republican
party. Talk about the pot and the
kettle.)

I think there are only two real
subjects of art: love and death. And,
of the two, death is the thing that
gives the other its significance.

See, it is our own mortality that
makes how we love and live our
lives (and die) so important. Our
limited lifetimes limit our choices,
making those choices that we make
significant because we only get so
many of them.

If we were immortal, we could
do whatever we wanted because we
would never run out of choices.
Thus, our infinite life spans would

make us limitless, and it's limits
which define us. You couldn't have
the “Love of Your Life” if your life
was long enough to defy definition.
(Perhaps this explains the rise in
divorce rates: We're living long
enough to act on our second
thoughts.)

So, is itany wonder that sex and
violence are so prevalent in the
most pervasive art of our time?
Both are manifestations of the two
most significant phenomena in our
lives. And if there’s anything an
artist strives for, it's significance.
No painter does what he or she
does so that their hard work will
match your couch. If anything, a
painter would rather that you see
your life (at least for the moment)
in terms of the painting. Art isn’t
about decoration; it's about mean-
ing (or lack thereof).

Now, I'm treading a very fine
line here, because those who argue
for censorshipdo so on the grounds
that art affects behavior. And [ am
so anti-censorship that [ think
broadcasters should be able to
broadcast whatever the hell they
want, warts and all. (I may think
Howard Stern is a gasbag, but |
support his right to say especially
those things with which I don’t
agree.) But I admit, art does seck
to affect behavior. [tcan corruptas
well as enrich.

Well, so be it. A Judas Priest
lyric may encourage an addled
adolescent to swallow a shotgun
blast, but I would submit such sus-
ceptibility would only be a symp-
tom of a larger problem in that
kid's life. The rest of us listen to
heavy-metal noise and shake our
heads (without necessarily “bang-
ing" them). And I would argue that
we are richer for doing so because
our imaginations are enlarged by
the revelation that heavy-metal
headbanging is possible, even if we
don’t embrace its earnest disso-
nance. To put it another way,
waltching the news does not turn

us into gun-wielding sociopaths
who have 10 be brought down by
SWAT snipers, no matter how
much crime-scene footage we are
subjected lo.

But there are those who argue
that we are literally deluged with
art that is full of “meaningless™ sex
and violence. Well, Zen haikus are
often meaningless. That is, they
contradict themselves or operate in
ways that prevent any meaning (o
be drawn from them (other than to
comment on the artificiality of
meaning), But they are also often
beautiful.

A lot of violent or sexually-ex-
plicit movies operate the same way.
They are meaningless, except for
being violent and/or sexual, which
| guess can be taken as a comment
on the significance of sex and vio-
lence themselves. (After all; how
else do you explain the career of
slash-master Wes Craven?) But are
they beautiful? Well, they're
enough to get plenty of us to pay
admission, regardless.

Sex and violence are prevalent
in American film because they are
supposed to be. Sex and violence
are prevalent in American life (and
Chinese Life, French Life and the
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vision airwaves. The Internet con-
tains hundreds of thousands of vol-
umes and yet it actually doesn't
take up any space. Many book
stores have become cligue facto-
ries where everyone can buy the
latest self-help book, computer
operation lome or volume contain-
ing historical French philosophy
from the early post-revolutionary
period.

Whatever happened 1o just be-
ing able to sitdown and get swal-
lowed up with an inexpensive, non-
offensive, normal piece of human
fiction? Actually, the question
should be, what happened to the
people who enjoy diong that? 1
don't foresee anything in the future
to cause any lack of written litera-
ture, Ancient cultures can be com-
pared by when they developed
reading and writing, paper, the
printing press and other factors
linked to books. Anyone who
wishes to write a book may do so,
as there are hundreds of publish-
ers looking for the newest fad. It
none of them like the work, the
Internet can expose it to the world,
But for now, ithas become nostal-
gia to remember the first time I read
Tolkein's The Hobbit or Nathaniel
Hawthorne's The Scarler Letter,
holding a solid, well-bound book.

violence

lives of the inhabitanis of Easter

Istand-—get ). Just as art is an
expression of life, so love and death
are what art is all about. And the
perceived prurience of American
films is to me proof that cinema 1s

a viable art. People wouldn't react
so strongly if it weren't,

We are a lusty, murderous spe-
cies. Who is surprised that our art
resembles the Sodom of our psy-
ches? But we are supposed to know
the difference between what hap-
pens onscreen and what happens
down the street. We can't all be
Schwarzenegger, who gets to blow
people away both in movies and a
political conventions. (Imagine
being married to a Kennedy-in-law,
and vet lining up on the opposite
side of the aisle. It's like being an
actor who plays both Conan the
Barbarian and the twin of Danny

DeVito....)
Besides, I'd rather be Mel
Gibson. Both he and

Schwarzenegger talk funny, but
Gibson can do Hamlet. And I can’i
wait for the next Lethal Weapon. 1
hope it contains a lot of sex, um,
love, as well. [ need some whole-
some entertainment alter all the
crap I've been reading in school.

By Clay Bular/Nati 31



