BYE BYE TO HI!!
FODDER FOR THE BRAIN-DEAD

Sasanka Perera

Ier seeing a number of television advertisements of the ew

megaAne Hill allegedly prodoced for the couniry’s “nigh
sucicly,” T wis very curious to read this new [ietary product If for
nething else o aquating myself with the opinions, fashions attitudes
and collective wisdom of the country’s social and culiural elite,
Mbary ol these frfls are ultimately based upon the concept of taste,
ind 8l looked that Hil! intended 1o bacotne the vaioe o the taste of
local “high seciety.” French sociologist Pierti Bourdicw in his essay
The Metamorphosis of Tostes supgests that Lasies emerge us choives
made among practices (eg.. sports, leisure activilics cle.) und
properties {fumiture, ciothes, houses ete) “throush which tasle, in
the sense of the principle underlying these choices, manifests itself.”
An individual’s taste can be ascertained in the way she has defined
and chosen her social practices and propertics. Every one of theses
activities or objects come with certain cultural capital or valoe
artached to them as defined by sociely ul large, ar more importantly
hy influential secrians within it

It was in this comfext that | wanled 1o read and learn from Hi a
magaziiie meant for high society. As an individaal, | do not come
fronm dmongz the citv's sncial and coltural ety Most ol the time, 1
do met understand these indrviduals, thelr secial practices or culirl
habits, Bt | know that they have the social power 1o make culingal
practices and Icons to be adopted or rejected as symbalic of high
or low Estes inthe svmbolic Geld that semintics offan mies to decode
and understand. Soin the very least, | assumed thar | conld pick
up a few fashion tips. insightful ohservations on literary and artistic
lrends and other such tips on high living, Rather than being
scademic, my interest was endirely personal. | assumed that by
reading about and simulating seme of these practices as deseribed
in AL [ would be able to mearoe into posh crowds without making
an absolute outaaste or sn uneultured lout of myself next time |
happen tq be ar the Hilton, the Colombn Swimming Club or
whatever other pash places these individuals unleash their social
practices. S T had no hesitation in spending (he rather steep Rs,
230000 Lo buy g copy of this magazine which was to be ny manual
tnd hihle for a contented and sophisticated futare social life.

The Editerr in a tiny editorial comment pasted with her own phato
makes the following observation as the mission of the magazine:
“psa prelorial megssine featuring the happenings aboul town, the
parties. the launches; the weddings, the Bshions and the bestattired,
Hill will cover the lives, liaisons, and the slite of the eliverati and
the literat of Sr1 Lanka and the subcontinent,” Quile a substantial
cultutal mission one might think.

But § must canfass that [ have been very disappainted. In general,
the whole nagazine appears to be tailor made to a readership whose

average 10) must be well below zerp, That alone was a probles
tor me a5 my expectation in reading ffil! was to learn how @
become posh and not to become brain dead, As a general formas
thi: magazing 15 an uncoordinated piotorial and gossiny renditios
of the vulgar consumption and sastronomic scrohatics of
individuals that the: magasine-and s editor have recopmzed 28
Colomba's ‘high soclety”. Many of its pares are festooned wih
pictures of over-fed men and women of Colombe and beyond, nien
altired in'the lnds of clothes that woud have ruly horeilied tashion
designers fromn many parts of the civilized waorld

Trivia

A fter readitg through the entire magazine at least hoping o
el my money sworth, Hried toreeollect what | have fisally
learnl From it now [ know that people get married, which [ kniew
arywiy. The magazine had covercd eight weddings of poonle |
had never heard of, and after picterial introductions to their
weddings one only knows what thelr costumes were made ol and
nothing else.  MNow | possess the prolound knewledge that
husinessmen gad white women living in Colgmbo give partics,
which sometimes invalve wearing sirange vostumes. | know that
Upali Wijewardena was a busingssmanand that he hes disappeared
which I had known for the past two decades or so, 1 know now that
retired enicketer Aravinda De Silva's wilc lost weight aftes
childbirth and politician Navin Dissnavake las a family and a pet
dog. To be frank, | did not know s bit of impocud matiom)
news before my acquaintance with Bl And above all, | know
that editor has identificd herselfand vao Indian males as Al
HeadLiners® in her own magazine. cven though T have absalutely
no idea whal she and her fellow Geadliners have contribured 1o the
betlerment of human civilization to be honered in this fashion. |
ann sure that all this infornation would miake 2 real dillerence i
the lives ol some people, perhaps the Kind ol individumls who
velunteered 1o be featored within the pages uf 141,

Howvever I has been impossible for me and 3 few other fellow
wivellers in Colombo™s Slow sociely” wounderstand e rationale
for this coliural product-al the present moment. What is ittrying to
achieve? This is particularly Interssting given the fact that Hill is
published by Wijeya Newspupers.a company that publishes some
of the counlcs s best known newspapers and one-which doss oot
meccssarily have @ mediocre lradition in jourralism.  Given the
tather restictive nature of local journalism, some Wijcyva
publicatbons sueh us Swrdey Times, Daily Mirrorand Lankadieeno
brave made w mark in the local prnt media while quality may not
bave boen dlways consistent.  But then, no lpcal newspapir
company can clidm o bave been consistent i their gquality of




publishing and content.  In that context, the emergence of this
zzzine mukes no sense, and o fuet looks Hke an aberration in
= publishing recond of Wijeya Newspapers.

