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Blackwell Companions to Literature and Culture



This series offers comprehensive, newly written surveys of key periods and movements and certain major authors, in English literary culture and history. Extensive volumes provide new perspectives and positions on contexts and on canonical and post-canonical texts, orientating the beginning student in new fields of study and providing the experienced undergraduate and new graduate with current and new directions, as pioneered and developed by leading scholars in the field.
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Alex Alonso is an Irish Research Council Postdoctoral Fellow at Trinity College Dublin. After completing his Ph.D. thesis at the University of York, he began a research fellowship at Trinity in 2019. His first monograph, Transatlantic Formations: Paul Muldoon in America, is forthcoming with Oxford University Press in 2020. My current project, ‘Writing on Air: Irish Writers and the Radio, 1966‐1986‘, considers radio‘s complex relationship with modern Irish writing, and examines the radio studio itself as space for creative experiment, rivalry, and collaboration between artists on and off the air. Since 2018, he has been the annual reviewer of ‘British Poetry Post‐1950‘ for The Year‘s Work in English Studies.

Elisabeth Angel‐Perez is Professor of Contemporary British Literature and Drama at Sorbonne University in Paris. She has published extensively on modern and contemporary theatre and more particularly on theatre and trauma from Beckett to Sarah Kane, on voice and spectropoetics of the contemporary stage (Harold Pinter, Howard Barker, Edward Bond, Martin Crimp, Caryl Churchill, Jez Butterworth, debbie tucker green) or on playful tragedy (Churchill, Nick Gill, Stoppard). She is currently working on a book on the theatre of obliteration. Elisabeth is also a translator (Howard Barker, Martin Crimp, Caryl Churchill, Nick Gill, David Harrower, Lucy Kirkwood, Nick Payne, among others).
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Peter Billingham, who sadly passed away in January 2020, was Professor of Modern Drama at the University of Winchester. His many publications include Edward Bond: A Critical Study (2014), Theatres of Conscience, 1939‐53 (2002), and Sensing the City through Television (2000). Alongside his work as a critic, he wrote and produced a number of acclaimed plays.

Richard Bradford is Research Professor in English at Ulster University. He has held academic posts in Oxford, the University of Wales‚ and Trinity College, Dublin. Among his thirty‐two acclaimed books is The Novel Now: Contemporary British Fiction. He has also published eight well-reviewed literary biographies with trade presses, including lives of Kingsley Amis, Philip Larkin, Alan Sillitoe, Martin Amis, Ernest Hemingway, George Orwell, John Milton and, forthcoming, Patricia Highsmith. He is Visiting Professor at Avignon University.
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Preface



Companions to literary periods, genres, concepts, or even individual authors might differ slightly in terms of what their contributors have to say, but in all other respects they follow a prescribed formula. The first team of Romantic poets or Renaissance dramatists has already been chosen, with some slight controversy surrounding those who deserve to be on the bench, as it were. The menu of sub‐categories of literary theory is a given, as is the list of main texts and themes that determine the ways we research and teach major authors. But how do we set about prescribing the thematic contours and individuals that make up ‘Contemporary Literature’? Contemporary means the present, or at a stretch the recent past, and while we can gain some conception of the major players in the here and now by assessing their treatment by the ‘high cultural’ media – review articles, newspaper and magazine profiles, and interviews, TV and radio appearances, literary prizes, well‐publicized appearances at Hay, Cheltenham et al. – what we cannot do is predict that fame will endure. The long‐term legacy of a writer, their continued presence as valued literary artists thirty years after their death, is determined largely by academia. While modules in Contemporary Writing are attractive prospects for undergraduates, they are underpinned by an unanswered question: are the writers who feature most prominently in the module the ones who will by general consensus be formally installed in the canon in thirty years’ time? In truth, we don’t know. Routinely, the roster of major contemporary British novelists is headed by the likes of Martin Amis, Ian McEwan, Julian Barnes, Salman Rushdie, Graham Swift, and others who rose to prominence in the 1970s and 1980s. They are all white, male, products of prestigious universities and, technically, pensioners. There are many competitors in the competition to become enduring literary ‘greats’, and these figures tend to be more varied regarding gender, ethnicity, background, and indeed talent.

In one respect, this volume is a detailed reference guide made up of individual chapters on given authors and on themes which reflect the ways that literature today questions what we might have taken for granted a generation ago.

In another, it is an invitation to the reader to address the question raised above: who among contemporary authors will prove to be the more influential and enduring of her or his generation?

This volume is made up of three parts:


	The First is the Introduction, which includes four short chapters that set the scene for what will follow, in terms of the boundary between the present and the past, and new developments in terms of genre, nationality, and locality.

	Part Two, the longest, involves chapters on individual authors. Some began to make an impact as early as the beginning of the Sixties, but often their influence is still palpable for those who are far more recent, those who have variously curated and challenged the legacies of the old order. As a consequence, we have arranged them chronologically according to their dates of birth. You can, in literal terms, witness post‐1950s literary history in Britain and Ireland as it unfolds and spills into the twenty‐first century. We have selected authors for inclusion according to two main criteria: they are exceptional in terms of their treatment of their genre or genres, and potentially able to influence the near future of writing; they project into their work something of their background, circumstances, or sense of themselves (involving, ethnic legacy, gender and/or sexuality, affiliation to place, nation, class, etc.) that indicates how literature today is about our world. In due course, our selection might prove to be misguided, and in reading the volume today you might disagree with our choices. Read the chapters, make up your mind, and feed this dialogue back into your research, seminars, and essays.

	The Third Part contains theme‐focused chapters that relate specifically to the Contemporary and involve issues as various as ethnicity, nationality, gender, sexuality, and new formations of genre. Pick out concepts that interest you. Most of the authors who epitomize or engage with these themes will feature both in the Part Three chapters and be covered in more detail in chapters devoted exclusively to them in the Second Part. Make journeys between these parts and ask questions, such as: do the theme‐based chapters enable us to better frame and appreciate the achievements of individual writers? By classifying authors as parts of an ongoing trend do we diminish their individuality and originality?

	No collection on Contemporary Writing can make a claim to being comprehensive. By the same token, nor can an ordnance survey map tell you everything about your landscape: you need to explore the latter with the help of the former. So use this Companion as a map of the Contemporary; follow its routes, take note of its monuments and boundaries, but don’t trust it to tell you everything. It is a guide but eventually you will need to take it with you on an exploration of your own.








PART ONE






1
Before Now: An Essay on Pre‐Contemporary Fiction and Poetry

RICHARD BRADFORD



Contemporary writers have dealt with the legacy of modernism in, roughly, three ways. Some have rejected it utterly, others have seen it as an inheritance that should be nurtured, and a few have taken a middle route, combining in their work aspects of tradition with the avant‐garde and experiment. To fully appreciate how we have reached this point‚ it would be useful to have a basic understanding of what has happened since the 1920s. I’ll begin with fiction.

Joyce and Woolf, albeit in different ways, treated the world not simply as something composed predominantly of prelinguistic states and objects to be articulated and represented by language – the premise of the classic realists – but rather as a condition and an experience that are, at least in part, dependent upon and modified by language. Moreover, the modernists challenged what had become the preeminent – some would argue the defining – characteristic of fiction since the eighteenth century: the demand that the novel, irrespective of its accuracy as a ‘mirror', should tell a story. A narrative in which a succession of events and their effects upon characters operates as the structural core of the book is the mainstay of traditional fiction. Modernist writing, however, implied that storytelling, involving deference to an ever present question of ‘what‐happens‐next?', involves a reshaping of life and experience according to an arbitrary system of fabulation. In the novels of Joyce, Woolf‚ and Richardson, very little tends to happen; instead the focus shifts towards the process of representation and to conditions and states of mind. Whether this or the conventional reliance upon a cause‐and‐effect narrative backbone enables fiction to best fulfil its role as combination of art and a means of recording the world is the question that has divided advocates and practitioners of modernism and realism for almost a century. Few would deny that the attraction of having our disbelief suspended, of being drawn into the mindset of a character or a group of characters and following them through a sequence of compelling episodes‚ has maintained traditional fiction writing as far more popular than its experimental counterpart. This, however, raises the question of whether the preeminence of a story indulges a populist taste for fantasy, and that other means of writing should be employed to bring the book closer to the random unpredictabilities of life. By inference this question informs the work of novelists who sustained the modernist project beyond its heyday of the 1920s and 1930s.

Samuel Beckett's 1950s fiction, including Watt (1953), Molloy (1956), Malone Dies (1958), and The Unnameable (1960) (all dates refer to Beckett’s own English translations from French), are extensions of the pioneering work of his friend and associate James Joyce. None involves a story or even a recognizable context beyond the imprisoned, self‐referring mindset of a speaking presence. If they can be said to have a subject it is language, specifically the undermining of the assumption that reality can exist independently of the strangeness of language. Similarly, in Malcolm Lowry’s Under the Volcano (1947), Geoffrey Firman, alcoholic depressive British Consul to Somewhere, is less a character than a witness to the novel’s unbounded concern with the cyclic and unfathomable nature of truth and its quixotic confederate, writing.

Another postwar writer within this general tradition – referred to by some as postmodernism – is B.S. Johnson. Johnson’s novels are frequently cited as archetypes of metafiction – fiction whose principal topic is its own status as fiction. Travelling People (1963) extends the moderately experimental technique of the chapter‐by‐chapter shift in narrational perspective – already used by Aldous Huxley, amongst others – to include a more radical blend of foci, such as film scenarios, letters‚ and typographical eccentricities. In Alberto Angelo (1964), the author steps into the narrative to discuss his techniques and objectives, in arguably the most bitter and angry example of stream of consciousness yet offered. Johnson’s most famous piece is The Unfortunates (1969). This ‘novel’ is unbound, leaving it up to us to read 25 of the 27 loose‐leaf sections in whatever order we may wish to do so: the ‘story’ becomes as a consequence a mutable, dynamic intermediary between the processes of writing and reading.

In Christine Brooke‐Rose’s Such (1966), the book occupies the three minutes between the main protagonist’s heart failure and his return to consciousness, during which his past is recalled in a singularly unorthodox manner. David Caute’s The Confrontation (1969–1971) comprises three texts: a play, a critical essay (by one of the characters of the play), and a short novel. Each shares themes, characters‚ and perspectives with the others and by implication poses the question of whether identity is a condition of the various conventions of representation. Gabriel Josipovici in The Inventory (1968) and Words (1971) takes up the challenge of Caute’s experiment in genre interweaving by writing exclusively in dialogue, obliging the reader to construct a context and, to a degree, a story from their interaction with recorded speech. One could add to this list Ann Quinn’s Berg (1964), John Berger’s The Foot of Clive (1962), and Alan Burn’s Celebrations (1967), all of which do self‐consciously unusual things with narrative sequence, description, perspective‚ or dialogue.

These constitute the vast majority of the postmodern novels written between the Joycean heyday and the late 1960s, and they are accurate exemplars of what modernism involved after Joyce. At the top of their agenda is the apparently unsteady relationship between linguistic representation and actuality, what goes on within a text and what exists outside it. Their watchword, if they had one, would have been self‐referentiality: that the familiar cliché of ‘suspending disbelief’ should be challenged, even forbidden, in the writing of fiction and replaced with an engagement with the very nature of language and identity. In short, novels should not so much tell stories as be about the telling of stories.

In 1954, less than a year after Beckett’s Watt came out and shortly before his Waiting for Godot was first performed in London, Kingsley Amis’s Lucky Jim and John Wain’s Hurry on Down were published, for each their first novel in print. Both are regarded as embodying a new wave of postwar realism – intelligent, reflective of contemporary mores and habits, amoral‚ and contemptuous of the class distinctions and ethical norms that the likes of Evelyn Waugh and Anthony Powell had carried forward from the nineteenth century. These novels might have been unconventional in manner and outlook – and in this regard they are frequently cited as exemplars of the ‘Angry’ mode of 1950s writing – but their formal characteristics were uncompromisingly orthodox.

There have been an enormous number of works on the postwar trends in English literature (see particularly R. Rabinovitz’s The Reaction Against Experiment in the English Novel, 1950–1960, Columbia University Press, 1967 and Blake Morrison’s The Movement, Oxford University Press, 1980), and all tend to rehearse the standard postulate that Amis, Wain, William Cooper, C. P. Snow, Pamela Hansford Johnson, Philip Larkin et al. felt threatened by modernism and were involved in an attempt to reinstall nineteenth‐century classic realism as the institutionalized mainstay of fiction writing. This is misleading, in two respects. First‚ the idea that the countermodernists felt in some way besieged by the encroachments of the prewar avant‐garde is a flawed myth. Book sales alone testified to the fact that, as Kingsley Amis put it, ‘believable stories’ were a great deal more attractive to the general reading public of 1950s Britain than novels which, sentence by sentence, challenged the conventions of reading and representation. Indeed‚ those realist novelists who had begun their careers at the same time as the arrival of modernism – figures such as Anthony Powell, Evelyn Waugh‚ and Graham Greene – and had as a consequence been obliged to function in its more powerful cultural presence remained, after the war, far more popular than Joyce or Beckett. Second, the postwar realists certainly did not see themselves as mid‐twentieth century versions of Thackeray, Dickens, Trollope‚ or Henry James. In purely stylistic terms‚ there were similarities‚ but these were outweighed by the manner in which these were used by the 1950s writers. In truth‚ the postwar novelists were involved in a counter‐revolution against both the modernists and the classic realists. They rejected the mannerisms of the former as the obtuse, inaccessible preserve of an intellectual elite while they saw George Eliot's notion of the Victorian novel as a ‘mirror' to society as purblind hypocrisy. In the ‘Books of the Year' survey for The Sunday Times of December 1955, W. Somerset Maugham senses the coming of a cultural apocalypse:


They do not go to university to acquire culture, but to get a job and when they have got one scamp it. They have no manners and are woefully unable to deal with any social predicament. Their idea of a celebration is to go to a public house and drink six beers. They are mean, malicious and envious. They will write anonymous letters to fellow undergraduates and listen to a telephone conversation that is no business of theirs they are scum. They will in due course leave the university. Some will doubtless sink back, perhaps with relief into the modest social class from which they emerged; some will take to drink, some to crime and go to prison. Others will become schoolmasters and form the young, or journalists and mould public opinion. A few will go into parliament, become Cabinet Ministers and rule the country. I look upon myself as fortunate that I shall not live to see it.


Maugham's almost obsessive use of ‘they' indicates his inability to distinguish the apparently threatening presence of the authors from their unseemly creations‚ and the irony of the elder statesman of Edwardian realism being so appalled by the new generation of traditionalists points to the essential difference between the 1950s writers and their predecessors.

Maugham's unease was caused by the fact that many of the new novelists – and he was particularly distressed by Amis and Wain – were able to execute clever, unnervingly realistic portraits of contemporaneity while showing a disdainful indifference to the cultural and ethical values with which fiction, as an art form, had associated itself since the eighteenth century. Not only did they refuse to judge their characters, they seemed in some instances to actually endorse bad behaviour. The novels of Alan Sillitoe, David Storey, John Braine, Stan Barstow‚ and Nell Dunn sustained and extended this unapologetic warts‐and‐all coverage of people and society. In Sillitoe’s Saturday Night and Sunday Morning (1958), Arthur Seaton is rebellious, contemptuous of all types of authority – government, management, army, police – but he has no concern for an alternative moral or political agenda. Instead he unleashes his energy via drink, womanizing, fishing‚ and fist fights.

The countermodernist trend in postwar fiction was neither simply a reaction against the aesthetic of experimentation nor a continuation of techniques refined through the nineteenth century. Rather it was a new, unprecedented form of realism in which the author no longer felt beholden to any fixed or determining set of social or ethical mores; this, as we will see, is significant because these writers can be regarded as establishing a precedent for a considerable number of later twentieth‐century novelists who present society and its ills as little more than a patchwork of hopeless grotesques to be treated with nerveless, sometimes comedic, scrutiny.

Aside from the torch‐carriers for fundamentalist modernism and the new realists, there were a number of writers who from the mid‐1950s onwards are more difficult to classify in terms of their relationship with established precedent. William Golding’s fiction is accessible and stylistically conservative while shifting between historical periods, dealing with apocalyptic themes and continually blending the specific with the symbolic. Muriel Spark combines a mood of detached observation evocative of Greene and Waugh with an antithetical inclination to allow her novels to become reflections upon the process of writing novels. Anthony Burgess indulges a more sceptical recognition of metafiction in Enderby (1963); Enderby is a writer whose obsession with the unreliable, tactile nature of language mirrors his prurient fascination with sex and his own insides. A similarly arch, satirical engagement with modernism’s close relative – structuralism – occurs in his MF (1971), a novel self‐mockingly enraptured by codes and anthropological riddles. Iris Murdoch’s 1960s fiction is imitative in that the personae and settings are recognizably contemporaneous, but Murdoch seems determined to endow each character with a symbolic presence more closely associated with Renaissance drama or the epic poem than the mid‐twentieth‐century novel. Doris Lessing in The Golden Notebook (1962) nods allegiance towards modernist radicalism by offering a multi‐perspective upon the temperament and experiences of Anna Wulf via four different notebooks, but each involves a conservative, naturalistic sense of authenticity. These writers are what Lodge refers to as ‘the hesitators', allying themselves neither with the pure avant‐garde nor the gritty transparency of the new realism, yet invoking both. The most famous contribution to this quasi‐genre was John Fowles's The French Lieutenant’s Woman (1969). At one level this appears to be an exercise in historical ventriloquism, creating as it does a fabric composed of the styles and mannerisms of Victorian writers, literary and non‐literary. Fowles himself complicates this issue by continually interrupting the story to remind the reader that it is indeed a fiction and by implication the product of a subjective idiosyncratic presence – one John Fowles. Just to make sure that we don't insist on suspending disbelief‚ he offers us two different endings, of equal plausibility. Its insistent play upon truth as a relative, elusive entity prompts comparison with Joyce's Ulysses, yet in terms of accessibility Fowles's novel is soundly traditional.

The French Lieutenant’s Woman is treated by many as a landmark, but it should in truth be regarded as such principally because of its isolation within a landscape of fiction that was still predominantly conservative in its manner and frame of reference. Within 18 months either side of its publication date‚ novels by long‐established scions of traditional writing appeared, notably Anthony Powell's The Military Philosophers (1968), Graham Greene's Travels With My Aunt (1969), and C. P. Snow's The Sleep of Reason (1968) and Last Things (1970). The countermodernists of the 1950s were still turning out solidly mimetic engagements with contemporary life: John Braine's Stay With Me Till Morning (1970), Simon Raven's Places Where They Sing (1970), Alan Sillitoe's Guzman Go Home (1968), Stan Barstow's A Raging Calm (1968), Kingsley Amis's I Want It Now (1968) and The Green Man (1969), John Wain's A Winter in the Hills (1970), and Elizabeth Jane Howard's Something in Disguise (1969) are symptomatic of what can be regarded as the norm. None of them played self‐consciously perplexing games with the nature of writing; none caused the reader to question the experience of reading‚ and none subjugated reflections of contemporaneity to broader metaphysical concerns.

The novelists who began their careers in the 1940s and 1950s had rejected modernism not because they were possessed of some inbred or socially inculcated reactionary aesthetic. Rather, they had been confronted with a new Britain, a complete transformation of the economic and social infrastructure set in train by the policies of the postwar Labour Government and over the next 15 years driven by factors such as new levels of social mobility, the explosion of unprecedented types of popular culture – in radio, TV, cinema, popular music – all heavily influenced by America. Realism seemed to many to be the method demanded by these phenomena because the events themselves were so unusual. Modernism, it should be remembered, had evolved as a reaction against an apparent alliance between a society whose structures and perceptions of itself had remained largely unchanged for more than a century and novelistic conventions which seemed complicit in this sense of conservatism bordering on complacency. After the war, however, social change was so rapid and varied that the logical response, for the novelist, seemed to be to attempt to record it, to incorporate its particulars and incidentals as guilelessly as possible; mimesis rather than experiment became the preferred technique.

When David Lodge assessed the state of the fiction at the turn of the 1960s and presented the image of the ‘novelist at the crossroads’, he was addressing as much a socio‐historical as a literary issue. All of the radicals, the conservatives‚ and the ‘hesitators' were, at their youngest, in their late thirties. For them modernism was, whether espoused or abjured, the new aesthetic – even during the 1940s and early 1950s Ulysses, To The Lighthouse, and Finnegans Wake were being debated as if they had only just been published. Similarly‚ World War II and the social, cultural‚ and technological transitions of the decades that followed it carried for such writers, irrespective of their effect upon their ideas and techniques, a sense of communal immediacy. What Lodge did not – indeed could not – take into account was the incoming generation of potential writers: those for whom modernism was a fascinating but antiquated phenomenon, the war and its sociocultural aftermath a remembrance from their parents.

These are the novelists who began to establish the territory of contemporary fiction, the ones who started their careers in the 1970s and who have made their presence felt over the past three decades. It would be unjust to credit them with setting the standards for what would follow, during the four decades from the close of the 1970s to the present day, but as will be evident in this volume‚ figures such as Ian McEwan, Martin Amis, Julian Barnes, Salman Rushdie‚ and Justin Cartwright, amongst others, have left an imprint on what has followed. And so to verse.

Auden produced his best‐known early poems during the 1930s. The Imagist revolution had occurred two decades earlier, and figures such as Eliot, Pound‚ and Williams had in various ways been transformed from iconoclasts to icons. In British poetry, this period has come to be known as that of the Auden generation, whose most celebrated members were Auden's contemporaries at Oxford – Louis MacNeice, Stephen Spender‚ and C. Day Lewis. To generalize further would be to obscure the rich complexities of this ‘next stage' of modernism, but two issues should hold our attention. First, the poets who began writing in the late 1920s and 1930s were the inheritors of a literary tradition that includes modernism, and, as a consequence, they felt able to draw upon both the stylistic innovation of their immediate predecessors and premodernist conventions. Second, they initiated a change in the status and objectives of post‐1900s poetry. Early modernist writing, particularly poetry, centred upon the individual consciousness as a means of perceiving, recording‚ and communicating experience while remaining largely immune from the imperatives of order, judgement, classification‚ or rational objectivity. The poetry of the 1930s began to forge more tangible links between the individuality of the speaking subject and the broader social, political‚ and existential conditions that the speaker shared with the reader – consider how Auden's ‘In Memory of W.B. Yeats' combines the destiny of speaker and hearer as inhabitants of a continent on the brink of war. These two factors, stylistic eclecticism and a desire to re‐establish poetry as a channel between private experience and public discourse, have dominated British poetry since the late 1930s up to the present day. The two poets who represent the most divergent engagements with those issues in the mid‐ to late 20th century are Dylan Thomas and Philip Larkin.

