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Paradoxically, with envy we direct resentments toward those who are most
similar to us in age, career and residence. We don’t envy businesspeople
from the century before last. We don’t begrudge plants or animals. We don’t
envy millionaires on the other side of the globe — just those on the other side
of the city. As a writer, I don’t envy musicians, managers or dentists, but
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other writers. As a CEO you envy other, bigger CEOs. As a supermodel you
envy more successful supermodels. Aristotle knew this: ‘Potters envy
potters.’

This brings us to a classic practical error: let’s say your financial success
allows you to move from one of New York’s grittier neighbourhoods to
Manhattan’s Upper East Side. In the first few weeks, you enjoy being in the
centre of everything and how impressed your friends are with your new
apartment and address. But soon you realise that apartments of completely
different proportions surround you. You have traded in your old peer group
for one that is much richer. Things start to bother you that haven’t bothered
you before. Envy and status anxiety are the consequences.

How do you curb envy? First, stop comparing yourself to others. Second,
find your ‘circle of competence’ and fill it on your own. Create a niche
where you are the best. It doesn’t matter how small your area of mastery is.
The main thing is that you are king of the castle.

Like all emotions, envy has its origins in our evolutionary past. If the
hominid from the cave next door took a bigger share of the mammoth, it
meant less for the loser. Envy motivated us to do something about it.
Laissez-faire hunter-gatherers disappeared from the gene pool; in extreme
cases, they died of starvation, while others feasted. We are the offspring of
the envious. But, in today’s world, envy is no longer vital. If my neighbour
buys himself a Porsche, it doesn’t mean that he has taken anything from me.
When [ find myself suffering pangs of envy, my wife reminds me: ‘It’s OK
to be envious — but only of the person you aspire to become.’
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"Poirot," | cried. "You have dyed your hair!"
"Ah, the comprehension comes to you!"
"So that is why your hair looks so much blacker than it did last time | was
back."
"Exactly."
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"Dear me," | said, recovering from the shock. "I suppose next time | come
home | shall find you wearing false moustaches — or are you doing so
now?"

Poirot winced. His moustaches had always been his sensitive point. He
was inordinately proud of them. My words touched him on the raw.

"No, no, indeed, mon ami. That day, | pray the good God, is still far off.
The false moustaches! Quelle horreur!"

He tugged at them vigorously to assure me of their genuine character.

"Well, they are very luxuriant still,” I said.

"N'est-ce pas? Never, in the whole of London, have | seen a pair of
moustaches to equal mine."

A good job too, I thought privately. But | would not for the world have
hurt Poirot's feelings by saying so.

Instead | asked if he still practiced his profession on occasions.

"I know," | said, "that you actually retired years ago."

"C'est vrai. To grow the vegetable marrows! And immediately a murder
occurs — and | send the vegetable marrows to promenade themselves to the
devil. And since then — | know very well what you will say — I am like the
Prima Donna who makes positively the farewell performance! That farewell
performance, it repeats itself an indefinite number of times!"

I laughed.
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Y mon ami

? Quelle horreur!
* N'est-ce pas?

* C'est vrai.
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Py
And yet the classical Latin language and literature did survive in church
libraries and schools. Manuscripts were kept, and were copied by the monks
as part of the monastic discipline. And certain authors were taught to
advanced students and commented on by advanced teachers. But many,
many other authors were lost, in part or wholly, for ever. Pagan authors were
much less likely to survive than Christian authors. Informative authors were
much more likely to survive than emotional and individual authors. Thus we
have still the works of many unimportant geographers and encyclopaedists,
but hardly any lyrical and dramatic poetry— although in the Greco-Roman
world at its height there was far more emphasis on pure poetry than on
predigested information. Moral critics were likely to survive, but
immoralists not: so Juvenal the satirist survived, and Horace survived
chiefly as a satirist, but Catullus reached us through only one manuscript,
preserved in his home town of Verona, and Petronius was, practically, lost
for ever.

Also, the scholars of the Dark Ages were more inclined to read and copy
authors nearer to them in time. Nowadays we are able, as it were, to survey
classical civilization in a single panorama, like an aviator flying over a
mountain range. But in the sixth or ninth centuries the learned men were like
Alpinists who see the nearer peaks very big and impressive, while the more
distant mountains, although higher, fade into relative obscurity. Therefore
they devoted a great proportion of their time and energy to authors who are
comparatively unimportant but who lived near their own day.
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