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The Art of Smoking,
What a Beautiful
Drag This Ritual Is

Tilt the cig, tap the ash: one man's cancer
stick is another’s man's wand of dreams

Different things make different non-smokers
happy. All smokers are united by one thing that of-
fers happiness: the pleasure to be had from a puff.
David Hockney explained it with true painterly
precision. Theartist id, "'Smokingcalms me.
It's enjoyable. I don't want politicians deciding
what isexciting in my life."

Now sparemetheinfantilism. If [had 10 forevery
timesomeonesaid, ‘Butit'sbad for you, you know!'l
wouldn't need to work for a living. [ know, | know.
But here we are. We, the exiles and the outcasts of
our puritanical, freedom-curbing, politically cor-
rect times, We, the sneer gatherersand the condem-
nation magnets, But when it comes to this vile love
of ours, we have our own code of enjoyment.

In his 1984 book, Cigarettes Are Sublime, Richard
Klein, a professor of French at Cornell University,
describes cigarettes as ‘one of the most interesting
and significant cultural artifacts produced by mod-
ernity’and‘agreatand beautiful civilisingtool'. In-
deed. You would expect no less in a book that its au-
thor callsan ‘ode to cigarettes'.

Klein tells us how cigarettes help inabatinganxie-
ty, encouraging introspection, or creating a bubble
foroneself amid thenoiseof the world. Sowhat that
he wrote the book as therapy when he quit smok-
ing? Orsohesaid.

Oneof the things smokers are consciously, as well
assubconsciously aware of isthe ritualistic aspect
of smoking. Taking the thingout, tappingtheend to
be lit on a hard surface, rolling it gently between
thumb and index finger. or dangling it between in-
dexand middlefingers, drawingout the process, de-
laying the pleasure, and indulging in the fact that
theanticipation of pleasure iskeenerthanthe plea-
sure itself.

And then lighting it, holding it in a certain way,
(don’t get me started on elegant smokers), letting it
smoulder and burn down, always conscious of the
manner and angle at which we flick the ash, inhal-
ing ourselves to the nothingness of ‘butt-ends of
our days and ways'. One of our most convivial and
enjoyable social exchanges is to offeralight to a fel-
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low smoker — or be offered one.

A key elements of this ritualistic pleasure-seek-
ing is the pack itself. Or it once used to be in this
country Tapping the packet, easing it open, sliding
a cigarette out, coaxing it upwards with a flick at
the bottom of the pack if it wasfulland its contents
all snugly sat together. There was the beauty of the
pack itself, the solid reassurance of it lying on the
table, itstopopenat aslightangle. The pleasure was
visual, tactile, and olfactory. The repulsive warn-
ings made mandatory on cigarette packs in India
have now killed off that aspectof theritual.

On a recent long holiday in New York, having ex-
hausted the cigarettes [ had travelled with, I had to
buy them over there. And there it was again. A
smooth, glossy white pack embossed with gold,
pristine in its beauty, elegant in its design, on the
front only the brand name and a tag line about the
quality of the flavour I ran my fingers over it,
Tucked away on the side of the pack wasawarning
about how smoking when pregnant can harm your
baby. [ nodded in agreement. Yes, [ agree, | can com-
pletely get behind that.

Governments will never dissuade serious smok-
ers by putting ghoulish pictures on cigarette pack-
ets (or by taxing cigarettes inordinately). In my
case, when the warnings were made mandatory, |
bought an elegant cigarette case. Quite retro chic.
Eversince, [ look the other way as | unwrap the cel-
lophane on the pack, flick it open and, still looking
the other way, transfer what Klein calls the ‘wand
of dreams’ into my case, [ snap it shut and toss the
pack away. But it detracts from the ritualistic plea-
sure.,

In America, I rediscovered that aspect of the ritu-
al. It has been so long. | had forgotten what an in-
alienable part of smoking it used to be.
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