Thomas's ‘After the Funeral' and ‘A Refusal to Mourn the Death, by Fire, of a Child in London' begin with suggestive prepositions, ‘After' and ‘Never', and as we wait for these to connect with a pronoun or a subject, we are bombarded with a cascade of surreal images and conceits – ‘Windshake of sailshaped ears', ‘the salt ponds in the sleeves', ‘flower/Fathering and all humbling darkness', and so on. Verbs and verb phrases appear, but few indulge coherence or contribute to a broader sense of continuity. We are left to wonder who or what ‘Fathers the humbling darkness', ‘Tells with silence', ‘Tap[s] happily of one peg', or ‘Shakes a desolate boy'. Eventually ‘After' appears with ‘I stand', ‘never', and ‘Shall I let pray', but if we assume that this confers a general state of intelligibility on what has happened in the interim, we are deceiving ourselves. The potential for self‐deceit is provided by the pattern of assonance, alliteration‚ and rhyme, and irregular metre, supplemented in the case of ‘A Refusal to Mourn' by a regular stanzaic formula. Thomas has swamped the poem's referential function with a discontinuous montage of images. In a prose passage, such a technique might be written off as meaningless and self‐indulgent‚ but Thomas frames his shambolic chiaroscuro within the pattern of sounds and rhythms that we associate with regular, intelligible verse. Read ‘Fern Hill', ‘Do Not Go Gentle Into That Good Night', and ‘When, Like a Running Grave' and consider how Thomas's ‘baring the device' of versification operates as a replacement for the ordinary function of syntactic and semantic coherence.

Thomas was not the only British poet to make extravagant use of Eliot's early precedent – see also the work of W.R. Rodgers – but by the late 1940s he had become the most conspicuous target for a new generation of British antimodernists. Novelists, poets‚ and critics such as Kingsley Amis, John Wain, Philip Larkin, D.J. Enright, Donald Davie‚ and Robert Conquest would eventually come to be classified by literary historians as members of The Movement (see Blake Morrison's study, 1980). These writers were a more determined and confident manifestation of the Auden generation. In 1955, Davie published Articulate Energy: An Inquiry into the Syntax of English Poetry (1955), and this could stand as a disguised and sophisticated manifesto for The Movement poets: ‘in free verse and in Dylan Thomas's complicated metrical stanzas the articulation and spacing of images is done by rhythm instead of syntax’. What was needed, Davie implied, was poetry that restored plain language and syntactic coherence as the consolidating structures against which poetic devices could be counterpointed. This would not necessarily involve the rejection of modernist innovation and precedent – free verse and obtuse, idiosyncratic locutions and images were still permissible – but these would not be the guiding principles of writing, would indeed be available as options within a range of technical devices, both radical and conventional.

Philip Larkin is without doubt the most eminent figure in the contra‐modernist generation of postwar poets. He is routinely classified as a conservative, both in outlook and manner, but he could lay claim to setting a precedent in the history of English verse by his employment of an idiomatic mood and temper that is more unpoetic than anything previously recorded. His ‘Vers de Societe' begins:



My wife and I have asked a crowd of craps

To come and waste their time and ours; perhaps

You'd care to join us? In a pig's arse, friend.



Thereafter the poem becomes the occasion for reflections on how such gatherings prompt him to reflect on how life is largely a catalogue of equally pointless routines, variously customized to reinforce the illusion that something might matter. He is pithily contemptuous of another evening with ‘a crowd of craps', including the ‘bitch/Who's read nothing but Which' and the ‘ass' with his ‘1'o l research', but the alternative involves something that he cannot quite bring himself to describe. He circles it, using such phrases as ‘Funny how hard it is to be alone', and comes closest to disclosure with:



sitting by a lamp more often brings

Not peace, but other things.

Beyond the light stand failure and remorse

Whispering Dear Warlock‐Williams: Why, of course –



He splits the semantics of the two words ‘failure' and ‘remorse' so that we are never certain if they refer to the grim social obligations that irritate him, but from which he cannot fully disengage, or whether they carry traces of those ‘other things' that haunt his solitariness. The casual laconic drift of the language picks resonances from a variety of informal registers – a letter to a friend, a private diary entry, a conversational disclosure to someone of similar disposition. Ironically, the calls made so frequently by Wordsworth onwards for a poetic idiom unshackled by poetic convention appear to have been answered at last by a writer who despised the avant‐garde. Such a claim on Larkin's behalf would have to be qualified, however, by our recognition that this stylistic informality is set against the structure of traditional form. His achievement is to make the latter elegantly conspicuous but unobtrusive.

Larkin's technique does not of itself exemplify a predominant trend because after the 1950s poetry entered, has entered, a unique stage in its post‐Renaissance trajectory. From the Renaissance onwards, poets have experimented with and expanded the accepted lexicon of devices that constitute the formal character of verse and altered the agenda for the poem's cultural and epistemological status. With modernism, these shifts between stasis and refashioning reached an end point. There have between been revisionist exercises that are creditably refreshing, such as those by Larkin, and the flame of radicalism and experiment has been kept alight by figures as diverse as the resolutely impenetrable J.H. Prynne and the more tractable Edwin Morgan. Charles Tomlinson and Geoffrey Hill are each, by degrees, inscrutable and public poets, rejoicing in their mastery of technique while undermining its routine demands. The Black Mountain school of restless experiment pioneered in the United States by Charles Olson and Robert Creeley lives on in the work of such contemporary British writers as Tom Raworth, Catherine Walsh‚ and Geraldine Monk, while Tony Harrison, Hugo Williams, Kit Wright, Glyn Maxwell‚ and Simon Armitage are heirs to the tradition of Larkin. Craig Raine founded his own subgenre, the so‐called ‘Martian School' of verse, whose best‐known co‐practitioner is Christopher Reid. Their trademark is the preponderant self‐conscious use of conceits, with the speaker displacing himself from the poem and working outside it as would an artist with their canvas. Consult Armitage and Crawford's Penguin Book of Poetry from Britain and Ireland since 1945 (1998) and you will encounter a bewildering abundance of techniques alongside an equally unpredictable range of perspectives, subjects‚ and idioms. All can be traced to a precedent in the history of poetry‚ but none is revisionist or imitative.

Adjustments are made, and familiar and recondite devices from the long distant past are combined with contemporary locutions and states of mind. At the same time, gestures that were once pioneering and groundbreaking are employed as trusted mannerisms; experimental techniques are now more like shibboleths than gateways to uncharted territories of invention. There can never be another alteration in the character of poetry because everything possible and achievable is already available. Every potential variation on what the poetic line actually involves, on how tropes function‚ and how the presence of the speaker might be variously consumed or alienated by the body of the poem is licensed and available to the poet. There can, of course, be limitless combinations and permutations upon each of these‚ but none in their own right will ever again involve a break with convention.

Modernism and, more specifically, modernist poetry represent the terminus of literary history. All subsequent and forthcoming developments – postmodernism included – are extensions, mergers, and revivals of established modernist and pre‐modernist precedents. In making this claim, I do not rule out the possibility that poems to come will possess a sufficient degree of originality and stylistic and thematic brilliance to earn them the title of ‘classics’ of their period. What I do claim is that formal experimentation has reached, to borrow a phrase from popular culture, the final frontier. In the eighteenth or nineteenth centuries, verse by Eliot, Thomas‚ or Prynne would not have been accepted as poems – or they would have been treated by the more tolerant as engaging eccentricities. They would have violated the accepted conventions of the poetic corpus. The strange and deviant patterns embodied by these texts have now become part of the readjusted lexicon of verse technique. Further adjustments cannot and will not occur. Poetry, whatever else it might be or say, can only be accepted as poetry if it supplements the organizational framework shared by all other linguistic genres with a fabric of effects that are arbitrary and specific to the poem itself, and we have reached the limits to which this relationship can be pressed.
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There is no more savage critique of the principles and trends of twenty‐first century British society than the opening pages of Ali Smith’s new novel Spring. It is a four‐page torrential exposition of all that is wrong with the contemporary world, both in Britain and around the rest of the globe. From Trump’s ‘fake news’ (‘people in power saying the truth is not the truth’) to his border wall with Mexico and its reflection in the Brexit crisis (‘We want the people we call foreign to feel foreign we need to make it clear they can’t have rights unless we say so’) Smith lays bare the systemic and endemic problems facing the globe today. What she also illustrates is how it is the new global perspective of the twenty‐first century that is one of the root causes of these problems as it fuels populist nationalist movements in many parts of the world today: ‘We need a good old slogan Britain no England/America/Italy/France/Germany/Hungary/Poland/Brazil/[insert name of country] First’ (2019, 5). Anyone familiar with Smith’s work will not be surprised by this focus as it has been a staple of her fiction for years as well as a common point raised in interviews and articles. She coined the phrase ‘global mainstream’ to refer to the purview of contemporary fiction‚ and the torrential style with which her new book opens is a reflection of the frenetic pace at which all social and political discourse is taking place these days. Many critics and commentators argue that the enhanced tempo of the contemporary world is at odds with the very different pace demanded of the act of reading, whether in a public poetry reading or the more private contemplation of a bedside novel and that literature is in danger of becoming obsolete as a result. Smith’s novel is a repudiation of this argument as she reminds us that the novel has always been a form ably suited to the shifting contours of the new – it is right there in the form’s name‚ and her novel is an embodiment of this way of thinking about fiction.

Yet, for all its frantic depiction of an overly hurried time‚ the novel is entitled Spring and is alert to the seasonal and cyclical aspects of time that are associated with nature and are embedded in the various historical and seasonal social and cultural traditions of the British Isles. These may seem like two antithetical strands that cannot cohere in her work‚ but as fellow British and esteemed naturalist writer Robert MacFarlane explains when discussing the concept of ‘deep time’, this need not be the case: ‘to think in deep time can be a means not of escaping our troubled present, but rather of re‐imagining it; countermanding its quick greeds and furies with older, slower stories of making and unmaking’ (2019, 15). To slightly reappropriate Zadie Smith’s essay on the novel, itself an updating of David Lodge’s earlier essay on the same topic, there are two directions available for contemporary British fiction: an embracing of the new hyper‐reality of the contemporary period via a critical lens or the counteracting of it by an attention to older and slower traditions. This affects not just the themes of contemporary novels but the genres they employ and the styles and forms in which they are composed. It explains the sheer breadth and variety of fiction being written in the twenty‐first century, both in Britain and beyond, exemplified by the diversity on offer in this Companion. It does, however, make it exceedingly difficult to summarize the main achievements of contemporary fiction in such a short introduction‚ but needs must as the expression goes.

Experimental or ‘new postmodern’ fiction is the novel genre that most directly addresses the concept of time both thematically and formally, and given the wholesale embracing of temporal, if not terminal, velocity‚ it is no wonder that it is the least commercially successful branch of fiction today. To return to Ali Smith‚ it is not just in her seasonal quartet of novels that she examines the concepts of time; in fact, her novel Hotel World is the most rigorous examination of both time and its reflections in language with each chapter named after a grammatical tense and each character self‐reflexively realizes they are ‘in a different tense now’ (2001, 88). Each chapter revolves around a singular event‚ and so there is a straightforward chronology that is not difficult to discern whilst reading the novel‚ but as her career progressed‚ Smith pushed her formal daring with simultaneous dual narratives and chronological back and forths that confirm the thematic and formal preoccupation of the writer. Whilst not as blatantly experimental in his approach‚ Julian Barnes’ fiction is often labelled as postmodern‚ and it has often been just as preoccupied as Smith’s with the ‘noise of time’, to refer to one of his own titles. His novels often compare one time period with another, as in the case of Flaubert and his contemporary obsessive fan Geoffrey Brathwaite, or offer a panoramic sweep of history as is the case in his A History of the World in 10 1/2 Chapters. Regardless of the subject matter of any given book, Barnes’ fiction is as concerned as Smith’s with ‘time’s malleability’ (2012, 32). The panoramic sweep of time and history is a strategy also employed by fellow novelist David Mitchell, particularly in his celebrated novel Cloud Atlas, which ranges from prehistoric times to a dystopian and apocalyptic future many centuries from now. Despite this grand sweep‚ most of the stories in the novel contain echoes to the others in the same volume with the suggestion that the same stories are told time and again as people move through the medium in many different ways. The title of the novel is summed up in the line ‘Souls cross ages like clouds cross skies’ and explains how the formal and stylistic experiments are a reflection of this new sense of time (2001, 448).

In ranging across time and space, describing various cultures from different periods, Mitchell is often hailed as a writer who embraces ‘global connectivity and virtual proximity’ in his novels (Schoene 2009, 98). Another writer who has embraced both these concepts in her latest novel, with attendant ruminations on the concept of time as well, is Zadie Smith‚ but her sense of ‘swing time’ stems from her rather different upbringing. Smith was born in London to a Jamaican mother, an all too common event in the multicultural capital of Britain in the mid‐to‐late twentieth century, which has since expanded to all the major cities of Britain in the twenty‐first century due to both increasing globalization and its political ramifications in terms of migrants and refugees. In White Teeth, Smith adopts a strident note in confidently proclaiming of Britain ‘This has been the century of the great immigrant experience’, and her fiction to date has been a testimony to that fact (2001, 194). Whilst not as innovative in her fictional strategies as either her namesake Ali Smith or Barnes, her work does embrace the twin streams of postmodernism and a new brand of fiction known variously as cosmopolitan, global‚ or world fiction. In this, she is following the highly successful example of previous luminaries Salman Rushdie and Hanif Kureishi, both immigrant writers who make much in their fiction of the dual identity of living in Britain but coming from a different ethnic background. Each of these writers pen books that describe the ‘imaginary homeland’ that is the common subject of authors with similar experiences. This realization that fiction is an imaginary representation is one that has not led to an enthusiastic response from members of these minority communities depicted in the pages of literature‚ as Monica Ali discovered when she published her novel Brick Lane. The TV adaptation was met with strenuous protests from members of the local community in the London locale who accused the author of a false and overly critical portrayal of their social group. By doing so, they merely highlighted the key themes of not just this novel but the whole branch of multicultural fiction that is currently thriving in Britain: ‘the clash between Western values and our own. I'm talking about the struggle to assimilate and the need to preserve one's identity and heritage’ (2004, 139). Another writer in a similar situation to both Smith and Ali is Hari Kunzru, whose fiction does not settle on just the immigrant experience in the United Kingdom and how it relates to his own family background; in fact, it often focuses on America‚ where Kunzru now lives, but the note sounded in his work is no different from that of the authors who remain on the British Isles, a note of nostalgia for a place that may not even exist: ‘the pain a sick person feels because he is not in his native land, or fears never to see it again’ (2018, 69).

When Kunzru published his novel Gods without Men, it led Canadian author Douglas Copeland to coin the term ‘Translit’ to describe novels such as both Kunzru’s and Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas; works that ‘cross history without being historical’ in order to convey the unique sense of the contemporary experience: ‘our new world of flattened time and space’ (2012). The counteractive impulse to this lies in the focus on deep time as mentioned, and the popularity of historical fiction in the new millennium is a testimony to this need in contemporary readers. Kunzru does set a few of his novels a century ago‚ but other authors go much further than this. Mitchell himself has written a historical novel set at the turn of the nineteenth century in Japan, but the most successful proponents of the genre are two female authors who have won the Booker prize for their endeavours. Pat Barker’s trilogy focusing on the First World War, and more importantly the psychological impact of this event on the individuals that populate her work, lead to her third novel Ghost Road claiming the prize. A few years later‚ fellow author Hilary Mantel went one better as two of the novels of her trilogy set during the Tudor period, Wolf Hall and Bring Up the Bodies, have won the same prize, leaving Mantel as the only female novelist to have won the award twice. Whilst not able to claim the same type of success in her career, Welsh novelist Sarah Waters ploughs a similar furrow to Mantel and Barker, often focusing on Victorian and early‐twentieth‐century London, but her novel Fingersmith was interestingly adapted by the South Korean filmmaker Park Chan‐Wook, who transplanted the Victorian London setting to Korea under Japanese rule in the early twentieth century to illustrate the fascinating bedfellows that history can produce.

Despite her Welsh background‚ Waters rarely sets her fiction there‚ and the relationship between Wales and the rest of the United Kingdom is not a topic she has consistently addressed. It is not surprising that it is Scottish writers who more directly confront this issue‚ given that it was Scotland that held an Independence referendum in 2014 to debate leaving the United Kingdom. This issue of Scotland’s role in the United Kingdom is one that has been exhaustively discussed by novelist Alasdair Gray in his pamphlet ‘Why Scots Should Rule Scotland’, in which he refers to the ‘national theft’ of Scotland by the English government. Scotland’s makar, a version of the poet laureate, Liz Lochhead was another vocal advocate for Independence‚ as were many fellow writers, J.K. Rowling being an infamous dissenting voice in the debate. To reduce all of Scottish literature to this one issue is much too reductive‚ but it is also impossible to do justice to the variety of writing in Scotland in this introduction. To summarize writers as diverse as Gray, John Burnside, Tom Leonard, James Kelman, Irvine Welsh, Alan Warner, A.L. Kennedy, Jackie Kay, Liz Lochhead, Ali Smith, Janice Galloway, Louise Welsh‚ and Jenni Fagan is an exercise in futility‚ so the reader is referred to the corresponding chapter in the Companion. However, a special mention has to be made for the phenomenal success of crime writing in Scotland with its own attendant label of Tartan Noir as proof of this success. This will also be discussed in the appropriate place in the volume.

Crime writing is not the only genre success story to come from Scotland‚ as the worldwide fame of J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series has been stratospheric. She has easily eclipsed her fantasy precursor and founder of the genre, J.R.R. Tolkien, but it is telling that the two biggest names in the genre are both British. Rowling is not the only successful contemporary patron of the genre‚ as Neil Gaiman and China Mieville have been subverting and expanding on the tropes of the genre for several decades now, as has Susanna Clarke in her equally successful alternative history/fantasy novel Jonathan Strange and Mr Norrell, adapted for television‚ as many of Gaiman’s own works have also been. The experimental nature of Clarke’s novel is refreshing in a genre too often accused (often rightly so) of cliché and predictability, but her efforts in this regard were outshone by Brian Catling’s nearly unclassifiable masterpiece The The Vorrh. In his foreword‚ fellow English writer Alan Moore focuses on how the novel straddles the line between genre and serious fiction with none of the snobbery often present in such discussions. A telling example of such genre snobbery is evidenced in Kazuo Ishiguro’s handwringing over whether his latest effort The Buried Giant should also be classified as a fantasy novel – no such worries ever occupy either Moore or Catling. The same holds for Gaiman and Mieville, both of whom, as Ishiguro himself has also done, have also written science fiction, a genre that is also prevalent in Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas and that noticeably came to the fore in his more recent fare The Bone Clocks. The use of immortal beings to comment on the nature of humanity and its theological preoccupations makes the novel the science fiction equivalent of Phillip Pullman’s Dark Materials fantasy trilogy and shows that both genres are often interrelated and, more importantly, both are thriving in contemporary British writing.

The supposedly escapist genres of fantasy, science fiction‚ and crime writing have taken up the mantle of offering blistering social and political commentary in contemporary British fiction mainly due to the slow death of the explicitly political novel and its satiric energies in British literature. Contemporary fiction seems not to have heeded Muriel Spark’s near‐manifesto: ‘The only effective art of our particular time is the satirical, the harsh and witty, the ironic and derisive. Because we have come to a moment in history when we are surrounded on all sides and oppressed by the absurd’ (2014, 77). This is very much the case today but few writers wish to be as explicit as Ali Smith is in the opening pages of Spring, and the satirical trend is a patchy one in British literature. Martin Amis is a writer difficult to classify – with books such as Time’s Arrow he can be as experimental and time‐obsessed as either Ali or Mitchell. This thematic interest is there in his earlier novel Money also: ‘some time is unkillable, immortal’, but the novel is less postmodern experimentation and more devastating critique of the rise of monetary and consumerist excess in 1980s Britain, not to mention a prescient warning of a ‘cretinizing’ contemporary media and celebrity‐obsessed society. Its New York setting could (wrongly) disqualify it as an accurate commentary on Britain‚ but there is no such ambiguity in Jonathan Coe’s novel What a Carve Up!, written in the 1990s as a savage critique of 1980s Thatcherite policies as embodied in the execrable Winshaw family, ‘a family of criminals, whose wealth and prestige were founded upon every manner of swindling, forgery, larceny, robbery, thievery, trickery, jiggery‐pokery, hanky‐panky, plundering, looting, sacking, misappropriation, spoliation and embezzlement’ (2008, 82). Coe has continued in this vein with later novels such as Number 11, whose title refers to the bastion of British political power‚ and his most recent fare Middle England, almost as furious a dismantling of the Brexit fiasco as Smith’s Spring. Alan Hollinghurt’s Booker prize for The Line of Beauty showed that contemporary British literary culture could still be interested in politically motivated fiction, even if only in occasional token fashion. Still, it is in the supposed minority genres that political satire is thriving, exemplified in Hannah Berry’s Livestock, a graphic novel that is a devastating summary of the Trump and Brexit era, as political writer Paul Mason confirmed in the promotional quotes on the book’s cover.

Berry’s entire short career has been in comics, a medium that has had a strong British base since the 1980s. Gaiman and Moore are novelists who first gained initial success through the medium of comic books – Gaiman’s Sandman series and Moore’s Watchmen are seen as pioneering works for the maturing of the genre into adult themes and forms of storytelling. They were closely followed by the likes of Grant Morrison and Jamie Delano as a ‘new wave’ of British comic writers seen to be challenging the supremacy of their American counterparts. In the twenty‐first century‚ their successors have been predominantly female writers who are willing to push the boundaries of what the form can do, whether in Kerrie Fransman’s subversive take on British domesticity in The House that Groaned or Hannah Berry’s strident polemic in Livestock. Berry’s use of newspaper clippings and social media threads for satirical and comedic purposes is a technique also employed by vocally feminist comic book writers Kelly Sue de Connick (in Bitch Planet) and Chelsea Cain (Maneaters), illustrating that being a woman in a genre dominated by men is something writers have to endure on either side of the Atlantic ocean. The emergence of the comic book form as a literary genre of merit is one of the noticeable features of contemporary writing and is reflected by its own chapter in this Companion.