As most reasenably informed individuals would know, the sresent
moment marks a clear moment of socio-cubllural and intellectust
snenlightenment in our country. In such a situation, it would have
Bean very uselul to see publications that place in context as well as
esmablish a critical tradition in local seulpmre, puinting, installation,
photography, music, dance. literature. academic writing, politics
and su on. Ag laras | know, in most civilized parts of the world,
seaple who cliamn 1o be the clite kave an interest in these kinds of
things, or in the very least they pretend to entertzin such interests:
Instead of catering to such a felt need, (i1l seems fo symbalizg
and becoine u vierim and by-procuct of the fnteilectual
Malnvarishment referred to above, On the other hand. the editor
anc the stall of £ have not understood very basic principles of
Journalistie praclice despite being backed by a well established
newspaper company. hatis, itseems to depict its chosen audicnce
in @ particular light 1o the extent that no other represeatation seem
possible or necessary,  [For instanee, its miaior interests are
gastronomic exmravaganzas and laney parlies it Colomba, Are
these tae most impoant things Colombo's “hizh society' do? |F
50, then three cheers 1o A7 for depicting its target audience in its
true light. If nol, then the management of Wijeya Mewspapers
need o re-educale the sialf of F1! in introductory practices of
loumalism so they ean represant their audience with ity varied
complexities.

I the yery least, 3 magazine (hat touls itself as an organ ot igh
saciety” could have addressed some of these issucs within its pagcs
rather than documenting what appedars to ke clite orgies which
brings o mind the kind of decadance thar preceded the full of the
Roman Empire. Whers are the reviews of art exhibitions,
commenlaries an thestate of the arts. previews of musival events?
Where are the pobitical and culivral commentaries, aichiccural
reviews and so on? Tn defense of the magazine's intelleciual Figor,
the editor sould always refer to the stamp sized sorry excuses for
buok reviews presented in (he section /41 Brow® or two pagesal
war photography linked (o the US invasion of Trag as its political
commentary. But what js B position on this war iself? Does
Uolombo’s Thigh society” have an opinien on war?! Does it have
any notion of the artx and the lireriture® Dues this *high society’
know what mosic sounds like? [Does it care (o read literature or
philesophy? O is it simply about eating until you drop dead? It is
in tais light that # s truly 2 reflection of the inlellestual povETy
of Colombo's so called *high society® as it claims 1o reflect the
events and practices of that seginent of socizty. 1t could howevar
add v more section called ‘Hil! Dead Meat: Gilitzy Funerals af
metbirs of “high soclety’ penmanently exited 1o the other world

inhabited by all of our dearly departed most probably due 1o
numarous wronglul kealth practices, many of which are
documented in Hi!l itself, Since we knew all about unknown push
people’s babies’ names, how elegant their bodics are suppesed 1o
be, their weddings and gaudy costumes, and other such LTIVEE, W
might as well know about the partics that are organized in homor ol
ther deaths. That would compleie Hi'l's goal in bringmg the
gassipy trivia of Colombo's unimuginative social elite into the
public domain,

Fashion and Tastes
A fier reading through 411 and realizin & that the fashions and
tastes of Celombe’s high society and their mstitutionalized
uliarity were not worth emulating, | was reminded once again of
the extreme intellectual poverty of Colembo's social elite, 11 also
brought 10 my mind 1 segment from Platos’ Phaedrus 1 narrated
by Sncrates. In it, there is a conversation betweer King Thamus
from Lipper Egvpt and God Theuth, the inventor of many things.
Iheuth was showing off King Thamus his many inventions while
the King was evaluating the merits of each  not very different from
reviewing Hitl, When it came to writing, God Theuth observed-
“Here is an accomplishment my lord King, which will inprove
bath the wisdom and memory of the Egvprians. Thave discoverad
4 Sure receipt for memory and wisdom " At this paint, King Thamis
reminded the god that as the inventor of writing, he would not be
able 1o see ils negative impact just the same way Lhat the editor of
HElwill ol be able o see its exaltad silliness. Thamus goes on o
say, that those who acquire the capacity 1o write would “cesse o
exercise their memory, and become lorgertul; thev will rely upon
writng o bring things to thelr remembrance by external Signs
instead of by their own internal resources, What vou havy
discovered is a reccipt for recollection. not for memary, And a5
far wisdou, your pupils will have a reputation for it without its
reality: they will receive a quaniy of information without proper
instruction, and in consequence be thought very knowledgeable
when they are for the most part quite ignorant. And hecause thay
are filled with the concelt of wisdom mstead of real wisdom thay
will be d burden to society,”

[t seems to me that the judgement of Thamus j¢ the only jucgment
that we can come to with regard 1o #i'1 and the section ol sodiety
depicted withln its glossy pages. [Fthis is the high socien ot our
country, they are surely not worth emulating. 1f /111 is the Brizan
oftheir extravaganzas of dubious value. then it is not worth readin o
it. We can use the final words of ‘Thamus in dismissing both the
magazine and the intellectually challenged nudience it is attempting
o Cater tor “And becanse they are filled with the concéit oF wicdom
instead of real wisdom they will be n burden to society,” And bye
bve o HiT .
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