Fiction is not the only medium in the contemporary period that is forced to choose between depicting the accelerated madness of society and culture or rejecting it by focusing on older traditions and customs. Poetry may seem to be the medium that is more at home with the latter than the former, but the case is far from true or ever that simple. Recently‚ British poetry and its critics have been criticised by Sandeep Parmar for a lack of inclusivity and diversity and thereby refusing to accurately depict the nature of contemporary Britain (2018). It has only been in the last year or two that various award committees have tried to redress the balance with Patience Agbabi and Kei Miller the only noticeable poets of colour to receive any attention in contemporary literature and academia. Agbabi’s rewriting of Chaucer in a modern rap‐infused style is a perfect fusion of contemporary flat time and the deep time of literary and cultural history: ‘my April, she blooms every shire’s end,/fit or vint, rich or skint, she inspires them/ from the grime to the clean‐cut iambic,/rime royale, rant or rap, get your slam kick on this Routemaster bus’ (2014, 1). Miller’s poetry often discusses what it is like to live in Brexit Britain‚ in which having an accent can be a problem, ‘a woman mocks it’, and both poets have Benjamin Zephaniah’s influence hanging over them as he was one of the first poets to be vocal about such issues. His poem ‘The British’, available on his website, is a fairly succinct description of the current make‐up of the British Isles, referred to as a ‘melting pot’ of Chileans, Jamaicans, Dominicans, Chinese, Nigerians, Pakistanis‚ and the list goes on. The message of this poem is explicit: ‘Give justice and equality to all’. A poet who would seem very different in this regard is the nature poet Alice Oswald whose work seems very much more concerned with the deep time of nature rather than the concerns of the contemporary. Yet, in her long poem about the River Dart it is not difficult to glean a similar message to Zephaniah’s. It is not as explicitly topical as Zephaniah’s poem, but as Ali Smith pointed out regarding Brexit Britain‚ we now live in ‘a divided and divisive world’ so Oswald’s image of the confluence of two streams of a river can be viewed as an example of the eternal verities of nature as well as a coded message to an increasingly disunited kingdom of Leavers and Remainers: ‘a mob of waters,/Where East Dart smashes into West Dart/ two wills gnarling and recoiling/and finally knuckling into balance’ (2010, 4).
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3
Introduction to Contemporary Irish Writing

JAMES WARD



Since the 1980s, contemporary Irish literature has borne witness to dramatic and accelerated social change. Transformations in Irish life have heightened rather than reduced the significance of the past, however, and much contemporary writing serves to reflect on, or reckon with, recent history. Ironically‚ given our apparently post‐democratic age, many of the major concerns and transformations affecting Irish culture are embodied in two referendums. The 2018 vote to repeal the eighth amendment of the constitution of Ireland was carried by an overwhelming margin of two‐thirds to one‐third, effectively reversing the majority by which the amendment was introduced in 1983. Along with a similarly decisive popular endorsement of equal marriage in 2015, the achievement of a constitutional guarantee of reproductive rights was construed as a genuinely popular vote, a victory for activism and civic dialogue, and a moment of consolidation for a cosmopolitan, pluralist republic.

While ‘the North is next’ became a popular slogan in the wake of the 2018 vote, and even though opinion polls showed similar majorities in favour on both issues, there was little suggestion that progressive consensus was about to overtake the island’s other jurisdiction. Despite desire for change, much about the profile of Northern Ireland seemed grounded in historical repetition: Irish political parties had held the balance of power at Westminster in the 1890s and 1990s. After the UK general election of 2017, in which the governing Conservatives sought and lost a mandate to expedite the UK’s exit from the EU, they did so again in the form of 10 MPs wedded to the union with Britain but against much else, including evolutionary biology and marriage equality.

Following a period of unprecedented cooperation and mutual regard between Britain and Ireland, efforts to implement the result of the United Kingdom’s EU referendum of 2016 contributed to a renewed atmosphere of tension, mistrust‚ and uncertainty. The twentieth anniversary of the Good Friday Agreement in 2018 should have been a cause for celebration, but it seemed instead that much of the genuine if halting progress made since 1998 had itself come to a halt. With the apparent return of anti‐Irish sentiment in the British public sphere and with the hundredth anniversary of partition about to top out Ireland’s ‘decade of centenaries’, old questions are being asked in new ways. In literature‚ as in culture‚ these concern bodies and borders, transnationalism and migrancy, gender and sexuality, the memory and future possibility of violence, and the recognition that such violence takes place in interpersonal and institutional contexts as well as political ones.

The relentless pace of change affecting Ireland, but also the formidable continuity of certain themes and presences‚ is reflected in the two Irish novels which have most recently won the Booker Prize. The 2007 winner, Anne Enright’s The Gathering, shares many themes which might be seen as long‐standing staples of Irish prose fiction and drama: alcoholism; large families which harbour secrets; emigration as means of escape but also as path to loss and destitution. On the basis of a bald summary of its content and setting, Anna Burns’s Milkman, the 2018 winner seems comparably rooted in the familiar territory of ‘Troubles fiction’, a genre marked by repetitive and interchangeable scenes of violence parodied in the novel’s opening invocation of ‘[t]he day Somebody McSomebody put a gun to my breast and threatened to shoot me’. As with Enright’s book, however, Milkman revisits familiar subject matter from a different perspective, employing a first‐person female narrative voice marked by a formal distancing which verges on alienation. Such estrangement contributes to ways of writing which are in equal measure haunted by the past and driven by that past to make new modes and new forms. Both novels might be said to partake in a technique described by Claire Bracken as ‘a narrative journeying that traverses twentieth and twenty‐first century Ireland, connecting past and present time periods in non‐linear forms’ (Bracken 2016, 91).

Milkman and The Gathering arguably transcend preconceptions about what it means for a piece of writing to be Irish while nonetheless persistently and even obsessively revisiting and re‐engaging themes which have defined Irish writing. To take another example, the formal experimentation evident in recent fiction by Eimear McBride and poetry by Catherine Walsh can be interpreted as taking up the interrupted legacies of modernism and the Sixties avant‐garde to break with the dominant realist and lyrical traditions in late‐twentieth‐century Irish poetry and fiction. But these writers can also be seen to pick up affinities with European and American experimental traditions apparent in writers discussed in contributions to this volume. Such affinities are embodied in different ways in the poetry of Eavan Boland and Medbh McGuckian as well as the fiction of Dermot Healy and Aidan Higgins. As discussed in Neil Murphy’s chapter (Chapter 5 this volume), the last of these carries forward the project of Irish and European modernism by deploying narrative structures based on the protagonist’s ‘ruminating consciousness, rather than a strict temporal plot‐based sequence’ and which communicate an ‘overwhelming sense of a transitory fluid past’. Healy, in Keith Hopper’s reading, stands as the natural heir to the experimental tradition taken up by Higgins. A shared, almost phenomenological, concern with subjectivity marks both writers’ approach to narrative‚ and as Hopper notes, Healy’s masterpiece, A Goat’s Song filters the world through ‘the unstable perspective of a highly unreliable protagonist’. As different from each other as they are again from Higgins and Healy, Boland and McGuckian have in common long and distinguished poetic careers devoted to challenging ideas of poetic community and authority, persistently challenging the claim that Irish poetry speaks to, for‚ or from a particular community or tradition. Casting what Borbála Faragó characterizes as a ‘haunting and a haunted gaze’ across historical and topical subjects, McGuckian’s poetry uses intertextual reference to destabilize notions of authorship, gaining paradoxically in the process a unique and inimitable poetic voice. A process of ‘radical exposure to otherness’, theorized through the work of Jean‐Luc Nancy, Maurice Blanchot‚ and Georges Bataille, emerges from Pilar Villar‐Argáiz’s reading as a central movement in Boland’s poetry, serving to decentre ‘inherited notions of communality and art as exemplified in the traditional political poem written in Ireland’.

Notwithstanding Boland’s success in articulating and exploring notions of alternative community, two of the most celebrated Irish writers of the last thirty years have tended to be identified with visions of pastoral or domestic rootedness, albeit ironized or complicated as the scene of a decisive break with tradition or uprooting from the past. As laureates of specific townlands, Brian Friel and Seamus Heaney embody this mythos of the Irish writer, which has arguably been further popularized through the canonical treatment of a relatively small cross‐section of each writer’s work. For Graham Price, Friel’s artistic development ultimately involves embracing this quasi‐public role as an ‘Irish artist’ whose role is to bring ‘glimpses of redemption through communion and coming together; no matter how painful and potentially destructive those unions may prove to be’. Equally, however, Price uncovers Friel’s underappreciated use of Oscar Wilde as an iconoclastic artistic exemplar, and re‐interprets Friel’s work through this forebear’s ‘consistent privileging, in his life and work, of undecidability and fluidity […] as opposed to fixity and stasis’.

As the first Irish winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature since Samuel Beckett, Seamus Heaney’s artistic reputation is perhaps even more fixed in the public mind as standing for the totality of contemporary Irish writing. Before his death in 2013, as Adam Hanna notes, Heaney’s works accounted for two‐thirds of sales of poetry by living authors in the United Kingdom. An indelible sense of the local, it seems, strongly underwrites such universal appeal – a full third of Heaney’s output, Hanna notes, is set within the same ten‐mile radius. A similar sense of place pervades the output other Irish writers – five of Colm Tóibín’s novels are set in Enniscorthy as Kathleen Costello‐Sullivan notes (Chapter 33 this volume), while Healy’s work is similarly evocative of the borderlands and Midwest – but in Heaney’s case‚ it can obscure the other currents of his writing. His poetry, as Hanna observes, is ‘perhaps less recognised for the anger and distress it evinces than is just’. Such anger partly reflects the fact that Heaney, like his contemporary Tom Paulin was part of the generation that reached maturity during the worst of the Northern Irish conflict. Paulin’s response has been to embrace, often obliquely, an Ulster Protestant heritage which connects with wider traditions of enlightenment radicalism and dissent. As Stephanie Schwerter’s essay notes with particular regard to his poetic translations, Paulin’s cosmopolitanism and linguistic promiscuity make him a kind of émigré or exile within his own culture. His often‐humorous verse constitutes a deeply serious search for ‘an appropriate voice in which to engage with the consequences of violence’.

Paulin’s internationalist outlook reflects a versatility and mobility which has often been seen to characterize Irish writing. Emma Donoghue, equally ‘happy to be known as a Canadian writer’ as an Irish one, is perhaps its most notable contemporary exponent. Donoghue’s works range expansively across space, time‚ and genre, encompassing historical fiction, adaptation for stage and screen, young adult writing‚ and academic works on lesbian history and literary history. For all the diversity of her work she has, as Abigail Palko’s essay (Chapter 49 in Vol. II) notes‚ been sometimes been ‘critically pigeonholed into categories that often obscure the richness of her range’. The fact that this range is unparalleled in contemporary literature does not, as Palko writes, suggest any kind of incoherence; rather, as she concludes, Donoghue’s ‘abiding thematic concern that women’s stories be told, and that they be told well, even in their messiness’.

The narration of female experience in shifting, eclectic contexts is a key theme in a number of writers discussed so far; Colm Tóibín’s The Testament of Mary (2012) reflects this writer’s engagement with a world beyond Ireland that has encompassed civil‐war Spain, 1980s Argentina, and the life and literary milieu of Henry James. Such divergent settings run in parallel with a focus on modern Irish experience which resembles several of Tóibín’s peers in its tendency to circle back on specific locales associated with the author’s county of origin. This sense of place combines with a ‘canonical representation of silence’ through which Tóibín presents a ‘pointed and consistent acknowledgment of the consequences of repressive social mores for individuals and for Irish culture alike’. Toibín’s politics of silence suggests that for all the social progress of recent years, contemporary Irish fiction often fixates on post‐traumatic conditions.

Northern Irish writers present a comparable sense of haunting by the recent past. Whereas it has long been a central concern of poetry and drama, focus on the history and memory of the conflict is a relatively recent occurrence in literary fiction, and may reflect, as George Legg argues, a longstanding doubt in the ability of long‐form narrative to address the complexity, nuance‚ and still unresolved status of recent history. Writing in this mode is haunted, as Legg points out in his chapter on post‐Troubles fiction (Chapter 64 in Vol. II) by a search for closure ‘at both the familial and society level’. The events of the conflict ‘haunt […] rather than dominate’ Glenn Patterson’s The International (2011), which aims to memorialize the tragic but also contingent nature of the Troubles, rewriting the past from a non‐deterministic perspective in a narrative both set and written at a time when the city of Belfast hovered between alternative possible futures (and pasts). While mainstream narratives of the conflict continue relentlessly to be retold, other stories remain untold and undertold. Addressing this lacuna, Deirdre Madden’s One by One in the Darkness (1996) explicitly resists strategies of closure and forgetfulness, instead bringing in female protagonists ‘from the margins of history so as to disrupt its […] centre’.

A similar drive can be seen at work in Christina Reid’s drama‚ which, in Michal Lachman’s words, steels its ‘female protagonists with stories in which they both venerate the past and judge it critically’. Class and age as well as gender inflect Reid’s drama, which serves to amplify and transmit ‘voices which sound from the outside of the narrow zone of privilege and power’. Complex, gendered marginality also underscores much of the early drama of Conor McPherson, with a focus on working‐class masculinity and violence as well as money, which has since developed into an abiding concern with ‘inequality and social class, specifically intra and inter‐class dynamics’. While, as Eamonn Jordan’s essay (Chapter 52 in Vol. II) notes, this focus has led to accusations of one‐dimensionality in its representation of gender, McPherson’s later works stage a move away from naturalistic theatre, through such devices as the merging of time and space in The Night Alive (2013) to form a continuous, eternal present which disrupts the fundamental expectations of causality’. The sensation of haunting links McPherson’s work to the wider body of recent Irish writing and theatre, serving to project ‘ethereal presences and funerary obsessions into spaces and environments conventionally viewed as realistic’. The career of Mark O’Rowe, sometimes bracketed along with McPherson as one of the ‘monologue guys’, traces a comparable trajectory, as David Clare notes in his chapter (Chapter 51 in Vol. II). Beginning in repeated efforts to ‘understand why males resort so frequently to the use of physical force’, O’Rowe’s writing for theatre and cinema has become increasingly experimental and diverse marked by a tendency to combine ‘obsessive themes such as male violence, social climbing, and the effects of “globalization” on Irish people and society’ with a concomitant desire to push himself into new areas, retaining a customary dark humour and fluency of pop‐cultural allusion throughout.

The tendency of O’Rowe’s characters to absorb and assimilate globalized habits of speech to a distinctively local idiolect offers a final metaphor for change and continuity in Irish culture and literature. Overall‚ contemporary Irish writing reflects a territory in a curious and paradoxical state of both posteriority and irresolution. In terms like ‘post‐colonial’ or ‘post‐conflict’, the prefix applies chronologically to mark transition rather emotionally to assert final closure. These states of transition are narratives in progress. As a recent discussion setting political change in the context of Irish writing explained, individual narratives have ‘expanded the public sphere’s capacity for distributing empathy amongst all citizens’, while the unresolved past inheres in ‘Ireland’s narrative institutions, the dysfunctional fictions which buried its secrets’ (Barr 2019). Capturing and reflecting on these competing narratives, Irish writing continues to look forward and back with equal intensity.
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4
Overview of Modern/Contemporary Drama

KEVIN DE ORNELLAS



As we enter the third decade of the twenty‐first century‚ we may feel a little jaded by the state of theatre across these islands. It may seem like musical entertainments dominate the West End – and indeed they do. It may seem as if the National Theatre is prone to flops and misfires – it is. It may seem like the Royal Shakespeare Company is moribund and doomed to be perennially repetitive – it is, to an extent. And it may seem that it is very difficult for new playwrights to get serious plays produced in even small regional theatres – it is. But those great companies get a lot of things right; and, in the mainstream and in upstairs studio theatres throughout Britain and Ireland‚ good plays are being performed and appreciated. It is impossible to make one pat, general statement about contemporary drama in these islands – diversity of authorship, geography, politics‚ and fluidity of genre ensure that there is no one dominant theatrical form or philosophical preoccupation. Diversity rather defines the state of play in modern theatres. One thing is apparent, though – there has been a relative demise in the importance of the author. The modern theatregoer is more likely to see a play or musical because it has pop songs that they will undoubtedly recognize and enjoy or because a certain actor from a certain TV or film franchise will appear. We just do not have celebrity playwrights as we did in the past. The days when more vague millions people would watch Harold Pinter being interviewed by Joan Bakewell on BBC2 are over. If an Irish paramilitary group killed a large number of people in a Birmingham pub bombing in the 2020s‚ it is unlikely that Thames Television would commission a latter‐day successor to Arnold Wesker to write and present an immediate, direct address to the bombers – as they did in 1974. Yes, Harold Pinter won the Nobel Prize in 2005 – in an unusually niche and politically risky move by the Nobel committee. But Pinter, like all the other great playwrights of the New Wave of the 1950s, has since passed away – the death of Ann Jellicoe in 2017 seemed to close an era. All of the famous playwrights who rose to prominence in the 1950s – Arden, Delaney, Jellicoe, Kops, Osborne, Pinter, Shaffer, Wesker – died between 1995 and 2017. The era of those celebrity playwrights is over – that era, the era of the domineering theatrical author lasted from around the 1920s to the early 2000s.

The emergence of famous young playwrights in the late 1950s did not happen in a vacuum. It was inspired by a range of economic, social, cultural‚ and political factors; crucially, too, it was facilitated by theatrical innovation that had originated in Europe. Intellectually, the dominant influences on British and Irish drama of the 1950s were Samuel Beckett and Bertolt Brecht. Waiting for Godot was written in French by the Irish writer, Samuel Beckett; a Peter‐Hall‐directed English version of it was staged in 1955. Viscerally entertaining yet deliberately frustrating, Waiting for Godot, unlike commercial plays of the period, simply did not give audiences the progressive narrative coherence and order that they perhaps craved. It did not make sense; it was not ‘well‐made’; it was not set in a recognisable milieu; and it reflected the spiritual destabilization that characterized an age marked by Cold War nuclear fears and the legacy of vast genocidal and nuclear crimes committed during World War II. Intellectually and theatrically, writers saw in Beckett that plays could be emotionally bleak without even the catharsis that eases the pain of the darkest Renaissance tragedy and could finish without the closure that signifies a satisfying ending to a conventional play. Brecht’s Berliner Ensemble visited Britain in 1956. Brecht’s plays were expressionist, non‐naturalistic, didactic, agitational and propagandistic, self‐reflexive‚ and alienating; his plays were contrived to make audiences think correctly, not to revel in ephemeral diversion. Brecht’s form of drama had been well known for some three decades: but his impact really hit Britain’s stages in the 1950s not just because more writers could see that the stage could work as a sort of socially productive classroom‚ but because the sheer quality and commitment of the Berliner Ensemble’s actors and support staff delivered a simple lesson to young theatre practitioners: theatre can be delivered with profound seriousness.

The late 1950s saw many plays influenced by Beckett and/or Brecht. The absurdist, bleak vision of Beckett is seen in plays by John Arden and Harold Pinter; both dramatists deliver plays with hostile, threatening figures whose violent, tortuous intentions seem both inexplicable and unnecessary. The serious, epic‐scale politics of Brecht obviously influenced plays by the young Arnold Wesker: Wesker’s achievement in 1958’s Chicken Soup with Barley was to fuse the epic scale and political commitment of Brecht’s work with a quasi‐naturalistic immersion in an unglamorous family environment that was more realistic than the never‐never land seen in West End farces and murder mysteries. The English Stage Company, under George Devine, based at the Royal Court Theatre in West London, facilitated the development of young, often‐proletarian writers such as Wesker, Bernard Kops, Arden‚ and, most notably, John Osborne. Osborne’s Look Back in Anger, premiered sensationally in 1956, is bereft of innovation as a theatrical spectacle: formally, it is a bog‐standard, three‐act naturalistic play. But the striking thing about it was the energy of its dyspeptic anti‐hero, the wittily articulate but misogynist, misanthropic‚ and avowedly iconoclastic Jimmy Porter. Porter, the definitive angry young man, cares for nobody or anything. He hates the Establishment; but he hates rebels too. Bereft of heroes, bereft of a satisfying outcome where lessons have been learnt, Look Back in Anger is a play contrived to annoy audiences, to crush hope – to capture, in other words, the disaffection of a youth that had no reverence for the patrician authorities of consensus‐era, post‐War austerity.

Playwrights like Osborne and Wesker became young celebrities. In this period‚ it was possible for a teenage girl from Salford to gain access to television and the West End by writing a gritty play about teenage pregnancy, Othello‐referencing miscegenation and, even, when homosexuality was basically still illegal, gay love. This play, Shelagh Delaney’s A Taste of Honey, is now overfamiliar; it is revived too often – unlike Look Back in Anger, its gender politics have aged well. But its success and its theatrical ingenuity (it features jazz interludes, occasional asides to the audience‚ and an unprecedented juxtaposition of affirmative humour with depictions of crushing northern poverty) helped inspire young dramatists of the 1960s to combine a conspicuous technical confidence with intellectual ambition. This confidence can be seen in the 1964 play by the then‐young Irish dramatist, Brian Friel, Philadelphia, Here I Come! The play’s main themes (immigration, small‐town claustrophobia, lost love, disaffection, masculine inadequacy, rural torpor) can be seen in many Irish plays of the period. But the play is marked by its technical innovation: the play’s main character, Gar, is present is two manifestations: the ‘real’ Public Gar‚ who interacts with the other characters in the quasi‐realist main story‐within‐the‐story; and Private Gar‚ who speaks to the audience directly, commenting on the action. We watch Private Gar watching Public Gar. Such a trick is common in novels (A Christmas Carol comes to mind), and plays‐within‐plays were a staple of Elizabethan drama, but such a technique was novel in the ‘believable’ theatre of the times and would be developed by Friel further in his internationally successful play of 1990, Dancing at Lughnasa. Years later, Edward Albee and Alan Bennett both used a similar trick: the former in Three Tall Women; the latter in The Lady in the Van.

Edward Bond began a remarkably consistent and persistent sixty‐year playwrighting career in the 1960s. Apparently lacking any self‐doubt, Bond both politically and theatrically is the most overtly Brechtian of all British dramatists. He has never wavered in his belief that the crass injustices of unfettered capitalism can be identified, excoriated‚ and tackled in plays that will subsequently awaken class consciousness and ultimate revolution. The octogenarian Bond is not going to change his mind about that. In the 1960s‚ he was confident enough to show the casual murder of a South London baby on stage: in 1965’s Saved. The slaughter of innocents is hardly new in Western theatre. What was new was the play’s characters’ provocatively apathetic reaction to the killing and the pointed establishment of a soulless milieu in which such an amoral, immoral act could happen. Simply, it illuminates urban alienation. A farce surrounding the ineffectual, attempted banning of the play led to the eventual end of state censorship of drama in 1968. Only the grotesque 1967 murder of Joe Orton prevented that publicity‐courting, trouble‐seeking dramatist from developing into a serious writer of substance as well as the precocious daring that he showed in still‐essential 1960s plays such as Loot, What the Butler Saw, and Entertaining Mr Sloane. Young dramatists had beaten censorship and had effectively contributed to public debates about the imperial legacy and the death penalty and around the much‐delayed but inevitable relaxation of social laws concerning abortion and homosexuality. They had taken on the censoring, censuring Establishment – and won.

The most dazzlingly innovative young confident dramatist to emerge was Tom Stoppard – that, in the era of Christopher Hampton and the Shaffer twins, Anthony and Peter, is a bold statement. His play, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead, was reverent enough to its Shakespearean inspiration, Hamlet, to appeal to a mainstream theatrical public that was being mollified in the 1960s by the nascent RSC under Peter Hall and the National Theatre under Laurence Olivier. It was also fresh enough and insouciant enough to feel like part of the youth cult of the 1960s. The play is both philosophically strident and theatrically ingenious. Stoppard, whose four grandparents perished in the Nazi Shoah, has had a lifelong hatred of the totalitarian use, abuse‚ and murderous mistreatment of ordinary people. More politically palatable to British audiences than Bond, Stoppard has retained momentum for five decades, continually producing plays that are difficult to comprehend intellectually but easy to appreciate for sheer choreographical and verbal inventiveness. Another confident writer to emerge at this time was Alan Ayckbourn. Too often underappreciated as a farceur who writes fluffy comedies about middle‐class anxieties (‘Hysteria under the Wisteria’ is a common cliché about his work), Ayckbourn is a sensitive, humane, zesty dramatist who has written some eighty plays and remains massively committed to pushing the form as far as it can go – one of his recent plays is a future‐set science‐fiction epic that requires dozens of actors to tell a story over some six hours; another recent play requires the audience to decide the order of events through a pre‐play lottery. He has never stopped innovating. He combines this cerebral questing with a Coward‐like talent for telling simple stories humorously; he combines theatrical, self‐challenging thoughtfulness with commercial appeal. While the claim that Ayckbourn is second only to Shakespeare in terms of numerical performances cannot be verified, there is no doubt that Ayckbourn is a dramatist of immense stature whose flashy confidence, indefatigable experimentation‚ and individual, author‐based renown defines the trend for playwrighting confidence of the 1960s and beyond.

The 1970s saw the waning of the influence of many of the young playwrighting stars of the 1950s. Pinter’s one great play of the 1970s, Betrayal, is a bourgeois play about the fallout from his affair with Joan Bakewell – its non‐chronological narrative and aggressive dialogue are the only things that distinguish it from middle‐brow Terence Rattigan plays of the pre‐1956 era. Arnold Wesker had a terrible decade: RSC actors refused to perform his play about the media, The Journalists (the reasons for the non‐appearance of the play remain controversial) and his provocative response to Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice, Shylock, was a disastrous, unexpected flop. John Osborne became increasingly right‐wing and theatrically passé. John Arden, Shelagh Delaney‚ and Ann Jellicoe moved into other forms of writing – all three believed for different reasons that mainstream theatre could not serve their political and/or professional purposes. In their place came a new breed of politically committed dramatist – David Hare and Willy Russell typify this trend. Both have a popular touch‚ and both are noticeably proficient writers of compelling roles for women. Women dramatists made a major contribution to 1970s drama, reflecting slow moves towards much battled‐for equality. Many radical theatre groups sprang up – many were animated by the feminist drive for equality – the Monstrous Regiment is perhaps the best known. David Edgar was one of many male dramatists who continued to produce melancholy plays about the apparent decline of the Left.

The so‐called Troubles in Ireland and the mounting calls for Scottish independence substantially influenced political drama of the period. John McGrath founded a company, 7:84, that was as nationalistic as it was leftist: the company took his play, The Cheviot, The Stag and the Black, Black Oil all over Scotland, staging performances for remote communities that combined didactic, pointed history about Scottish controversies ranging from Highland Clearances to North Sea Oil exploration with energetic, cathartic entertainment. Dramatists often looked to the past to claim parallels with then‐contemporary developments. Howard Brenton’s The Romans in Britain is best remembered for the ludicrous private prosecution brought against it by a busybody citizen‚ but it should be remembered for its crude but provocative effort to connect ancient Roman brutality in Celtic Britain to then present‐day British brutality against a section of the population of Ulster. Caryl Churchill too evoked the past to critique the present: plays such as Light Shining in Buckinghamshire and Vinegar Tom explicitly compare misogynist hysteria of the past to reactionary gender politics of her times. In Ulster itself, young dramatists such as Martin Lynch, Stewart Parker‚ and Graham Reid wrote sometimes tortured, tortuous plays about the impact of sectarian conflict on ordinary working people.

The culture of Reaganomics and Thatcherite individualism dominates our memories of 1980s drama. Churchill’s major plays of the period, Top Girls and Serious Money, critique not just greed‐is‐good monetarism but female complicity in that culture. However, much drama of the time was avowedly non‐political. Theatre, influenced by the runaway musical success of Tim Rice and Andrew Lloyd Webber, became slicker, glossier and more fiscally risk‐avoiding. The RSC in the 1980s is remembered not for its Shakespeare revivals of varying quality and impact but because of its success with its musical adaptation of the seemingly inexhaustible cash cow, Les Misérables. So‐called straight plays became slicker too: Noises Off, a seemingly riotous but meticulously plotted farce by Michael Frayn‚ typifies the audience‐pleasing, politics‐dodging theatre of the times. The flip side of British life, the grotty side, was not ignored by more regionally minded dramatists. The Bradford‐born writer, Andrea Dunbar, was one of a number of frank young writers of the period who showed, as one reviewer put it at the time, ‘Thatcher’s Britain with its pants down’.

1990s British drama tends to be extreme in character. The so‐called ‘In‐Yer‐Face’ dramatists of the time were seemingly obsessed with depravity concerning money, sexual deviance, sexual precociousness‚ and crime‐causing apathy and alienation that recalls Bond plays of the 1960s – playwrights ranging from Patrick Marber, Rebecca Prichard, Mark Ravenhill, and Philip Ridley are notable. The influence of Bond can be seen clearly in the work of the definitive 1990s dramatist: Sarah Kane. Kane’s plays deal with physical violence, mental illness‚ and the unwillingness to express empathy in aggressive stories that remain difficult to watch. The Scottish dramatist, Anthony Neilson, was equally provocative. His plays of the 1990s can involve anything from serial child‐killing to the unappetising spectacle of a man achieving orgasm only when allowed to watch a woman defecate: such action takes place visibly on stage; it is demanded by the stage directions. It is far removed from the cosy ‘Loamshire’ world of Agatha Christie, Noël Coward‚ and Terence Rattigan. Some playwrights perhaps exploited the post‐1968 lack of censorship in tasteless ways. But not every dramatist wanted to tell unpleasant stories about unpleasant social and economic exploitation. Jonathan Harvey’s 1993 play, Beautiful Thing, is a popular play that depicts cheerfully a surprisingly uncomplicated, unbothered love pairing between two young council estate‐dwelling men.

Drama of the new century has proved to be wildly catholic. Dramatists have addressed, and continue to address, a huge range of social issues. Dramatists all over the islands have celebrated the increasing acceptability of homosexuality – Robin Soans’ Crouch, Touch, Pause, Engage is a typically upbeat Welsh play about the coming‐out of a celebrated rugby player. William Ivor’s Bomber’s Moon, a play about an initially unapproachable, even grotesque pensioner’s ultimately affirming reminiscences about reciprocated gay love during World War II, is one of a plethora of modern plays that look back to an oppressed past with optimism for the future. Tanika Gupta produces spectacular plays about the British Asian experience. Plays by Janice Okoh address the contemporary experience of Nigerian immigrants in latter‐day Britain. In Ireland, plays by the veteran Frank McGuinness and the younger Martin McDonagh and Conor McPherson use sophisticated story‐telling techniques to test the progress of a young nation that allowed pronounced discrimination and active abuse of the vulnerable for several shameful decades in the previous century. In the North of Ireland, playwrights such as Marie Jones and Owen McCafferty continue to ask difficult questions about the causes and effects of the previous century’s political, military‚ and paramilitary hysteria. And in Scotland, Rona Munro has appropriated the English, Elizabethan history play genre to write epic stories about Scottish kings that speak in a complicated manner to contemporary Scotland.

The unobtrusively authored musical is ever more dominant in British mainstream theatre. Later in this book‚ it will be argued that the most influential play of the twenty‐first century may be not Oedipus Rex or A Doll’s House but the ABBA jukebox musical, Mamma Mia! That musical has earned not just millions, but billions of pounds for its producers. The jukebox musical is not a new genre, of course, but it has never been so dominant. West End theatres seemingly print sterling cash as they serve up decades‐long runs of brassy entertainments constructed through flimsy narratives that string together crowd‐satiating, garish pop songs by ‘icons’ such as Gloria Estefan, Meat Loaf, Michael Jackson‚ and Queen. Some non‐musical plays have become huge hits – but they tend to be adaptations of already well‐known books or films – War Horse, The Curious Case of the Dog in the Night‐Time, The 39 Steps, and The Graduate are examples of that. Young, serious, less commercially driven playwrights remain intellectually and politically ambitious and prolific‚ but they will never receive the sort of mainstream media attention that Osborne, Pinter‚ and Wesker once did. Their twenty‐first‐century work invariably repays the effort needed to seek it out. Good, challenging, serious theatre is still being produced in regional theatres and studios all over the British Isles. You may need to go and look for it. It is worth doing.
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Aidan Higgins: Disguised Autobiographies

NEIL MURPHY




The imagination, avoiding the hegemony of the banal word, goes in search of a fabulous world

(Aidan Higgins, Introduction to A Century of Short Stories 11).





Introduction: Higgins’ counter‐realist experimentalism

Aidan Higgins once said of Dermot Healy that ‘few [other] Irish writers in the generation that came after me have profited from Ulysses and Finnegans Wake’ (qtd. in O’Grady 2010, 26). He might have been, of course – and probably was – commenting on his own writing. Higgins had previously written about what he saw as the experimental narrative tradition in Irish literature — which includes Joyce, Beckett, Flann O’Brien, Healy, and Higgins himself (‘Hollow’ 2008, 21). He shared Joyce’s and Beckett’s fascination with the ways that the world might be reconstituted in the forms of art, and positioned them in the context of a European tradition of “free‐fall and experiment” that extended back to Villon and Rabelais (‘Hollow’, 23), and explicitly included his own work in this counter‐realist context. His fiction repeatedly demonstrates an affinity with this tradition‚ and he frequently changed focus, forms‚ and technique in a continual effort to extend the limits of his art. From the Joycean stories of Felo De Se (1960) (later retitled Asylum and Other Stories (1978)) to the metafictional last novel, Lions of the Grunewald (1993), and the innovative, genre‐defying, trilogy of autobiographies, Donkey’s Years (1995), Dog Days (1998), and The Whole Hog (2000), his work exhibits a continual desire to confront the complexity of phenomenological existence rather than impose simplistic realist forms.


Felo De Se and Langrishe, Go Down

The early stories in the collection Felo De Se, which Beckett once said (in a mentoring letter) showed evidence of both the ‘beginner’ and ‘the old hand’ (Beckett 2014, 143), already offer clear indications of a non‐realist style, although they feature Joycean effaced narration as well as Dubliners’ overwhelming sense of social claustrophobia. The characters are positioned in various contexts, including Ireland, England, South Africa‚ and Germany‚ and the plots unfold beside a relentless listing of place names and detailed factual information, a technique that Higgins has always used to anchor his fluid characters in concrete landscapes. Dense layers of description are crammed into each story, generating a sense of weight, only to be deflated by the aimlessness and the helplessness of the characters‚ who are described in satirical overtones. In ‘Killachter Meadow’, a story of four near‐fossilized sisters living in a decaying big house, there is already ample evidence of innovative narrative technique. Emily May commits suicide by entering the river and floating gradually to her death. Imagining herself as ‘young and voluptuous once more (she had never been either)’ (30), she half‐floats on the surface of the river, while her sense of a fixed, present reality is completely disrupted; her sisters on the shore are now ‘minute as dolls’ (31), while she alternates between several different temporal zones. The narrative shifts are more radically encoded in terms of alteration between different levels of consciousness, temporal zones, and rendering of material reality than Joyce’s ‘Eveline’ and offers ample evidence of the young writer’s desire to extend beyond Joyce’s free indirect discourse – exactly what Beckett had recommended to Higgins in his response to the story (Beckett, 143). ‘Killachter Meadow’ is one of the most technically adventurous and accomplished short stories ever written by an Irish author,1 and it is no surprise that it subsequently grew into the first novel that many critics still consider to be Higgins’ finest, Langrishe, Go Down (1966).

Langrishe, Go Down details, like exquisite embroidery, the last gaspings of the big house as it slowly expired in 1930s Ireland. The haunting story of the Langrishe sisters, cultural leftovers of a vanished era, is intricately rendered while repeatedly registering the tumultuous historical events of the first half of the twentieth century. The impactful opening chapters cite the news via the Evening Herald during Helen’s bus journey (perhaps the most striking bus journey in Irish writing), local details, the family’s history during her visit to Donycomper cemetery, and the descriptions of the house – more dying, wheezing organism than bricks and mortar. Helen and her wraith‐sisters, Imogen, Lily, and the already deceased Emily, all had previous narrative existences in ‘Killachter Meadow’.

While Helen is a powerful presence, even in death, Langrishe is Imogen’s novel‚ and her love affair with the German, Otto, generates the powerful question that defines her life. She asks herself: ‘The memories of things – are they better than the things themselves?’ (71) She believes so: ‘Of that time, what do I remember now? What can I recall if I try? Was he good to me? Yes. He was good to me; good for me; Kind and considerate’ (58). However, when Imogen’s narration is superseded by an objective narrator, Otto’s behaviour comes into sharper focus. During one of his typically insensitive moments‚ he tells her, ‘You're so soft […] Some soft spineless insect that's been trodden on. I can feel you beginning to curl up at the sides’ (213). Otto’s cruelty is extraordinary – he plunders the grounds where he lives rent‐free, charges whiskey to the impoverished Langrishe estate at the local shop, and pillages, impregnates, and abandons Imogen. A defeated Imogen at one point asks, ‘What else is my soft white useless flesh good for?’ (99), as she submits to Otto’s sneering, brutal superiority. Otto studied under Husserl and Heidegger, and while he rejects National Socialism, he exhibits much of its racist superiority, as when he cuts a wasp in two: ‘The human eye cannot allow certain shapes’, Otto says, ‘Very hard to resist the temptation not to stamp on certain shapes, put an end to them’ (200). And yet, he brought something vital to Imogen’s life, which her sisters had never encountered, harsh as the experience was.

Samuel Beckett apparently referred to Langrishe as ‘literary shit’, when pressed for an opinion by Higgins’ first wife, Jill Damaris Anders, an observation, however sincere given that it was delivered under duress at a party, is likely to have stung Higgins (‘On the Rack’; Sweetman 2007, 447). His admiration for Beckett is very clear, as was his influence from the earliest work. Whatever the actual level of impact of Beckett’s comment, Higgins certainly grew to view Langrishe as a rather conservative novel and the subsequent novels – Balcony of Europe (1972) and Scenes from a Receding Past (1977) – represent very far more radical narrative experiments. Nonetheless, despite the suggestion that Langrishe was somehow traditional, or more akin to literary realism, the experimental zeal of the later novels is already clear, particularly in its later stages. While the dense allusive style clearly echoes modernist writing, it also progressively becomes more fragmentary and impressionistic as it proceeds; personal vignettes are mixed with historical and local details, the narrative voice repeatedly zooms in and out‚ and the essential fluidity of life that would become such a striking fascination in the later work was already apparent. The endless ebb and flow of living, the unavoidable losses with which memory torments us and sustains us in equal measure, all are exquisitely conveyed in Langrishe, Go Down.

Higgins’ early play with the limits of free indirect discourse, or the slippage in and out of the point of view of several of the main characters, in Felo De Se’s ‘Killachter Meadow’, is also evident in Langrishe, particularly in the final stages of Imogen’s relationship with Otto, when we shift to first‐person‐generated interior monologue (232–4). Similarly, as Keith Hopper has argued, cinema’s importance to Higgins is increasingly evident in Langrishe, not simply in terms of the numerous references to film (Hopper 2010, 218) but in the manner in which ‘linear sequence is abandoned in favor of chains of images which the reader must link together on a vertical rather than a horizontal plane’ (Hopper, 203). Indeed, while the novel’s resonant social relevance in the 1960s may have receded somewhat, it is also telling how contemporary it feels in so many ways; in many respects‚ it transcends the big house frame, even though this is how it has most frequently been read. Langrishe is primarily a story of suffering, memory, human decay, and the harsh echo chamber of the lonely mind, and one that was significantly advanced in the manner of its telling.



Balcony of Europe

For all the signals of innovation in the latter half of Langrishe, Balcony of Europe represents a radical departure from all the early work, particularly in terms of its movement from a more direct sequential narration to a narrative form that Joseph Frank, with respect to Ulysses, has described as ‘spatial fiction’ or fiction that aims to achieve a ‘simultaneity of perception’ rather than sequential movement (Frank 1988, 87). Higgins’ Spanish novel initially recounts the death of Dan Ruttle’s mother before he and his wife, Nancy, depart for Nerja, Spain. Dan, an Irish artist who was loosely based on Higgins’ artist friend Patrick Collins,2 conducts an extramarital affair with the married Charlotte Bayless, around which the novel revolves. The narrative deployment of Charlotte is crucial to the web‐like structure of the novel; she acts as a focal point for many of its echoing associations and implications. Ruttle compares her to the American gangster, Dillinger (because of her childhood nickname, Dilly), refers to her Jewishness, and claims that she has high Slav cheekbones and a Byzantine nose. She furthermore ‘comes from the dark plains of American sexual experience where the bison still roam’ (77), and Dan, of tired ‘forty‐six Christian Old World years’ marvels at her ‘bright twenty‐four Jewish New World years’ (78). ‘She might have ended her days as a Jewess in Auschwitz’, Dan tells us, ‘As a child holding on to her mother's skirt, an actress from an old silent movie’ (289). Derived from Jewish and Polish heritage, Auschwitz, America‚ and Spain, and implicitly resisting the fixity of realist characterization, she operates as a symbol of multiple intertwined histories: ‘She speaks from the back of the throat, the epiglottis, a complex human being's speech, made up of all her ancestors and past’ (78). In turn her multi‐focused history adds to the dense texture of the novel itself.

Baron von Gerhar, an ex‐Nazi, with whom Ruttle drinks one torturous evening in Nerja, serves a similar structural function in the novel. While the baron is not a central figure in the plot, he evokes a whole era by his associative presence, not least in terms of his resonance with Charlotte’s Jewishness. Dan’s direct commentary on Nazi concentration camps and on Hitler, clearly resonates with his choice of imagery when describing von Gerhar: ‘fixing me with his red‐rimmed killer's eyes, he put it point blank’ (110). Simultaneously, US fighter aircraft criss‐cross the skies over Andalucía, a grim reminder of contemporary acts of violence, and Ruttle’s narrating consciousness (rather, simply, than narrator of a plot) acts as a transcultural focal point for past and present. The fundamental constant in the fiction is Dan’s mind‚ which draws these strands of meaning together without resorting to familiar sequential, plotted patterns. In this‚ Higgins seeks to assert an alternative ordering system based on Dan’s ruminating consciousness, rather than a strict temporal plot‐based sequence.

The overwhelming sense of a transitory fluid past implies much for Dan’s sense of the present; even while their affair is being conducted‚ Charlotte’s persona evades fixed shape: ‘So she would always escape me, changing shapes, changing clothes as she changed her lovers, changing her style as she changed her admirers’ (203). Experience is essentially a volatile construct, a narrative mediated through one’s imagining consciousness. In an attempt to name Charlotte, Dan claims ‘[y]ou had existed as part of the seminal substance of the universe that is always becoming and never is: and now had disappeared into that which produced you’ (239). Life, he proceeds to tells us tells us, must be accepted as such: ‘There are no fixtures in nature. The universe is fluid and volatile. Permanence is but a word of degrees. Our globe seen by god is a transparent law, not a mass of fact’ (352). The technical innovation that drives Balcony of Europe is implicitly connected to this sense of the world as a mutable sequence of experiences, motivated by ramifying patterns rather than by a strictly progressive logic.

In fact, much of the negative criticism of Balcony over the years has been rooted in a misreading of its narrative innovation and is fixed on the tired cliché of highly‐promising‐artist who lost a sense of artistic focus. The curious rumour mill that has accompanied Balcony of Europe since the 1970s has, in a sense, fed into the perception of damaged goods. For example, it is widely believed that Balcony of Europe was nominated for the Booker prize in 1972 only to finish, reputedly, runner‐up to John Berger’s novel G, but it was not, in fact, even shortlisted in that year, or any other; and the Booker prize did not feature a published longlist back in 1972. It is difficult to know how such a rumour began‚ but it persists to this day,3 and has tended to add to the odd legacy of apparent failure that accompanied the novel.

The novel has been frequently dismissed for its lack of formal coherence, with one critic rejecting it as ‘an intelligent tourist's notebook jottings’ (Lubbers 1987, 242), while John Banville asserted that the novel’s form is its major flaw: ‘So much fine writing is blurred and even lost in the formlessness of the book … Mr. Higgins has no sense of form’ (Banville, 18). Similarly, Rüdiger Imhof suggested that Balcony was a failure because there is too much incidental, pointless detail, and suggests that Higgins’ ‘impressionistic, often associative and thoroughly disruptive manner of putting his narratives together leaves the reader puzzling over the possible raison d’être of the whole’ (Imhof 2002, 27). However, several critics have conversely argued that Balcony of Europe possessed an intricate unity, with Robin Skelton suggesting that the web of ‘connections and correspondences’, and ‘echo and allusion’ in effect reveal ‘the sensibility of the narrator, whose mind, who’s mirroring mind is composed of so many fragments of myth, of poetry, of learning, and of experience’ (Skelton 1976, 35). Annie Proulx too offers an insightful perspective when she suggests an essentially non‐literary motivation behind Higgins’s innovations, arguing that ‘Dadaist and Surrealist moments, both painterly and intellectual’, in Higgins are evident in his habit of inserting discursive passages that ‘veer away from apparent storylines’ (Proulx 2010, 25). In fact‚ Proulx argues that it is precisely the fingerprints of his deep range of influences that ensured much of what he was doing, technically speaking, remained invisible to more simplistic readings. She suggests that his fictions, ‘with their abrupt partitions, layers of collage and interlocked allusions make it likely that some duller readers put aside his books’ (2010, 26). In many respects, this is precisely the challenge that Balcony of Europe raises; the inbuilt echoes, the rationale for his particular deployment of narrative innovation, is explicable within a particular tradition that may have already vanished. Neil Donnelly has compared Higgins’ Balcony with the films of Michelangelo Antonioni precisely in this manner, reflecting on Antonioni’s ‘abandonment of conventional narrative, little forward momentum, unexplained characters and relationships, dead time, architectural design, chunks of history, sick eros, and relationships in limbo’ (Donnelly 2010, 88). Similarly, Keith Hopper has argued that ‘Buñuel and Welles are at least as important as Joyce and Beckett in the composition and development of Higgins’s post‐modernist poetic’ (Hopper 2010, 202). More recently, the novelist, Alannah Hopkin – and also Higgins’ widow – has described Balcony as ‘a collage‐like assembly of visual images, historical fact, dreams, anecdotes, lists, polyglot references, dialogue, embedded quotations from other writers and philosophers (both famous and obscure, their origins often unacknowledged)’, all of which contribute to an intricate form (Hopkin 2016, 80). Furthermore, far from being merely a ‘tourist’s notebook jottings’, the novel’s narrative style is highly innovative and technically assured – Higgins termed it ‘instant fictionalization’ – and sought to erase obvious literary devices, with the essential aim being to provide the reader with a sense of experiencing the world rather than having a tightly controlled plot conveyed via an all‐seeing narrator. Higgins’s explanation is telling: ‘I wanted to dispense with plot, do it that way: tenuous associations that would ramify, could be built upon, would stay in the mind better than the plotted thing – all lies anyway’ (qtd. in Beja 1973, 163). In fact, the most realist sections of the original 1972 version of Balcony of Europe, those set in Ireland, were actually excised from the reissued 2010 edition, at Higgins’s request. He had previously indicated that the Irish sections had only been included at the suggestion of his editors, to render the novel more explicable (Donnelly, 88). The revised version of Balcony comes much closer to the author’s vision of its appropriate formal shape.4 All of this suggests a fictional poetics that sought to evoke human existence in a way that is unfamiliar to the more dominant realist aesthetic that continues to assert itself in much of contemporary Irish fiction and film. It is tempting to see the radically new departure that Balcony represents as further evidence of the shaping impact of Beckett’s perceived criticism of Langrishe.

After Balcony of Europe, Higgins wrote another three novels, all of which can be viewed as progressive movements away from explicit literariness, by which I mean fictions which are dominated by sequential plot and traditional distinctions between the fictional and material reality. Higgins’s defiance of straight sequential narrative continued to find expression in his 1977 novel, Scenes from a Receding Past, which too proceeds via a series of ramifying imagistic episodes. In this, his third novel, the autobiographical map of Higgins’s life returns to pre–Balcony of Europe years, and the fictional Dan Ruttle reappears. Dan seeks to reconstruct his youth offering up powerful resonant images from which all else radiates. Higgins's major themes – transience and memory – emerge once again, although Scenes from a Receding Past represents a more direct, less embroidered, manner of responding because it concedes less to the demands of literary form. Fundamentally, Scenes from a Receding Past represents a significant movement towards the kind of fictionalized autobiography – or ‘disguised autobiography’, as Higgins named it (Higgins 1999) – that was to dominate much of Higgins’s work thereafter. In formal terms‚ Scenes is less strictly literary than Balcony of Europe or Langrishe, Go Down with respect to the obsessive interweaving of binding associations and images of its predecessors. In Scenes, Higgins instead presents much incidental detail, including lists of boarding school requirements, cricket scores‚ and random, particularized geographical data. George O’Brien comments on these qualities in the novel, as follows:


All that Higgins unrhetorically intends to claim, it seems, is that certain materials insist on presenting themselves – memories, vignettes, moments, quotations, gossip, arcana, rage, pleasure, boredom, love … Higgins seems to say there is only the world, the other; the writer, clerk‐like (attentive rather than subservient), takes – rather than raises – its stock. He proceeds in the direction of that nakedness which is more familiarly the painter's objective. Simplicity and directness unveils while leaving intact …

(O’Brien 1989, 90–91)


Higgins sought to allow the randomness of reality to take up residence in his work, again, perhaps, following Beckett’s lead, who advised that the task of the contemporary artist was ‘to find a form that accommodates the mess’ (qtd. in Driver 1961, 23). Beyond Ruttle's selective, almost arbitrary, consciousness‚ there is little in the way of imposed unity; there are only ‘impressions’ which ‘offer themselves, focus, slip away’ (Scenes, 200). In a rare moment of overt self‐reflexive address‚ the narrator reveals his motivation: ‘Do as I tell you and you will find out my shape. There are no pure substances in nature. Each is contained in each’ (200). The essential fluidity of nature, he implies, is the source of his form. Seeking to free itself from the imposition of synthetic novelistic structures, Scenes aims instead to do what its title suggests; offer up suggestive scenes. Higgins begins to remove the frame from his pictures and attempts to evade the technical strategies of the novelists’ guild, a strategy that progressed even further with the two novels that immediately followed Scenes.

Published between 1983 and 1993, Bornholm Night‐Ferry (1983) and Lions of the Grunewald, were Higgins’ final novels and therefore represent his most mature fictional achievements. Bornholm, Higgins’s epistolary novel (if that is what it truly is)‚ was, from the outset, seen as an experiment in showing ‘how to make static figures flow’ (Higgins Letter to Swainson, 1980), while the chapters in Lions are teasingly framed by titles like the ‘Fugacious Nature of Life and Time’, and the ‘Fugacity of Pleasure, Fragility of Beauty’. Lions is a ‘missionary stew’, in narrator‐Weaver’s words, or an elaborate collage of shards of plot, historical gossip, anecdotes, memories, dreams, lists, selections of his children’s writing (and a child’s sketch), while the narrative repeatedly circles around similar events from different vantage points, as though his literary camera takes up different focal points.

Both novels represent varied gestures towards erecting a form that might accommodate the complexity of a mind that seeks to operate outside the linearity of sequential temporal models – a challenge that was later to be revisited in the trilogy of autobiographies, in which the form is deliberately forced to the point of erasure in order to reflect the complex movements of a consciousness in pursuit of its own vanished past. Bornholm’s epistolary form does not, strictly speaking, feature a primary interpretive narrator, and thus removes an intermediary voice that might impose shape on the letters. Higgins acknowledged that, as a consequence, there might be a ‘lack of narrative progress’ in the novel but prioritized its ‘picture making’ potential (Higgins, Letter to Swainson 1982). The novel aims to allow the complexity of the lives of the two letter‐writers to express themselves in as unstructured a way as possible, subject only to the limits of the direct voice that speaks in the letters. A further intriguing complication lies in the fact that while nominally fictional‚ the novel was in fact composed of the letters exchanged between Anna Reiner, a Danish poet, and Higgins, between 1975 and 1980; Higgins insisted that the letters were authentic, reprinted without revisions, and replete with ‘Elin’s’ pigeon English, to preserve the essence of Reiner’s character.5 While technically not a novel at all, it also becomes clear that the ‘real’ is in fact fictional for the two letter‐writers. Furthermore, what structure there is emerges primarily from the intense nature of the emotional variations played out in the exchanges between the two writers, and in the process an extraordinarily effective textual‐epistolary universe is created. This sense of a self‐contained textual universe is especially apparent in the two letter‐writers, Fitzy’s and Elin’s, repeated references to life as a dream, as when Fitzy wants to visit Elin in Copenhagen, ‘before we disappear’, (141) but for now, she ‘still exist[s], more or less’, (143) unlike himself, who has ‘vanished to myself’ (144). Elin replies, in her broken English, ‘[y]ou say you cannot understand why I am more real as a half‐dream, less (and therefore un‐calming) as seen’ (162). Furthermore‚ the subtitle to the final section, ‘The Dream is Dreaming Me’, again emphasizes the sense of existence lived out by the characters in their virtual‐textual universe.

Like Bornholm, Lions of the Grunewald features mainland Europe as its nominal backdrop, and Dallan Weaver, an Irish writer, as its narrator, who is living in Berlin with his wife, Nancy. Perhaps predictably, Weaver conducts an extramarital affair which both acts as the primary narrative motivation in the novel and affords the opportunity to explore familiar obsessions: love, loss, and memory. Based on Higgins’s own time in Berlin during the late 1960s and early 1970s, Weaver is sponsored by DILDO (Deutsche Internationale Literatur Dienst Organisation). The love affair between Weaver and Hannelore (Lore) is the primary focus‚ but gradually the plot fragments and Higgins’s familiar themes – love and its transience, the pain of the past – are foregrounded in an increasingly playful manner, while Berlin materializes as a ghostly presence in the narrator’s consciousness. Eventually, Weaver effectively blends with Higgins’s own voice and fictional distinctions recede; the narratorial voice becomes the primary focal point from which everything radiates from his memory of love, to the geography of Berlin:


The other day I was thinking of you; or rather of Nullgrab, that quartered city you love so much, which amounts to the same thing. When I recall Nullgrab I remember you, or vice versa. Go quietly, the ghosts are listening. (274)


These very lines, with minor syntactical changes,6 also appear in a collection of autobiographical writings entitled Helsingor Station and Other Departures (1989), again illustrating the manner in which fiction and autobiography are practically exchangeable by this point. Numerous references and sojourns to Andalucía register the connections with Higgins’ previous work and life, while the section ‘Five Letters from Lindemann’ references the barely fictionalized friendship with ‘Martin Lindemann’, or Martin Kruger. Kruger himself later wrote of Higgins’ time in Berlin, explicitly referencing the names Lore and Hanne and the DAAD – the official name for Weaver’s DILDO (Kruger 2010, 81). Kruger appears to have been a confidante of Higgins during those years‚ and he interestingly suggests that Balcony of Europe, one of ‘the masterpieces of the century’, was ‘prematurely mistaken for mere fiction’ (Kruger, 82).

Of course, because of Higgins’ fusion of autobiography and fiction‚ the intensely felt sense of lost time and love permeates the work; ultimately Lions becomes a potent poetic gesture to the Orphic underworld of his lost past: ‘I say things but I may mean times. I say things and times but I may mean persons and places, or may be just thinking of you. Your name at the end of the world’ (274). Love, in all its diverse incarnations, is key to Higgins, it provides an imaginative doorway to the past, and through it he ekes out instances of illuminating significance. It doesn’t, of course, overwhelm the inevitable losses of the past‚ but it does make them more resonant. Lost love is powerfully registered in all of Higgins’s fiction, both as lament for the loss of the past and as a celebration of love as a way of seeing which rescues valuable remainders from a vanishing past.

In his trilogy of autobiographies, Donkey’s Years, Dog Days, and The Whole Hog – later reissued as A Bestiary (2004) – Higgins finally fully abandons the surface conventions of the fictional mode and writes what Dermot Healy with reference to Volume 1, terms ‘a straight narrative’ account of the first half of the author’s life (Healy 1995, 46). Because Higgins had repeatedly toyed with the questionable distinction between the novel form and autobiography‚ he was acutely aware that there are significant technical differences between the masking process of autobiographical fiction and autobiography, or pseudoautobiography, as he has called them (‘On the Rack’, 1999). But it was more than a technical shift; Higgins saw his pseudoautobiographies as very special acts of recovery, in which certain events became ‘my own stories again’ (Donkey’s, 324). Furthermore, the author’s subtitle to Donkey’s Years – Memories of a Life as Story Told – implicitly refuses an absolute distinction between the two forms. His description of Donkey’s Years as a ‘bogus autobiography, bogus as all honest autobiographies must be’ (Donkey’s, 325), also reinforces the sense of the inherently constructed nature of the autobiographical form. In fact, Higgins, having reclaimed his ‘own stories’, seems paradoxically unwilling to allow them conventional autobiographical status and continually embeds a subversive commentary throughout the trilogy, as in Dog Days: ‘Reality is concreteness rotating towards illusion, or vice versa, arsyversy; illusion rotating towards concreteness’ (202). For Higgins, the life must be told, but as story; the autobiographies are littered with stories of various kinds. Local folklore and personal anecdotes act as individual belief systems, while rumours, ‘the greatest of all whores’, proliferate (Donkey’s, 325). The ‘characters’ in the autobiographies live in their own narratives and play out their public and private understandings of themselves; for example, the Bowsy Murray, local hero, is here described by Higgins with realist mock‐heroism:


The act of throwing a stumpy‐booted and gaitered leg athwart the low saddle was a grave gesture both ceremonial and heraldic, man and machine (wrapped in symbolic flame, suggesting Mercury) emblazoned on some obscure escutcheon invoking Subordinacy, Humility, Obeisance, Homage, Destiny, Victualler! (Donkey’s, 47)


Higgins is ever alert to the local details that define a life‚ and his roaming eye continually bears witness to a prolonged story in the process of unfolding.

Much of the material in the trilogy is familiar to readers of Higgins’s fiction; the autobiographies sometimes elaborate on incidents in the fictions, offer fresh nuances‚ and add further concrete detail. Higgins’ youth, for example, is revisited throughout all three volumes, generating many connections with the early fictions – with his brothers now rightfully replacing the sisters of Felo De Se and Langrishe, Go Down. The Whole Hog also revisits the love affairs of Bornholm Night‐Ferry and Balcony of Europe. Peter van de Kamp has written about the practice of narrative re‐visitation in the autobiographies, or what he calls Higgins’ ‘multi‐dimensionality’: ‘And this multi‐dimensionality is what Higgins tries to achieve by recording the same episodes of his life in varying contexts or co‐texts. For example, the start of The Whole Hog revisits the ending of Donkey’s Years. He writes like a three‐dimensional chess player’ (van de Kamp 2010, 114). The logic, of course, extends beyond the trilogy; moments from Higgins’ life are continually repeated, echoed, and repositioned throughout all the work. The Whole Hog is also an intricately rendered piece of writing in its own right; it is a composite of intimate letters, lists, anecdotes, diary entries, imagined reconstructions (‘Borges and I’), farewells to departed friends, telling inscriptions on cemetery headstones, observations on Karen Blixen and Djuna Barnes, and many others. That the author manages to weave such disparate echoes of a life together is testament to the compelling tone of the voice

The writing of these unconventional autobiographies reminds one yet again of Higgins’ uncompromising attitude towards his profession; he repeatedly rejects predictable acts of narrative order, always seeking to give voice to the endless diversity of a life spent in multiple locations, with several memorable partners, and always gesturing towards acts of self‐conscious writerly revelation. Consumed by memories, Higgins has sought to detail the life of ‘Rory’, as he calls himself in the trilogy. The autobiographies are not simply accompaniments to the fictions, or gestures towards clarification. Instead‚ the trilogy, autobiographical in name, paradoxically convinces one of Higgins’ extraordinary gift of narrative and reminds one of his recurring insistence in the novels that life is already a fiction as one lives it. Aidan Higgins’ death in 2015 concluded a career that spanned more than fifty years‚ and while most of his work has been returned to print by Dalkey Archive Press‚ it remains relatively neglected in Ireland, and certainly in the broader international sphere. There are reasons for this, which I have discussed in other contexts,7 but some factors seems particularly key: Annie Proulx has observed of Higgins that ‘some pair him gingerly with Joyce and Beckett, some accuse him of not having yet written the Total Book, or of untidy endings, of density and melancholy, of abrupt stops and over‐portrayal of frustration and accidie’ (Proulx 2002, T07). She has also suggested that his erudition has tended to alienate readers, claiming that his work is viewed as an ‘incomprehensible codex from an ancient civilization’ (Proulx 2010, 26), and therefore inaccessible to unlearned readers, a point echoed by Derek Mahon‚ who argues that Higgins’s work has a ‘literary’ quality that is unfashionable among contemporary readers‚ who tend to recoil from density of allusion and technically complex writing (Mahon 2010, 77). There’s some merit to these views, no doubt, but I remain convinced that Higgins’ work is more accessible than such observations suggest. John O’Brien, Higgins’s last publisher, recently made a similar observation:


Some people have said that Aidan’s work is too difficult. There is nothing difficult about it whatsoever. It’s a language as rich and precise as one hears in the pubs of Dublin, or that of a Dublin taxi driver. One needs only an ear for the beautiful, and an honest soul. If not yet, one day he will take his place as the direct descendant of Joyce, O’Brien and Beckett.

(John O’Brien 2016, Irish Times)


While book reviewers frequently cannot but acknowledge the extraordinary beauty of his prose, many appear simultaneously puzzled by the abrupt shifts in time and space and the perpetual retreat from linear narrative. In addition, his reputation in Ireland has not been helped by a frequent abandonment of Irish landscapes‚ and it is unsurprising that Langrishe, with its deeply Irish landscapes, remains his best‐known novel in Ireland, although he has penned many books since then. Even Joyce planted his experiments in an Irish setting, and Beckett offered up geographically unspecific locations which allowed the imaginations of his readers to fill them as they saw fit. In a literary critical landscape that has largely championed postcolonial theory and a distinctly socio‐historical turn, Higgins’ fictions and autobiographies seemed like literary ducks in bitter water. Hence‚ they have largely vanished from Irish literary critical studies, which is often where important literature weathers the inevitable transitory fashions of the marketplace.

It is also likely that publishing decisions over the years were unhelpful – the habitual use of European language titles, limited, inaccurate marketing, and the recycling of previously published material in amended form – even with good reason sometimes – all likely had an impact on his reception. The publishing history of the first collection of stories, Felo De Se, clearly illustrates the point: It was initially published in 1960, championed by the publisher John Calder‚ and admired by Beckett. The collection was published in the United States by Grove Press as Killachter Meadow (1960), as Asylum and Other Stories by Calder in 1972, and again returned to print by Dalkey Archive Press in 1996 as part of a collection of Higgins’s short fiction, Flotsam and Jetsam, with some new material added to the story ‘Nightfall on Cape Piscator’ (which was also retitled ‘Flotsam and Jetsam’), while several other stories were also retitled.8 In the process, this unique collection lost some of the specific artistic identity of works like Dubliners, or More Pricks than Kicks, technically innovative collections in whose company I believe Felo De Se belongs. By continually reinventing its title, replanting its roots, and even disguising the stories with new titles, Felo De Se’s identity was diminished.

But Higgins also repeatedly made the aesthetic decision to confound readerly expectations. After the early work‚ he increasingly explored that peculiar hinterland between fiction and autobiography until he could no longer discern much difference between them, except with respect to naming, and even then he re‐named himself ‘Rory of the Hills’ in his autobiographies – yet another real mask! The assumption that he wrote his best book first is fused to the idea that what followed was somehow diffuse, incoherent – but such observations are only valid when measured against essentially conservative aesthetic tastes. Higgins knew this and sought, like the predecessors beside whom he should be properly considered – Joyce and Beckett – to continually expand his narrative‐aesthetic range. He wrote several fictional masterpieces after Langrishe and a trilogy of autobiographies that are themselves extraordinary, innovative achievements. These major works continue to deserve appropriate levels of attention and, in fact, extend the range of our understanding of what Irish literature is. Higgins was a citizen of the world long before our current battalions of émigré writers and his works reflected this in ways that even Joyce’s did not. He repeatedly reminds us of the essentially cosmopolitan DNA that features so heavily in the Irish genetic‐imaginative code and, more importantly perhaps, that the connection between our lives and the way we talk and think of them is an endlessly fascinating, mutable process.
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Notes


	1 I offer more detailed consideration of Higgins’ stories elsewhere, in an essay entitled ‘Aidan Higgins’ Fabulous Fictions: Revisiting Felo De Se’, in C.M. Ryan’s edited collection Writing from the Margins: The Aesthetics of Disruption in the Irish Short Story (2015).

	2 Higgins claimed that Ruttle was partly based on Collins, with an ‘admixture’ of Arland Ussher (Windy Arbours 208).

	3 The 2010 revised version of Balcony of Europe, published by Dalkey Archive Press, includes the Booker claim on its cover blurb, and several of Higgins’ books, post 2000, also include the claim in their author bio‐notes.

	4 This point is discussed at length in my ‘Afterword’ to the revised Balcony of Europe (2010).

	5 Expressed in a letter to the present author on 8 October 2008. Furthermore‚ some of the letters are reprinted in the final volume of Higgins’ autobiography, The Whole Hog, and are identical to the letters in Bornholm Night‐Ferry.

	6 The lines in Helsingor Station & Other Departures read as follows: ‘The other day I was thinking of you. Or, rather, of Nullgrab, that quartered city you love so much. It amounts to the same thing. When I recall Berlin I remember you, or vice‐versa’ (115).

	7 See my Introduction to Aidan Higgins: The Fragility of Form, ed. Neil Murphy, 68–71. Illinois: Dalkey Archive Press, and ‘Aidan Higgins: A Consummate Writer Consumed by Fiction’, in the Irish Times, 11 January 2016.

	8 The collection Flotsam and Jetsam adjusts several of the titles as follows: ‘Flotsam and Jetsam’ was originally entitled ‘Nightfall on Cape Piscator’; ‘In Old Heidelberg’ was originally ‘Tower and Angels’; ‘Berlin After Dark’ was ‘Winter Offensive’; ‘North Sea Holdings’ was ‘Killachter Meadow’; ‘Lebensraum’ and ‘Asylum’ remained as originally titled in Felo De Se, Killachter Meadow, and Asylum and Other Stories.
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Brian Friel

GRAHAM PRICE




When we talk about life […] all we mean is what are the relationships between people and between nations. Now it isn’t sufficient that one orientate one’s life towards a belief and love. One must also live one’s life on the basis of duty and what we call charity, dedication and the sterner sort of virtues (Friel 2000, p. 86).

Brian Friel
 



Friel’s Early Life and Artistic Growth

Any attempt to give an account (albeit a selective one) of the life and work of Brian Friel will inevitably risk incurring the wrath of the spectre of Friel‚ who declared in his 1971 radio broadcast talk, titled ‘Self‐Portrait’, that he disliked the illusion of ‘tidiness’ that a recitation of facts about a person’s life can impose upon that individual’s identity. Friel declared that facts in the context of an autobiography, and presumably in a biography also, ‘can be pure fiction and be no less reliable for that’ (Friel 1999, p. 38). For this reason, my account of Friel’s personal and artistic life shall endeavour to weave the verifiable parts of Friel’s biography into a critical account of his artistic oeuvre and, by so doing, I shall offer some version of the ‘truth’ concerning the existence and legacy of this giant of Irish and world theatre. The portrait that I shall paint will be one in which the life illuminates the art and vice versa.

Friel was born on 9 (or 10) January 1929 in Killyclogher, near Omagh, County Tyrone, in Northern Ireland, to Sean Friel, a native of Derry and a primary school principal, and Mary McLoone, a postmistress, from Glenties, County Donegal. Some of Friel’s childhood memories of the time he spent with his mother and her sisters in Glenties would form the basis for the narrative of his 1990 play Dancing at Lughnasa.

One of the pivotal moments in Friel’s early life, as related by him in ‘Self‐Portrait’, involves an afternoon excursion with his father during a visit to Glenties:


We are walking home from a lake with our fishing rods across our shoulders. It has been raining all day long; it is now late evening; and we are soaked to the skin. But for some reason, perhaps the fishing was good—I don’t remember—my father is in great spirits and is singing a song and I am singing with him. And there we are, the two of us, soaking wet, splashing along a muddy road … But wait. There’s something wrong here. I’m conscious of a dissonance, an unease. What is it? Yes, I know what it is: there is no lake along that muddy road. And since there is no lake my father and I never walked back from it in the rain … The fact is a fiction. Have I imagined the scene then? Or is it a composite of two or three different episodes? The point is—I don’t think it matters. What matters is that for some reason … this vivid memory is there in the storehouse of the mind … For me it is a truth. And because I acknowledge its peculiar veracity, it becomes a layer in my subsoil; ultimately it becomes me

(Friel 1999, p. 39).


This story is also important in terms of what is tells us about Friel’s approach to art: it highlights Friel’s attitude towards the intimate relationship between memory and imagination and between truth and fiction which will become such crucial and persistent themes in Friel’s prose and drama for more than forty years. As Fintan O’Toole asserted in his article on Friel, published in The Irish Times a day after Friel died: ‘Friel’s great originality lay in his treatment of public history like private memory, its truth not lying merely in its mere facts’ (O’Toole 2015, p. 1). It is arguable that ‘Self‐Portrait’, as much as any of Friel’s literary works, marks Friel out as being an heir to such European, American‚ and Irish modernists as Marcel Proust, William Faulkner, and James Joyce. Friel shares with those aforementioned authors an interest in examining the tyrannical and liberating qualities of art and memory. The conclusion that is reached at the end of many of Friel’s plays is often an echo of an observation made by Gwendolen in Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest: ‘[Memory] usually chronicles the things that have never happened and could not possibly have happened’ (Wilde 2003a, p. 400).

In 1939, the Friel family moved to Derry because of Friel’s father’s teaching position at the Long Tower school‚ where Friel also attended as a student. Friel’s secondary education took place at St. Columb’s College Derry. With the intention of becoming a priest, Friel attended St. Patrick’s College, Maynooth‚ as a seminarian from 1945 to 1948. He graduated with a BA but did not become a priest. Nevertheless, Friel’s interest in religion and spirituality would endure throughout his life‚ and many of his literary and dramatic works are deeply engaged in questions concerning the role of religiosity in an increasingly secular Ireland. In his talk ‘Theatre of Hope and Despair’, Friel (invoking Camus) gave an impassioned description of the dramatist’s role in shaping the spiritual life of a nation: ‘Camus said: “At the end of this darkness there will be a light which we have already conceived and for which we must fight in order to bring it to existence. In the middle of the ruins on the other side of nihilism we are preparing a renaissance. But few knew it”. I am convinced that dramatists are among the few’ (Friel 1999, p. 24). Friel saw art (and particularly dramatic art), as possessing the power of rejuvenation which could be visited upon all those who were exposed to it‚ and he wished his work to play a part in that process.

Friel’s own religious beliefs, according to an interview he did with Desmond Rushe, shared the same kind of undecidable quality that can be found in many of his literary and dramatic texts in relation to the lack of any absolute factuality in any narrative or belief: ‘I am not an atheist. I am probably closer to agnosticism. This is a very searching and groping sort of area where one can’t have any sort of scientific certainty. You can’t prove to me that there is an afterlife, and I can’t disprove that there isn’t. So it really is an area of speculation’ (Friel 1999, p. 26). Friel is almost asserting that religion conforms to Wilde’s definition of a fine lie: ‘that which is its own evidence’ (Wilde 2003b, p. 1075) because ‘truths’ of religion exist in the realm of pure faith and no evidence, in favour or against, can be produced to contradict them.

Friel trained as a teacher in St. Joseph’s Training College, Derry‚ and taught in many secondary schools in Derry. The ten years that Friel spent as a teacher are a time in his life about which he has always been quite guarded. It is clear that, like many teachers in that era, Friel was quite willing to beat his students when he felt that the occasion was appropriate. The following is Friel’s assessment of his time as a teacher and of the profession in general: ‘I worked hard at teaching the tricks and the poodle dogs [i.e. the students] became excellent performers. And I regret, too, that I used a strap. Indeed, I regret this most of all. It’s a ghost I have called up many times since but he still won’t be atoned to. I suppose he’s right’ (Friel 1999, p. 41). It is clear from this passage that Friel regarded the job of teaching as being one of delivering mechanical rote learning with the students becoming something akin to Pavlov’s dogs‚ and Friel’s expression of regret at his use of force in the classroom can be regarded being one of the most honest and moving moments in his nonfiction works.

Friel’s first short story was published in the famous literary and cultural magazine The Bell in 1951. Friel married Anne Morrison in 1954‚ and the couple would go on to have four daughters and one son. In 1958, Friel’s first radio play A Sort of Freedom was produced by the BBC Radio Northern Ireland Home Service (16 January). To This Hard House (also a radio play) was broadcast by N.I.B.B.C. on 24 April 1958. Friel’s first staged play, A Doubtful Paradise (originally titled The Francophile), premiered at the Group Theatre Belfast in 1960. This was also the year when Friel decided to give up teaching and devote all his time and energy to writing.



Apprentice Works and Inspirations

Friel’s first major play, The Enemy Within, premiered in Dublin by the Abbey Theatre at the Queen’s on 6 August 1962. In this same year, his first collection of short stories, A Saucer of Larks, was published‚ and he began writing a weekly column for the Irish Press. In 1963, the play The Blind Mice premiered in Dublin at the Eblana Theatre on 19 February. Later that year, Friel was invited by Tyrone Guthrie to spend several months in America watching rehearsals at the new Guthrie Theatre, Minneapolis. This was probably the single most important moment in Friel’s artistic life up to that point because what he learnt from Guthrie in terms of the art of dramaturgy and performance was to have a major impact on Friel’s own dramatic style. In particular, the use of non‐naturalistic styles and settings in Friel’s plays from this moment onward can be attributed to Guthrie’s influence. In Friel’s own words:


I learned a lot about the physical elements of plays, how they’re designed, how they’re built, how they’re landscaped. I learned how actors thought, how they approached a text, their various ways of trying to realise it … but much more important than all these, those months in America gave me a sense of liberation. Remember this was my first parole from inbred, claustrophobic Ireland, and that sense of liberation conferred on me a valuable self‐confidence, and a necessary perspective so that the first play I wrote immediately after I came home – Philadelphia Here I Come! – was a lot more assured than anything that I had attempted before

(Friel 1999, p. 42).


Thus‚ we see that Friel’s time in America with Tyrone Guthrie produced a major change in Friel as a person and as a dramatist. As Maria Szasz has observed: ‘Guthrie’s theatrical guidance would prove as indispensable as W.B. Yeats’s suggestion to John Millington Synge that he explore the land and people of the Aran Islands in his plays. Both of these young playwrights [Friel’s and Synge’s] careers blossomed under the direction of older, more experienced men of the theatre’ (Szasz 2013, p. 12). Guthrie once offered an assessment of Friel’s abilities and significance as playwright: ‘When one says that Brian Friel is a born playwright, what does that mean? It means that meaning is implicit “between the lines of texts”, in silences, in what people are thinking and doing far more than in what they are saying; in the music as much as in the meaning of the phrase’ (qtd. in Bell 1972, p. 103). For Guthrie, Friel’s success as a man of the theatre lies in his works’ power of suggestion, innovative form, and its very modern/modernist ability to penetrate the inner lives of his creations. As a great admirer of Samuel Beckett, Guthrie must have been pleased that Friel’s work used the power of silence in a way that is reminiscent of Beckettian drama.



The Birth of Modern Irish Drama

On 28 September 1964, the first of Friel’s major dramatic works, Philadelphia Here I Come! premiered at the Gaiety Theatre during the Dublin Theatre Festival. The production was handled by the Gate Theatre. This play, with its innovative splitting of the central protagonist, Gar O’Donnell, into two actors (public and private Gar) has been credited by Richard Pine as giving birth to modern Irish drama (Pine 1999, p. 4). Philadelphia was the first of Friel’s plays to be set in the fictional town of Ballybeg (Baile Beag in Irish‚ which literally means ‘small town’), which was to be the central location for 12 of Friel’s dramatic works. Maria Szasz’s summary of what Friel had learned from Tyrone Guthrie is true with particular relation to the text and structure of Philadelphia (it also applicable to The Loves of Cass Maguire (1966)): ‘I propose that Guthrie taught Friel four crucial lessons that he incorporated into his playwriting; an encouragement to critique Ireland, to approach theatre as ritual, to experiment with dramatic form, and to reconsider the Irish‐American immigrant’s experience’ (Szasz 2013, p. 18). Formally and thematically, Philadelphia bears the marks of Guthrie’s influence as outlined by Szasz and was a watershed in the development of Friel as a landmark and influential playwright. The play’s rejection of traditional realism in favour of a version of symbolic and psychological realism, and its blurring of the lines between the past and the present, suggests that Friel was inspired by the American playwright Arthur Miller’s experiments with dramatic form and action, particularly in his drama Death of a Salesman (1948).

Philadelphia ran for nine months on Broadway in 1966. The year 1966 also saw the first production of The Loves of Cass Maguire and the publication of Friel’s second collection of short stories, The Gold in the Sea. Although Friel’s short prose works are sometimes regarded as apprentice pieces for an emerging master of the dramatic art form, it is arguable that those stories share important formal and thematic links with the drama that Friel is better known and appreciated for. As Richard Rankin‐Russell argues:


Despite the manifold attractions of drama that eventually led him to stop writing short stories, Friel never did leave the short story fully behind, as the structure of many of his plays attests […] Indeed, his continuing reversion to what is thought of as ‘the monologue’ (think of the young Michael’s long statements in the 1990 drama Dancing at Lughnasa, for example) is simply a manifestation of his storytelling impulse continuing to exert influence on his dramatic writing. And, of course, the earlier short stories are shot through with dialogue, an element often thought the foremost concern of the dramatist. We might say, then, that if dramatic elements such as long stretches of dialogue crop up repeatedly in the short fiction, giving us a glimpse of the playwright in embryo, so too do the narrative monologues of the short fiction remain persistently lodged in the major plays, giving us the uncanny sense when we read those dramas of the revenant presence of the short‐story writer

(Rankin‐Russell 2012, p. 469).


In addition to the shared usage of the monologue form, the stories and plays that Friel wrote are very often united by their depiction of the nuances of memory bleeding into imagination, the impact of encroaching modernity on the traditions and rituals of Ireland, and the role of art in bridging the gap between the stable past and the frightening changes associated with the modern and postmodern present. The stories of Friel’s that most obviously contain these themes are ‘The Diviner’, ‘The Saucer of Larks’, and ‘Everything Neat and Tidy’.



The ‘Troubles’, Field Day, and Friel’s Wild(e) Side

In 1969, the Friel family moved to live in Muff, County Donegal. The reason for this relocation was partly to do with the outbreak of conflict in Northern Ireland. Friel was made the visiting writer at Magee College in 1970. In 1971, Friel’s savagely anti‐pastoral drama The Gentle Island premiered at the Olympia Theatre (30 November). One noteworthy feature of this play was that it was the first time that an openly gay couple was put on an Irish stage. The Gentle Island had a profound effect on fellow Irish playwright Frank McGuinness‚ who would later direct a production of it at the Peacock Theatre in 1988. McGuinness has written the following appreciation of The Gentle Island and its importance to his career: ‘More than any other play of Brian Friel’s up to 1971, The Gentle Island was the most threatening, the most perplexing, the most far‐sighted of all. Its power lies in revelation, relentless, painful.[…] In The Gentle Island, Friel’s theatre is one of concentration, narrowing immense events within a dramatic logic that leaves nothing to chance’ (McGuinness 2006, p. 26). The Gentle Island combines the savage beauty of Irish rurality that Synge’s works foregrounded, and the deadening effects of the Irish peasant existence that is emphasized in Patrick Kavanagh’s ‘The Great Hunger’.

In late February 1973, The Freedom of the City jointly premiered at Dublin’s Abbey Theatre and London’s Royal Court Theatre. This play was Friel’s response to the tragedy that was Bloody Sunday (30 January 1972), when 14 civil rights marchers were murdered in Derry by British soldiers. Although the drama is not specifically set on that day, the events depicted in The Freedom of the City clearly are meant to be interpreted as a veiled commentary on Bloody Sunday because of the works focus on the wrongful and mistaken murder of four Northern Irish Catholics in the Derry Guildhall. What is significant about this play is that it is the only time in Friel’s dramas that the contemporary politics of Northern Ireland are directly engaged with and commented upon. Another reason why the first production of Freedom of the City is important is that it was the first time Brian Friel met future Field Day co‐founder Stephen Rea, who played Skinner in the Royal Court production of the play.

The years 1975–1982 are possibly the most significant of Friel’s career in terms of artistic activity and production. In 1975, Friel was elected to the Irish Academy of Letters‚ and Volunteers premiered at the Abbey Theatre (March 5). 1977 and 1978 saw the premieres of Chekhov‐inspired plays Living Quarters and Aristocrats, respectively. Both of these works had their opening nights at the Abbey Theatre. In 1979, Friel’s dramatic masterpiece, Faith Healer, was staged on Broadway and then at the Abbey in 1980. This play is regarded by many as one of the greatest Irish plays to be produced in the second half of the twentieth century. Its structure of four contradictory monologues spoken by three characters that are never on the stage at the same time was a radical artistic move on Friel’s part‚ but it facilitated the creation of a theatrical event of truly revolutionary originality.

The climax of Faith Healer offers its audience one of the most harrowing, and also profoundly ethical moments in Friel’s dramatic canon. It centres on Frank Hardy’s description of walking out into a courtyard behind a pub in Ballybeg to meet what is very likely to be his death at the hands of a group of Donegal natives unless he can cure their crippled friend McGarvey:


Frank: And although I knew that nothing would happen, nothing at all, I walked across the yard towards them. And as I walked I became possessed of a strange and trembling intimation: that the whole corporeal world – the cobbles, the trees, the sky, those four malign implements – somehow they had shed their physical reality and had become mere imaginings, and that in all existence there was only myself and the wedding guests. And that intimation in turn gave way to a stronger sense: that even we had ceased to be physical and existed only in spirit, only in the need we had for each other …. And as I moved across that yard towards them and offered myself to them, then for the first time I had a simple and genuine sense of homecoming

(Friel 1996, pp. 375–376).


The image that this description conjures up is of a man who is accepting the need for connection with others (even if violence will be the ultimate result of such encounters) and also a willingness to accept one’s own frailty in the face of otherness. At a time when Friel’s homeland of Northern Ireland was being torn apart, Friel was offering audiences, Irish and otherwise, a fleeting picture of unity even in the face of terrifying difference. It is arguable, even though Faith Healer does not seem to be overly concerned with Irish politics, that its denouement can be interpreted as Friel embracing his role as an ‘Irish artist’ who would try and offer, via his works, glimpses of redemption through communion and coming together; no matter how painful and potentially destructive those unions may prove to be.

Christopher Murray’s examination of Faith Healer’s ending and an early audience’s reaction to it demonstrates the power and importance of this moment in Irish drama: ‘In stepping towards the audience and into a theatrical blackout, Frank Hardy establishes communion with the audience as healer, and vice versa in the two way‐way of the stage […] Frank’s death fructifies in the lives of others. So it was, on that glorious night at the Abbey premiere on 28 August 1980, when the audience sat stunned for a whole minute, it seemed, while registering the catharsis, pleasurable release after terrible, shared uncertainty’ (Murray 2014, p. 92). Thus, we see that Frank is not just communing with imagined others in the world of the play, he is also establishing an intimacy with the viewers of the stage action in a perfect instance of art linking with life. It is appropriate that what Murray has described should have occurred at the Abbey since that theatre was founded with the intention of connecting the realms of public and private, political and artistic. It is fair to say that, in the history of Irish theatre, no play has bettered Faith Healer’s vision of humanity, compassion, and its commitment to the ethical responsibility one has for the lives of others.

Although the Broadway production of Faith Healer which starred James Mason in the title role was a failure, the Abbey production which starred Donal McCann was a triumph. McCann’s performance has been heralded as one of the absolutely transcendent moments in the history of Irish theatre; in part, perhaps, because McCann’s personal life and character closely mirrored those of eponymous faith healer, Frank Hardy. The high regard in which this play has come to be held was perhaps most hyperbolically expressed by Declan Kiberd when he named Faith Healer the best Irish play since Synge’s Playboy of the Western World (Kiberd 1985, p. 106).

In 1980, Friel founded the Field Day Theatre Company with the celebrated Irish actor Stephen Rea. This organization aimed to produce a play every year which would tour around both parts of the island of Ireland. As was the case with the Abbey Theatre more than 70 years before, Field Day hoped to use dramatic art as a means of staging a more inclusive Irish nation and creating an imagined community and unity in the audiences that they drew to their plays. The question of how successful or indeed how measurable the success of Field Day as an artistic project was or ever could be will always be a matter for debate. The aims of this organization were summarized by Field Day director Seamus Deane in a programme note for their production of Friel’s The Communication Cord in 1982:


If a congealed idea of theatre can be broken, then the audience which experiences this break would be the more open to the modifications of other established forms. Almost everything which we believe to be nature or natural is in fact historical; more precisely, is an historical fiction. If Field Day can breed a new fiction of theatre, or of any other area, which is sufficiently successful to be believed in as though it were natural and an outgrowth of the past, then it will have succeeded. At the moment, it is six characters in search of a story that can be believed

(qtd. in Richtarik 2004, p. 194).


When Deane refers to the founders of Field Day as being ‘six characters in search of a story that can be believed’, he is (possibly inadvertently) linking them with the three narrators in Faith Healer who are also trying to tell their stories in a manner that will be believed by their audience. Thus—as I have argued elsewhere (Price 2018, p. 65‐67)—Faith Healer can be interpreted as being a drama in the Field Day mould which encapsulated, and in some cases achieved, many of that organization’s aims and objectives prior to Field Day even being formed.

Seamus Deane’s assessment of Friel as a national artist in the introduction to Friel’s Selected Plays (1984) emphasizes how Friel was the perfect playwright for the Field Day enterprise: ‘No Irish writer since the early days of this century has so sternly and courageously asserted the role of art in the public world without either yielding to that world’s pressures or retreating into art’s narcissistic alternatives. In the balance he has achieved between these forces he has become an exemplary figure’ (Deane 1984, 1996, p. 22). Rather than writing plays that pandered to a particular political dogma, Friel’s texts attempt to actively intervene in the Irish political landscape in a way that is non‐absolutist and transformative rather than partisan and didactic. These aforementioned features of Friel’s writing represent some of the major aims and objectives upon which Field Day was founded.

The inaugural production of the Field Day Company was Brian Friel’s Translations, which premiered at the Derry Guildhall on 23 September 1980. The political significance of the choice of this location would have been lost on no one since the Guildhall is the seat of local government for Derry, associated historically with unionist minority rule and with the London guilds which founded the colonial city of Londonderry during the seventeenth‐century plantation. By choosing the Guildhall as the place for their first ever theatrical production, Friel and Rea were emphatically stating that Field Day was an organization that would seek to put theatrical art in conversation with contemporary Irish politics.

Translations is a play that is perhaps best remembered for its theatrical device of having all the characters speaking English even when most of them are meant to be speaking Irish. Thus, what the play’s audiences hear is often very different from what the people on stage are hearing. This is appropriate for a drama that is about the beginning of the decline of the Irish language because, by not having any of the script in Irish, the play is acknowledging that hardly any of the audience will be fluent in that language and that the process of Irish becoming a dead form of communication had come to fruition by the time Translations was performed in 1980.

Translations concludes with the choric figure of Hugh O’Donnell (Friel’s most used stage surname) coming to the realization of what he regards as the necessary future for Ireland and the Irish language: ‘Hugh: (Indicating Name‐Book) We must learn these new [English] names […] We must learn where we live. We must learn to make them our own. We must make them our new home’ (Friel 1996, p. 444). What is significant about this assertion is Hugh’s insistence that they must make English theirs as opposed to being subsumed into that linguistic contour. Rather than insisting that Irish must make way for English as the main language in Ireland, Hugh foresees a mutual comingling of the two tongues and the creation of a new whole that will be greater than the two individual parts in isolation. When Translations was first performed, this linguistic hybrid had, of course, already been achieved in the form of the Hiberno‐English dialect that had been employed as a literary register at the time of the Irish Revival through the works of authors such as Synge. Through the historic setting of Translations, then, Friel was able to create a productive and enlightening dialogue between Ireland past and present.

In 1982, Friel moved to Greencastle, County Donegal‚ and was elected to Aosdána, the Academy of Irish Artists. Friel’s second original Field Day play, The Communication Cord, premiered in Derry on 21 September 1982 and toured the island of Ireland. In 1987, Friel was appointed by Charles J. Haughey to the Irish Senate, a position that Friel held until 1989. Friel the artist was now enabled to take an active role in public affairs.

In 1988, Friel staged his third original play for Field Day, Making History, a drama which examines not so much the life of Hugh O’Neill as the process of writing the history of his life and the fictionalizations and falsifications that inevitably occur when one embarks on the chronicling of someone’s existence. The production note that Friel added to this play is instructive in terms of considering Friel’s intentions in writing this drama: It is a quote from Oscar Wilde’s essay ‘The Critic as Artist’: ‘To give an accurate description of what has never happened is not merely the proper occupation of the historian, but the inalienable privilege of any man of arts and culture’ (Friel 1999, p. 135). By invoking Wilde in this way, Friel is informing those who see Making History that it is a play that has at its core the idea that there is always a link between life and art and between history and fiction. One could argue that the majority of Friel’s dramatic work from the late 1970s onwards could be encapsulated by referring to another passage from Wilde’s ‘Critic as Artist’:


It is very much more difficult to talk about a thing than to do it. In the sphere of actual life that is of course obvious. Anybody can make history. Only a great man can write it. There is no mode of action, no form of emotion that we do not share with the lower animals. It is only by language that we rise above them, or above each other – by language, which is the parent, and not the child, of thought … [Action] is the last resource of those who do not know how to dream

(Wilde 2003c, p. 1121).


Friel’s theatre seeks to take Wilde’s theory concerning the political and transformative qualities of art into the realm of practical application by creating dramas that are partly concerned with the way that stylized language and form can give shape and structure to the chaotic and haphazard world of reality. Equally, however, Friel’s art does not ever wish to deny the void or the chance nature of existence. Like Beckett, Friel endeavours to ennoble and celebrate this chaos via his preferred medium of theatre.

It is conceivable that Friel’s attraction to the work and ideas of Oscar Wilde may have stemmed from Wilde’s consistent privileging, in his life and work, of undecidability and fluidity when it came to questions of identity and subjectivity (both private and public) as opposed to fixity and stasis‚ which Friel regarded, rightly or wrongly, as being championed by more recent Irish writers. As Friel has asserted:


The generation of Irish writers immediately before mine never allowed this burden [of national and racial definition] to weigh them down. They learned to speak Irish, took their genetic purity for granted, and soldiered on. For us today the situation is more complex. We are more concerned with defining our Irishness than with pursuing it. We want to know what the word ‘native’ means, what the word ‘foreign’ means. We want to know if the words have any meaning at all. And present considerations like these help erode old certainties and help clear the building site

(Friel 1999, p. 45).


This declaration by Friel can also be regarded as his embracing of the postmodern condition of uncertainty and the willingness to question any supposedly ‘natural’ or ‘stable’ notions of reality or selfhood. Thus, it can also be argued – as I have done at length (Price 2018, pp. 37–70) – that Friel’s postmodern mind is what connects him with certain aspects of Wildean thought.



Internationalizing Irish Drama

In 1990, what Anthony Roche has called ‘the internationalisation of Irish drama’ (Roche 2004, p. 128) occurred with the phenomenal success of Friel’s Dancing at Lughnasa. The play premiered at the Abbey Theatre on 24 April 1990 and marked the partial breaking of Friel’s association with Field Day. Lughnasa then transferred to the Royal National Theatre, London‚ and eventually won the Olivier Award for Play of the Year, Evening Standard Drama Award‚ and a Writers’ Guild Award. The play would go on to run for a year at the Plymouth Theatre New York and win the Tony Award for Best Drama in 1992. In 1998, Frank McGuinness continued his acknowledgement of the importance that Friel held for him by writing the script for a film version of Dancing at Lughnasa which starred Meryl Streep in the main role of the eldest sister Kate.

In Dancing at Lughnasa, Brian Friel created a vision of 1930s Ireland that was on one level, (thanks to the original production’s beautiful field of wheat design by Joe Vanek) deeply idyllic and nostalgic, and on the other, through the power of the theatrical language, deeply disquieting. The international appeal of the play can be partly attributed to the fact that the physical recreation of an old‐Ireland pastoral idyll would certainly have appealed to exiting stereotypes and perceptions about how Ireland was and, perhaps, how it should have remained.

Through the mind’s eye of young Michael, who functions as both narrator and interpreter of the physical action onstage, we witness the gradual disintegration of a family and also of a way of life. The play is also the most autobiographical work that Friel ever attempted because his childhood in Donegal with his aunts is partially recreated in Lughnasa‚ and the fate of two of the women at the end of the drama reflects what happened to two of Friel’s own aunts; something that Friel willingly told his good friend and fellow playwright, Thomas Kilroy.

Kilroy’s reaction to the finished play, after having being told the story that inspired it, is typical of an artist’s response to seeing life being moulded into art:


What I couldn't get out of my head was that moment in some hostel or home for the destitute when he stood before the surviving aunt and heard the details of their suffering. I had expected this incident to be a central event in the finished play when, in fact, it occupies a few, potent sentences. It was a lesson in how reality has to be moved about until it offers the one perspective which allows the imagination to transform it into something else

(Kilroy 1999, p. 88).


For Kilroy, Dancing at Lughnasa is the perfect example of how the mind and the imagination can take traumatic events from reality and use them as inspirations for art. By so doing, the artist can achieve, for himself at least, a sense of calm and an overcoming of grief and trauma.

The conclusion of Dancing at Lughnasa has Michael talking about his abiding memory of the final summer he spent with all of his aunts and of the abiding image that he retains from that time, which is of dancing: ‘Dancing as if language had surrendered to movement — as if this ritual, this wordless ceremony, was now the way to speak, to whisper private and sacred things, to be in touch with some otherness […] Dancing as if language no longer existed because words were no longer necessary’ (Friel 1999, pp. 107–108). This piece of monologue is interesting because it contains three words that are extremely important in the context of Friel’s theatrical works: ‘language’, ‘ritual’, and ‘otherness’. Friel’s plays consistently pose questions relating to language’s relationship with physical reality, the importance of ritual in an increasingly secular and atheistic world, and the equal importance and necessity of engaging with that which we regard as being ‘other’ to ourselves.

In 1994, Friel officially resigned from the Field Day board of directors. In this same year, Molly Sweeney premiered at the Gate Theatre on the 9 August. This play saw Friel returning to the theme of the power of language and narration that had been so successfully engaged with in works such as Faith Healer and Translations. Molly Sweeney also saw the return of the monologue drama to Friel’s oeuvre. Friel had not used this theatrical device since Faith Healer, although, unlike in that play, Molly Sweeney does not force its viewers to make decisions about the reliability of the three different narrators because they are all telling roughly the same story. Like the two tramps in Synge’s Well of the Saints, Molly Sweeney is a character who lives in the dark world of blindness until she is cured and thrust into the realm of seeing, only to find that she was happier in the imagined world of the sightless. Molly is one of the most tragic characters that Friel ever put on stage because she is eventually stranded in a twilight world between the real and the imagined, in which she cannot properly orient herself. Many of Friel’s creations are faced with the problem of negotiating fantasy and physical reality‚ but most of those characters find some way of negotiating those spheres of existence. In the case of Molly, however, she never finds a place in either world that she can call her home. Thus, unlike Faith Healer, Molly Sweeney ends on a note of exile as opposed to homecoming.

After a gap of three years, Friel produced another original play in 1997, Give Me Your Answer Do! Set in the by now familiar terrain Ballybeg, Give Me Your Answer Do! can be regarded as offering a broad encapsulation and summation of the preoccupations of Friel’s drama for the previous 30 years. The figure of the troubled and conflicted artist is present in the form of Tom Connolly‚ whose monologues to his mentally unwell daughter open and close the play. The unreliability of language and storytelling is a major focus of the drama and the fear of the loss of tradition in a country moving headlong towards an ever more totalizingly secular modernity is an important theme to be extrapolated from the plot of the work. I would also argue that Give Me Your Answer Do! is probably the last truly great, original work to be written by Brian Friel.



The Later Years

Friel’s 70th birthday was marked by several events around Ireland. Chief among them was the Friel Festival in Dublin‚ during which several of his plays were staged at the Abbey, the Peacock, and the Gate. The renowned journal of Irish literary and cultural studies, Irish University Review, published a special issue on Friel to mark the occasion which included essays from leading Friel scholars such as Richard Pine, Nicholas Grene, Anthony Roche‚ and Christopher Murray. Murray also edited the volume Brian Friel: Essays, Diaries and Interviews in 1999. These two collections further testify to the importance that Friel held in the artistic and cultural life of Ireland for almost the entirety of the second half of the twentieth century. A major event in Irish academia took place in 2001 when the National Library of Ireland acquired the Friel Archive‚ and its contents have proved invaluable for scholars wishing to write original insights on Friel’s life and work. The first book‐length study of Friel to draw upon this archival material was Anthony Roche’s Brian Friel: Theatre and Politics (2011).

The last original play to be written by Friel was The Home Place, which premiered at Dublin’s Gate Theatre on 1 February 2005 before transferring to the Comedy Theatre in London in August of that year. In 2006, Brian Friel was elected to the position of Saoi (Wise One) of Aosdána, which is the highest honour that organization can bestow. Brian Friel died in October 2015 and is buried in Gweedore, County Donegal. Anthony Roche provided the following assessment of Brian Friel’s place in the history of Irish drama: ‘Excepting Beckett (who remains a special case), Brian Friel is the most important Irish playwright in terms of both dramatic achievement and cultural importance to have emerged since the Abbey Theatre’s heyday’ (Roche 2006, p. 1). Friel is without a doubt the most important Irish dramatist to have come out of Ireland since Beckett. His plays have been enormously successful both in his native country and abroad‚ and he ushered in a second renaissance in Irish theatre with the staging of Philadelphia Here I Come! in 1964. His dramatic and prose works emerged from an Ireland that was struggling to come to terms with the impact of change and modernity upon a resolutely traditional nation. The texts of Brian Friel not only mirror a society at a spiritual and cultural crossroads, they also impact upon that world’s sense of self and they endeavour to point the way towards avenues of renewal for the Irish people.
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Alan Bennett

JOSEPH H. O’MEALY



From his quiet start in the early 1960s as one of the original cast members of Beyond the Fringe, the landmark satirical revue, Alan Bennett has become, five decades on, one of the most popular English writers of his time. He is the author of nearly thirty television plays, more than a dozen stage plays, and three best‐selling volumes of memoirs, which include his diary entries for the last thirty‐five years. At every point in his wide‐ranging career‚ he has demonstrated his signature ability to tread the line between what he calls ‘the edge of tragedy and the edge of comedy’ (Wu, Making 90), driven by a verbal wit that can be ironic, aphoristic, and satirically pointed. Bennett’s work in various other media, including television documentaries, short fiction, screenplays, and audio books, as well as his considerable public celebrity, has sometimes resulted in a general undervaluing of his artistry, especially among academic critics. Yet Alan Bennett’s dramatic work, born in revue and sketch comedy, has grown to encompass psychologically searching monodramas, biographical investigations of the lives of the famous and infamous, and complex interrogations of the condition of England and the nature of Englishness.

His self‐deprecating wit and shy demeanour, his Northern accent, and his unprepossessing appearance have led many to develop an affectionate familiarity with him: ‘our Alan’. His humane understanding of his characters, regardless of their stations or their failings, has also led some to assume that he is merely a cosy and sentimental writer, his humour no more than ‘tweeness’ (Keeping On 74). Indeed, sometimes even he embraces this view of his essential harmlessness: ‘I am in the pigeon‐hole marked “no threat” and did I stab Judi Dench with a pitchfork I should still be a teddy bear’ (Keeping On 131). Nicholas Hytner, who has directed eight of Bennett’s plays, has seen the more complex, even subversive, side of Bennett, especially his fondness for characters who go against the grain of the kind of understated Englishness he seems to embody in manner and dress: ‘I’ve worked often enough with Alan to share his relish for the kind of single‐minded oddball who disrupts the complacent certainties of the English. Mad King George at Windsor, shambolic Hector performing his vaudeville turns for the History Boys in their Sheffield grammar school, W.H. Auden offering blow jobs to visitors in his Oxford rooms, Toad of Toad Hall careering around in fast cars and causing grief to his steadfast riverbank friends … all turn their environments upside down by refusing to play by the rules’ (Hytner xiii).

Bennett’s characteristic ambivalence about his subjects drives much of his creative process and helps to explain his approach to some of the complex social, political, and personal issues he addresses in his best work. As he has said, ‘I write plays because I’m in two minds about something and can’t explain what it is that bothers me, so the way to set my mind at rest is to try and write the play’ (Wu, Six 7). In his television play, An Englishman Abroad, about the traitor Guy Burgess, exiled in Moscow, but desirous of a new Savile Row suit; in the contest between Hector and Irwin over their divergent views on the purpose and methods of education in The History Boys; and, more personally, in his own divided view of the ethical obligations of a writer towards his subject in the various versions of The Lady in the Van, we see Bennett presenting his ambivalence ‘in a voice that is accessible to a wide audience and through a public persona that manages to combine the sharpness of an Oxford wit and the familiarity of a favourite teacher’ (McKechnie 194).

Early in his career‚ Bennett was particularly prickly about discussing his personal life with journalists. The intrusive liberties the British tabloids often take with the lives of public, and sometimes private, figures led him to shun most interviews. Originally he blamed the influence of Rupert Murdoch, and then decided that he could ‘make no distinction between the reporters from the Daily Mail or journalists from the Guardian: they are more like each other than they are ordinary human beings’ (Complete Talking Heads 123). Yet one of the recurring subjects of his plays has been his exploration of the lives of other people, some of whom are public figures like the British royal family or the Cambridge spies; others, literary giants like Proust and Kafka. Less a paradox than another example of Bennett’s ‘two minds’ about questions that vex him, these plays have clarified Bennett’s thinking about disclosure and concealment. When he began to relax his embargo on talking about what he once deemed private matters, Bennett made it clear that rather than read about himself in the tabloids‚ he would prefer to do the telling: ‘If there are any tales to be told, then I want to tell them, and tell them unmediated’ by journalists (Telling Tales 9). Beginning in 1994 with his first collection of memoirs and essays, Writing Home, and even more candidly in the second collection, Untold Stories (2004), Bennett has written about the kinds of secrets that he once held very close, most notably his grandfather’s suicide, his mother’s mental illness, and his own conflicted sexuality. A third collection, Keeping On Keeping On (2016), continues that autobiographical stream.

Bennett was born in 1934 in Leeds, Yorkshire. His father, Walter, was a butcher and his mother, Lilian, a housewife. While Leeds is only two hundred miles from London, for Bennett it has represented not just a place geographically distant from the capital, but a cultural backwater as well. ‘Brought up in the provinces in the forties and fifties’, Bennett remembers, ‘one learned the valuable lesson that life is generally something that happens elsewhere’ (Complete Talking Heads 39). Bennett seemed to feel from his early youth that if he wanted to be a writer, there was no material for him to mine in his surroundings: ‘Though my childhood was, I suppose, happy, I do not see it bathed in the golden light or tinted that dusty sepia (with trumpet obbligato) in which such epics are shot. I see it as dull now as I saw it as dull then; safe, too, and above all ordinary. Which if pressed to locate themselves on the social scale, my parents would say they were: not working class, certainly not middle, but ordinary’ (Telling Tales 10). While his parents appeared to be content to view themselves as ‘ordinary’, their son set his sights higher. Due to a prolonged period of piety in adolescence, he at first imagined a safe and genteel life as a clergyman, and later, thanks to his success as a ‘history boy’ at Exeter College, Oxford, a life as an academic historian. Both eventually gave way to his realization that he had a talent to amuse and an attraction to performing. His college reputation as a comic sketch writer led to his being recruited to join Dudley Moore, a fellow Oxonian, and Peter Cook and Jonathan Miller from Cambridge in a satirical revue to premiere at the 1960 Edinburgh Festival. Championed by the critics Kenneth Tynan and Irving Wardle, Beyond the Fringe moved to the West End in 1961 and then to Broadway in 1962. After three years of performing in Beyond the Fringe in London and New York, after the rigour and tedium of such a long‐running show, Bennett decided to return to Oxford as a tutor in medieval history, researching the fourteenth century and the reign of Richard II. But a few years of tutorials and High Table meals made him realize that an academic life was little improvement over the provincialism of his life in Leeds, so he resolved to strike out on his own as a writer in London.

Bennett’s first three plays for the West End stage, three displays of wildly divergent style and theme, were received with a mixture of applause and bemusement. He had some early success with Forty Years On (1968), not the least of which was getting John Gielgud to play the headmaster while Bennett played the second lead. Set in an English public school, with its play‐within‐a‐play structure, and its comic set pieces parodying English life between the two wars, Forty Years On was more akin to a revue than a conventionally structured play. Looking back twenty years later, Bennett admitted that he’d had a struggle ‘finding the play a shape. …To begin with, most of the parodies in the play I’d written separately and stockpiled, hoping vaguely to put together a kind of literary revue. When I began to think in more narrative terms these parodies proved a stumbling‐block’ (Forty Years On 8). His second play was Getting On (1971), a more naturalistic drama. The main character is a Labour MP who drives most of the action with his misanthropic anger at the deeply inauthentic nature of contemporary life and politics. It inexplicably won the Evening Standard award for Best New Comedy. On receiving the award, Bennett remarked, ‘It was like entering a marrow for the show and being given the cucumber prize’ (Forty Years On 17). A third early play, Habeas Corpus (1973), was conceived as an attempt to ‘write a farce without the paraphernalia of farce, hiding places, multiple exits and umpteen doors’ (17). Its humour is broad, rude, and relentlessly sexual. Bennett is not here thinking of habeas corpus as a cornerstone of legal practice, however; instead he’s using the Latin tag literally: you shall have the body. Like it or not, we need the body, with its glories and grotesqueries, failings and limitations. Lust and love are very hard to distinguish, and in the long run, the difference matters little. In his final speech, the main character, Wicksteed, offers this ambivalent endorsement of another Latin tag, carpe diem: ‘Dying you’ll grieve for what you didn’t do./The young are not the innocent, the old are not the wise,/Unless you’ve proved it for yourselves,/ Morality is lies./So this is my prescription: grab any chance you get/Because if you take it or you leave it,/You end up with regret’ (257). Despite Bennett’s own fondness for this play (‘a favourite of mine’ 18), the lukewarm review of Habeas in the Times captured the general sense that Bennett had not yet found the ‘kind of play that would sustain his wry, oblique talent’ (Wardle).

About this same time, in the early 1970s, Bennett began writing a series of short plays for television about life among ordinary men and women in the North of England, mostly Yorkshire. A total of sixteen were broadcast between 1972 and 1982, many directed by well‐known screen and stage directors like Stephen Frears, Lindsay Anderson, John Schlesinger, and Richard Eyre. Bennett thus returned to his native roots to explore his ‘northern voice’, which some speculate he regards as ‘the inner voice he hears most directly’ (McKechnie 65), and to cultivate his own particular patch of England, now called ‘Alan Bennett territory’ (Turner ix). The characters in these television plays are familiar types from Bennett’s own Leeds upbringing – lower‐middle or working‐class people. Most of them are Northern women, whom Bennett sees as almost ‘another species. … Hopes are doomed to be dashed, expectations not to be realised because that’s the way God, who certainly speaks with a Southern accent, has arranged things’ (Office Suite 2). While Bennett’s observational gifts and unerring ear for the small talk of these Northerners can sometimes be used for purely comic purposes, as in his satire of bureaucratic lassitude, Green Forms (1978), most of these plays, like Sunset Across the Bay (1975) or Say Something Happened (1982), offer a poignant view of isolated, marginalized figures trapped in a socially and psychologically stunted performance of identity. A Woman of No Importance (1982), Bennett’s first attempt at a dramatic monologue, explores this kind of marginalized figure. With her unshakeable belief that she is an essential player in her circle of business and gossip, a view that the title of the piece belies, Peggy Schofield epitomizes a ‘world of small snobberies and shames and social awkwardness’ (Turner 5).

Bennett wrote two full‐length works about Northern life during this period, his sardonic fourth play, Enjoy (1980), and his first screenplay, the comic A Private Function (1984).

Enjoy places Mam and Dad, two of his typical Northern couples from his television plays, on the stage as the last inhabitants of a row of soon to be demolished ‘back to back’ houses in Leeds. This naturalistic beginning soon veers off course into something more expressionistic and absurdist when Ms. Craig, sent by the local Council to study ‘traditional communities’ enters and stays, watching them as if they were anthropological subjects. Ms. Craig, who happens to be their son Kenneth in drag, is there to determine if Mam and Dad are typical enough to be suitable candidates for a heritage museum that will house them and their working class habitat. They will be examples of what one bureaucrat calls ‘a way of life on its last legs,’ as worth preserving as the last remnants of tribes in the Amazon rainforest (Forty Years 322). Bennett’s satirical elevation of the least admirable aspects of impoverished working class life to the status heretofore reserved for the stately homes of the gentry prefigures his long‐term concern with the relegation of all England itself to a heritage museum, a theme he engages again in his late play, People (2012).

Considerably lighter and more farcical than Enjoy, A Private Function puts a sociological face on the more philosophical propositions of Habeas Corpus. As a small Yorkshire town prepares to celebrate the impending marriage of Princess Elizabeth and Phillip Mountbatten during the rationing year of 1947, a few of the town’s leading citizens have raised a black market pig for a dinner party that will include only the upper echelons of this town. This ‘private function’ is threatened when, Joyce Chilvers (Maggie Smith), the uninvited wife of the local chiropodist (Michael Palin), forces her husband to kidnap the pig and then blackmail the organizers of the dinner into giving them an invitation to the dinner. Joyce’s social climbing and her hunger for status and power demonstrate the ubiquity of the animal appetite for status, power, and sex underlying the veneer of English bourgeois gentility. Her determination to rise also serves as a reminder of the persistence in England of class, class privilege, and social distinctions, even in the face of the socialist ideals of the postwar Labour government.

Undoubtedly, Bennett’s greatest and most memorable look at Northern lives comes in his two series of six Talking Heads monologues, which, in addition to being ‘ranked amongst British television’s greatest achievements’ (quoted McKechnie 1) helped to turn Bennett into ‘a brand’ (McKechnie 162). The first series of six was broadcast in 1988, the second series a decade later. Each of the twelve monologues follows the same simple pattern. A character sits and speaks to an unseen camera for approximately forty‐five minutes. The passage of time is marked by blackouts, and while there is usually a shift in scene or costume, the changes are slight, with the focus always on the face of the actor. Subtle changes in expression or the movement of the head or the eyes often reveals the deeper levels of meaning behind the fluent speech. The question of whom the character is speaking to is never really an issue. The television audience is the only reasonable answer, and the viewer at home soon accepts being thus addressed.

In the first series‚ Bennett emphasized the naïve ordinariness of these speakers: ‘These narrators are artless. They don’t quite know what they are saying and are telling a story to the meaning of which they are not privy’ (CTH 32). The elements of performance, concealment, and self‐deception, whether deliberate or unwitting, allow the viewer to discover an ironic subtext beneath the surface narrative. Graham the bachelor, in A Chip in the Sugar, clings to his relationship with his mother as a way to avoid facing his homosexuality; Susan, a vicar’s wife, in Bed Among the Lentils, mocks her husband and his congregation for their hypocrisy while disguising her own alcoholism; Muriel, the new widow, in Soldiering On, puts on a brave face, not willing to blame her son for her financial ruin or her late husband for his sexual interference with their young daughter. And so on. All these narrators are unreliable and want us to believe their version of reality, either to justify their decisions, their ways of coping, or merely to have their voices heard in the vast emptiness of their aloneness, their social alienation.

Bennett has said that the second series of six monologues, Talking Heads 2, was more difficult to write than the first, and that when they were finished he kept them in a drawer for another year ‘as I felt they were too gloomy to visit on the public’ (CTH 120). Gloomy may be too mild a term. Some of these monologists might have felt at home in the first series: like Violet in Waiting for the Telegram; or Miss Fozzard with her delicate ‘skirting around’ the implications of her arrangements with a foot fetishist, in Miss Fozzard Finds Her Feet; or even Celia in The Hand of God, who is merely unpleasantly snobbish and gets her comeuppance. But three of the monologues go deeper and darker. In Playing Sandwiches, we are asked to empathize with a paedophile, in The Outside Dog to imagine marriage to a serial killer, and in Nights in the Gardens of Spain to contemplate a woman whose husband regularly takes part in the ritual sexual assault of a neighbour. A critic for the Guardian remarked that Julie Walters, who plays the wife of the Yorkshire Ripper in The Outside Dog, ‘looked as if she was being hauled through Hell by her hair. … These monologues are getting bleaker by the week … Alan, lad, whatever’s up?’ (Banks‐Smith).

Whatever’s up is that the performances these narrators ask us to accept in Talking Heads 2 are not merely ironic, nor are their situations merely sad or poignant. Bennett makes the audience fear for those most vulnerable, whether through Wilfred’s howl of despair as he’s abandoned to his fate in prison or the look on Marjory’s face, or Rosemary’s, when they finally realize the truth of their situations married to brutes. The confused familiarity of that question (‘Alan, lad, whatever’s up?’) marks a dawning awareness, not just among television critics, but also among Bennett’s audience, that the edge of tragedy has become sharper than the edge of comedy. By the time Bennett has finished with his twelve monologists, their geographical situation as residents of Yorkshire is less germane than their status as ‘lost souls who seem to emblemize an unhappy England that cannot diagnose, let alone cure, its ills’ (quoted Games 245).

Unlike the Talking Heads series, Bennett’s 1983 television play, An Englishman Abroad, which looks at the notorious traitor Guy Burgess, is a largely comic examination of the performance of Englishness. His sympathetic view of Burgess, who had fled to the Soviet Union in 1951 just ahead of the British spy catchers, and who was still reviled for his treason by large segments of the populace, is typical of Bennett’s willingness to consider contrarian positions. The inspiration for the play began in an anecdote told to him by the Australian actress Coral Browne, who said she had encountered Burgess in 1958 during her cultural tour of the USSR with the Shakespeare Memorial Company. Burgess, with his down‐at‐heel raffish charm, had persuaded her to order him a new suit of clothes, along with the full complement of underwear, pyjamas, and socks, from his English tailor in London, because Moscow, despite its superior ‘system’, could not provide the familiar costume of the English gentleman. Burgess, once a member of the English upper class, was the product of public schools and Cambridge, and was trusted with posts in the highest ranks of the Foreign Office, despite his espousal of Bolshevik views and his reputation as a homosexual and an alcoholic. Burgess explains to Coral Browne how his conforming to the performative aspects of the English gentleman made his politics merely eccentric: ‘I was a performer. … But I never pretended. If I wore a mask it was to be exactly what I seemed. … Nobody minded. ‘It’s only Guy’ … Quite safe. If you don’t wish to conform in one thing, you should conform in all the others. And in all the important things I did conform. “How can he be a spy? He goes to my tailor”’ (Plays 2 291).

Bennett would return to the Cambridge spies a few years later when he wrote A Question of Attribution, which imagines an unexpected encounter between Sir Anthony Blunt, Keeper of the Queen’s Pictures and a one‐time Soviet spy, and HMQ, Bennett’s shorthand for Queen Elizabeth II. The play turns on a series of enigmatic conversations between the queen and Blunt about forgeries and misattributions among her art collection, the unspoken implication being that she is signalling her knowledge of his own misattribution as a loyal subject. A Question of Attribution was paired with a stage version of An Englishman Abroad in 1988 for a double bill entitled Single Spies, the first of Bennett’s seven plays for the National Theatre.

Beginning in the mid‐1980s‚ Bennett also wrote other biographical plays, this time about well‐known literary figures. The director Richard Eyre sees a thematic connection between Bennett’s plays about spies and his choice of writers as subjects: ‘Alan’s fascinated by the idea of spying: the idea of being outside a society and at the same time within it. There’s the sense that as a writer he’s a spy on his own world: it’s certainly one of the characteristics throughout his work’. When presented with the putative connection between the spy and the writer, Bennett has indicated that he is more interested in the idea of exile than in espionage itself, and that he was thinking, for example, of W.H. Auden when he created Hilary in The Old Country (1977), his fictional, and first, look at an English spy who cannot shake his Englishness (Writing Home, 209). Bennett’s late play, The Habit of Art (2009), considers Auden’s exile again, during the final years of his life; after being appointed Professor of Poetry at Oxford, he is now back home in England, but still not home. More important than a shared sense of trespass, however, is the idea that artists, like spies, take up a position outside the culture in which they reside. They are metaphoric rather than literal exiles. In the lives of Franz Kafka (The Insurance Man and Kafka’s Dick, both 1986), Joe Orton (Prick Up Your Ears, 1987), and Marcel Proust (102 Boulevard Haussmann, 1991), and in his own experiences as the author of The Lady in the Van (1989/1999/2015), Bennett has found subjects that allow him to explore aspects of the artist’s experiences unknown to the general public, and to ask at the same time questions about the ethics of literary biography and even the ethics and value of the writer’s life.

Bennett’s two plays about Kafka, one for the stage and the other for television, take Kafka up at two very different points in his life. In The Insurance Man, he is young, bourgeois, and confident, working as an insurance adjuster in Prague in 1910. Bennett’s dark and troubling ironies, visually supported by Richard Eyre’s production of expressionistic light and shadow, mark this work as one of Bennett’s most impressive achievements in television drama. Not Kafka, but another young man, Franz, is in fact the main character. Franz comes to the insurance office seeking compensation for the disfiguring skin condition he has developed working in a dye factory. Even though a co‐worker is being sarcastic, Kafka seems sympathetic to her observation that ‘people will be wanting compensation for being alive next’ (Plays 2 188). Nevertheless, he warns Franz, ‘You are asking for a justice that doesn’t exist in the world’ (186). Instead of justice Kafka offers the young man a new job, a position in his brother‐in‐law’s asbestos factory, where his skin condition soon clears up, but where he will of course one day succumb to lung disease.

Kafka’s Dick, with its rude title and farcical premise, presents a comic and nervous Kafka, concerned with issues that Bennett himself was wrestling with at that time, in particular the conflicting costs and rewards of literary fame. Bennett exploits the comic possibilities of Kafka’s coming back from the dead to learn that Max Brod has not honoured his deathbed request to burn all his unpublished writings, which include The Trial, The Castle, and Amerika. Kafka finds himself ‘in two minds’ about Brod’s betrayal, both eager for the posthumous admiration of literary society yet disturbed by the liberties that critics and biographers have taken with the details of his life, especially his relationship with his father, and even (reputedly) the size of his penis. Bennett minces no words about his disdain for this kind of intrusion, having Brod describe biographers as ‘academic blow flies who make a living buzzing round the faeces of the famous’ (Plays 2 41). The pleasure the English seem to get from salacious details and gossip (‘In England … gossip is the acceptable face of intellect’, 111–112) explains only part of Bennett’s distaste. For him the reader of biographies has an investment in a kind of Schadenfreude, the ‘myth of the artist’s life’, knowing that the artist will have to pay at some point for his talent, for daring to be different from the ordinary run of humanity. Despite their fame or success, ultimately ‘he plunges from a bridge and she hits the bottle. Both of them paid. That is the myth. Art is not a gift, it is a transaction, and somewhere an account has to be settled’ (112).

Perhaps no artist has paid a more spectacular price for his short allotment of fame than the playwright, Joe Orton, who was beaten to death by his lover, Kenneth Halliwell. Bennett had been approached in 1978 by John Lahr to write a screenplay based on Lahr’s biography of Orton, Prick Up Your Ears. Orton’s rebellious personality seems to have been the direct opposite of Bennett’s more conservative persona, although Bennett has expressed admiration for Orton’s plays, and the two men did share a common background. Orton too came from the North, though from Leicester, not Leeds, and was more decidedly working class, but both he and Bennett had left the provinces at roughly the same time to find early fame on the London stage. Bennett spent nearly a decade struggling to find the right approach to the story of Orton‘s life and early death. Only when he decided to frame it as the story of a first marriage gone bad was he able to complete the screenplay in 1987. Despite some questionable equivalences between homosexual and heterosexual partnerships in the 1960s, Prick Up Your Ears is a generally frank and insightful look into the tensions between a talented artist and an untalented dilettante, who, like the biographers in Kafka’s Dick, has to destroy the artist to create his own fame.

Bennett’s writing about Kafka led to a desire to write about Proust. And the link he discerns between the two is ‘how life and art don’t always measure up’ (A Private Function x). One of the ways Bennett explores this disjuncture between life and art is to show that the biographical facts about great artists often do not coincide with the images we have created of them through their works. Based on the evidence of A la recherche du temps perdu, a more sensitive register of his surroundings than Marcel Proust would be hard to imagine. As Bennett depicts him in the television drama, 102 Boulevard Haussmann (1991), however, Proust is not above exploiting his reputation as a genius to bend everyone around him to his bidding. Bennett’s depiction of Proust is based on a true event during WWI when Proust was living and writing in his cork‐lined room. We see not only the devotion of his maid, Celeste Albaret, who has adjusted her life to Proust’s rhythms and requirements; we also see how he could commandeer a string quartet out of their beds in the middle of the night to play Franck’s Quartet in D and Faureˊ’s Quartet in G Minor for him in his bedroom. Proust is not a monster, but then he doesn’t have to be in order for his will to prevail. He is, in truth, gentle and kind, but as a writer whose life has been given over to finishing his great work, he is ruthlessly in charge of his world. In this case, it’s not the artist who pays, but those who serve him.

In The Lady in the Van, Bennett has written his own self‐portrait of the artist, deeply self‐conscious of the ethical tensions between a writer and his material. The Lady in the Van began life as a prose piece in the London Review of Books in 1989, becoming a stage play in 1999, and finally a movie in 2015. The oddness of this true story – Bennett invited a homeless woman to park her van in his front yard for a few months; she stayed in the van and in his yard for fifteen years until her death – explains at least part of its appeal and thus its reincarnations in various media. An equally important aspect of the story, if not quite so compelling to a popular audience, is the autobiographical glimpse into the writer’s workings, and the manner in which Bennett has dramatized his being once again ‘in two minds’ about his motives for rescuing Miss Shepherd from a dangerous life on the streets. He has chosen to represent his bifurcated mind with two Alan Bennetts, on stage with two different actors and on screen with one actor doubling the parts. One Alan Bennett represents the writer who immediately sees in Miss Shepherd’s eccentric behaviour and mysterious past potential material for some future story or play. The other Alan Bennett is the good citizen who is motivated partly by liberal guilt to perform this act of charity, yet is driven to the edge of madness and regret by Miss Shepherd’s exasperating ingratitude and foul personal hygiene. Nicholas Hytner, who directed both the stage version and the film version fifteen years later, has seen the potential imbalance in the audience’s response to this story, given the scene‐stealing presence of an actor like Maggie Smith as Miss Shepherd: ‘I hope the movie is as much about how a writer writes and why he chooses what to write about, as it is about [Miss Shepherd]’ (Hytner xiv).

By the time Bennett had worked with Nicholas Hytner on the film version of The Lady in the Van, they had already collaborated on six earlier projects, all of them for Britain’s National Theatre. At the time of their first collaboration, an adaptation of Kenneth Grahame’s The Wind in the Willows in 1990, Bennett had been a national presence on television and in the theatre for more than twenty years. But it can be argued that this long and fruitful collaboration with Hytner marked the tipping point in Bennett’s artistic rise from an admired minor figure to an international presence. (It has been of course a two‐way street. Hytner has gained stature with the collaboration: ‘Alan Bennett has been the best luck I’ve had’, Balancing Acts 138.) Bennett has explained his collaboration with Nicholas Hytner as a simple division of labour: ‘I write plays; he turns them into theatre’ (People xv). The draft manuscripts of several of their collaborations housed at Oxford’s Bodleian Library demonstrate that their working habits are more intense and prolonged than Bennett’s simple distinction implies. Bennett obviously trusts Hytner’s judgement about a project from the very beginning of his work on it. The first draft of The History Boys, for example, appeared in Hytner’s mailbox in October 2003, with the note: ‘Here’s the thing I’ve been working on. I can’t get any further with it so perhaps you could tell me what you think’ (MS Bennett 163). Four drafts – each marked with Hytner’s questions and meticulous suggestions for cuts, additions, and revisions – and eight months later, the play premiered at the National. As Bennett later acknowledged in the published text of The History Boys, ‘My debt to Nicholas Hytner is, as always, profound: he encouraged me to finish the play and he put it into production well before he had a viable text’ (THB, v).

Before The History Boys, which may be Bennett and Hytner’s most successful collaboration, came The Madness of George III (1992). At the time, it seemed ‘the least Bennettian of all his plays’ (Eyre), but now it is one of the two or three works most associated with his name. Bennett’s one‐time ambition to be an academic historian may explain his interest in the story of George III’s periodic bouts of madness during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, as well as the political battles that it inspired between the Tories led by William Pitt, who supported the king, and the Whigs, led by James Fox, who supported the Prince of Wales in his ambition to supplant his father. But the drama Bennett creates out of these political and medical events derives also from several of Bennett’s long‐time interests, such as the behind‐the‐scenes life of a monarch, first in A Question of Attribution and later in his novella The Uncommon Reader (2006); his fascination with the performance of identity, with traces of Erving Goffman’s observations about the presentation of self in everyday life colouring the behaviour of many, if not most, of his characters (O’Mealy, Alan Bennett, xviii–xx); and his family’s own history of mental illness – his grandfather’s suicide and his mother’s recurrent bouts of depression and paranoia, revealed later in Untold Stories. George III is deemed ‘mad’, Bennett suggests, because he no longer is able to perform the role of ‘king’, no longer seems to be the monarch. To Bennett ‘monarchy is a performance. Part of the King’s illness consists in his growing inability to sustain that performance’ (King George xxi). A key scene in the play, which signals the king’s recovery from his ailment, occurs when he reads Lear’s ‘bound/Upon a wheel of fire’ speech in Act IV as part of a suggested therapy. His identification with Lear, this ‘very foolish, fond old man’, offers him a role he can once again fit. When the Lord Chancellor remarks to the king that he now seems ‘more yourself’, he replies, ‘Do I? Yes, I do. I have always been myself even when I was ill. Only now I seem myself. That’s the important thing. I have remembered how to seem’ (George III 81–82). The Madness of George III was a great popular success, thanks in part to the sly parallels Bennett suggested between the constitutional crisis two hundred years ago and the contemporary woes of the monarchy in the 1990s, as well as to Nicholas Hytner’s staging and Nigel Hawthorne’s celebrated title performance. It played for two years in repertory at the National and a film version, retitled The Madness of King George, followed soon after (1994). That was an even larger success, an international success, winning the Oscar for Best Art Direction, with Bennett’s screenplay and the two lead actors, Nigel Hawthorne and Helen Mirren, nominated for their performances.

If Bennett’s characteristic ‘ambivalent tone is conspicuously absent from the rich royal trappings and the vigor of court life’ (Lahr 190) in The Madness of George III, then Bennett more than makes up for it in his next collaboration with Hytner, The History Boys (2004), which has achieved the highest level of public and critical acclaim of any of Bennett’s plays. The London production won the four top English awards for Best Play, and the New York production won six Tony awards, also including Best Play. In 2013, English Touring Theatre polled seven thousand theatre‐goers to name their favourite English language play. The History Boys came in first, Michael Frayn’s Noises Off was second, while Hamlet was pushed down to third place (BBC News).

Part autobiographical look backward at his own efforts to make the leap from a non‐elite school to one of England’s most elite universities, part comic revue, and part debate about the kind of education England should offer its young students, Bennett pits Hector, the charismatic but deeply flawed advocate of general learning for its own sake against Irwin, the newcomer who offers a contemporary, more instrumental view of learning. The eight boys of the title have all done exceptionally well on their history A‐levels and, at the direction of the ambitious headmaster, they are being ‘polished’ to prepare them for the admissions process to Oxford and Cambridge, admission to regional (and Northern) universities like Sheffield and Durham not being good enough. Irwin is hired to make them stand out against the scores of graduates from elite public schools who will be their main competitors: to refine their historical understanding by moving them beyond the mere recitation of historical accuracy and into new ways of looking at familiar material. As Irwin points out, ‘History nowadays is not a matter of conviction. It’s a performance. It’s entertainment. And if it isn’t, make it so’ (History Boys 35). Hector, on the other hand, requires the boys to memorize and recite poetry, to appreciate campy Hollywood films, and in the comic highlight of the play, to improvise a scene in a brothel using only the French subjunctive and the conditional. As the headmaster tells Irwin, Hector’s methods may produce results, but ‘they are unpredictable and unquantifiable and in the current educational climate that is no use’ (67). The contest between Hector’s subjunctive French lessons and Irwin’s tutelage in ‘subjunctive history’ (90) is more calculatedly balanced in the film version of the play (2006), where Irwin is less the villain and is more sympathetically presented as equally conflicted, sexually and intellectually. Yet the success of all eight boys in the admission process (essay and interview) points more to the efficacy of Irwin’s innovations than to Hector’s traditional way. Despite Hector’s losing battle against the forces that prize immediate ‘results’ over a lifelong commitment to wide and general learning, Bennett gives him the last word. The play (and film) ends with Hector speaking from beyond the grave: ‘Pass it on, boys. That’s the game I wanted you to learn. Pass it on’. Perhaps giving Hector these benedictory words can also be seen as an act of reparation. In his diary, Bennett admits to his own expedient choices as a history boy: ‘I got into Oxford as Irwin when at heart I was Hector’ (Keeping On 244).

In addition to his dramatic work, Bennett has turned occasionally to prose fiction in the later years of his career. He claims that this branching out was prompted by the tendency of his theatrical collaborators to red‐pencil the explicitly sexual aspects of his writing: ‘where sex is concerned, directors think I’m not that sort of writer … and so don’t entirely trust what I’ve written. It’s one of the reasons I took to writing the occasional short story because in that form I could express myself without let or hindrance’ (The History Boys: The Film xvii). To date, Bennett has produced three novellas and three short stories (though one of the stories, ‘Father, Father, Burning Bright’, is a prose rewrite of an earlier television play, ‘Intensive Care’). These forays into the realms of sexual expression ‘without let or hindrance’ are pleasantly urbane and witty, hardly explicit at all, and treat sex with a wink rather than a leer. Even Smut (2011), a collection of two short stories, is smutty in name only, though the main female characters do achieve a discreet kind of sexual awakening. The choice of title undoubtedly amused Bennett; inevitably some of his readers would be forced to whisper to a book clerk: ‘Do you carry Smut?’

The Clothes They Stood Up In (1998) and The Laying on of Hands (2001) tease the readers with suggestions of sexual behaviour but leave nearly all of it to their imaginations. ‘The Ransomes had been burgled’ is the first sentence of The Clothes They Stood Up In. In the course of the story‚ this opera‐going, long‐married, sexually dormant couple are first stripped of all their belongings in an epic act of burglary and then brought (Mrs Ransome more than her husband) to an awareness of the ways a well‐ordered bourgeois existence, replete with exquisite material objects, has stifled their passions for anything more turbulent than an evening at Covent Garden and Cosi’ Fan Tutte. In a similar fashion, with The Laying on of Hands, Bennett satirizes a congregation of mourners gathered at the memorial service for a masseur with an astonishingly wide circle of clients. ‘It was, indeed, a remarkable assembly with philanthropy, scholarship and genuine distinction represented alongside much that was tawdry and merely fashionable, so that with only a little licence this stellar, but tarnished throng might, for all its shortcomings, be taken as a version of England’ (21). As various mourners offer their personal memories, panic slowly rises from the growing suspicion that this unlikely, but apparently intimate, friend of the great and the good had succumbed to AIDS at the age of 34. Bennett never cares to establish definitively what the masseur died of, and it hardly matters. The exposition of the secret sexual selves beneath these respectable public facades is Bennett’s further comment on the essential and pervasive nature of ‘habeas corpus’, though in an ironic and subtler way than his 1973 play.

Perhaps the most successful and popular of Bennett’s short fictions is The Uncommon Reader (2007), which imagines Queen Elizabeth II turning herself first into a reader of voracious appetite and then into a writer of uncomfortable truths about the political incompetence and national shames she has been forced to witness, and often endorse, during her long reign (which ends with her abdication at the conclusion of the novella). Part affectionate portrayal of the Queen, part advocate for the transformative power of the written word, and part satire of the governments that serve her, The Uncommon Reader, published in the waning days of Tony Blair’s term as prime minister, is also Bennett’s small protest against the mendacity and the treachery that led Blair’s government to join the Americans in the 2003 invasion of Iraq. Though hardly sexual in the ways of the other short fiction, there’s a recurrent foregrounding of gay literature among the Queen’s reading, beginning with a most improbable question posed by the Queen to the French ambassador at a State Banquet: ‘I’ve been longing to ask you about the writer Jean Genet. … Homosexual and jailbird, was he nevertheless as bad as he was painted? Or more to the point … was he as good?’ (3–4). The French ambassador’s discomfort is only outweighed by the reader’s pleasure at Bennett’s comic understatement throughout this story.

Bennett’s late full‐length plays – The Habit of Art (2009), People (2012), and Allelujah! (2018) – lack the thematic focus of The History Boys and at times seem to resemble an omnium‐gatherum of some of Bennett’s favourites themes and obsessions. The Habit of Art, for example, has a play‐within‐a‐play structure like Forty Years On; it asks some of the same questions about the motives and value of biography raised in Kafka’s Dick; it features some bawdy humour like Habeas Corpus; it plays with the idea of the performance of everyday identity, especially of what it means to be English, as in many of his plays; and the divided self Bennett dramatizes this time is represented by two of the most famous English artists of the twentieth century – the composer Benjamin Britten and the poet W.H. Auden. Britten ends a twenty‐year estrangement to visit Auden in his Oxford digs, seeking reassurance that he should continue work on his new opera, Death in Venice. Britten fears that Aschenbach’s infatuation with the young boy, Tadzio, might be seen as autobiography in disguise, as well as an apology for paedophilia. Britten’s own closeted homosexuality might become a topic of gossip, or worse. Auden initially assumes that Britten is asking for his assistance in writing the libretto, and is excited that he will at last have a project worthy of his ‘habit of art’, his need to keep writing, though he now has little new to say and fewer readers who care. Once disabused of that hope, Auden reminds Britten that his fears of exposure, of being ‘outed’, are typical of the world Auden himself has rejected: ‘This is England talking, isn’t it, Ben? This is taste, modesty, self‐restraint. The family virtues. Except that you don’t belong in a family any more than I do’ (Habit 67). Like Hector, who tells his students ‘Pass it on’, Auden tells Britten to choose the demands of his art over his fears of social disapproval, ‘Go on’ (69).

Britten’s visit to Auden is fictional, but in Bennett’s desire to bring them face to face – the timid, respectable maestro and the notorious, self‐assured poet – he has revealed a little more of his own insecurities as a young artist: ‘Thinking of Beyond the Fringe, now nearly half a century ago, makes me realize how I have projected onto Britten particularly some of the feelings I had when I was a young man, not much older than he was and thrust into collaboration (which was also competition) with colleagues every bit as daunting as Auden. … So, though in some ways I find Britten unsympathetic, he, much more than Auden, is the character I identify with’ (Habit ix–x).

In 2012, Alan Bennett and Nicholas Hytner’s collaborations on the stage of the National Theatre came to an end with two new productions. The first was two one‐act memory plays, Hymn and Cocktail Sticks. The former, which Bennett called a ‘series of memoirs with music’ (Hymn 3), intersperses memories of his musical education as a young man with music composed and arranged by George Fenton, a long‐time collaborator. Cocktail Sticks is a fond and tender reminiscence of his parents, Dad and Mam, who, although they once embarrassed him, have become his touchstones for an England that has vanished. The second was People. It generated some controversy at its premiere due to the perception by some officials of the National Trust that Bennett had deliberately set out to attack them. While there are some acerbic remarks directed at the Trust, Bennett’s general target, as always, is the commodification and sentimentalizing of England and its history. A ‘pretend England’ results, says the main character, when ‘a country house with all its shortcomings’ becomes a stand‐in (and a manipulated one at that) for ‘England with all its faults’ (People, 23). In more ways than one, People offered what seemed a symmetrical rounding to Bennett’s career, which pleased him: ‘My first play, Forty Years On, was set in a school, Albion House, which was also a country house on the South Downs and a (fairly obvious) metaphor for England. My latest play, People, is set in a run‐down country house in South Yorkshire whose owner expressly disavows its metaphorical status. It is not England. I don’t imagine, though, this will stop critics and audiences from making the connection. Taken together the two plays are a kind of parenthesis: Forty Years On (1968) open brackets; People (2012) close brackets’ (Keeping On, 293).

Yet the brackets have not closed. Six years after People, and fifty years after Forty Years On, Bennett, at age eighty‐four, his ‘habit of art’ still urging him forward, presented another full‐length play, Allelujah! (2018), in yet another collaboration with director Nicholas Hytner, not this time at the National Theatre, but for Hytner’s own Bridge Theatre company. The play is set in the geriatric wards of a Yorkshire hospital threatened with closure. Though promoted as ‘like The History Boys with eighty‐year‐olds’ (Wiegand), the dozen patients warehoused in these hospital wards, renamed ‘Dusty Springfield’, ‘Shirley Bassey’, and ‘Joan Collins’, are more local colour and background noise than active characters. The issues Bennett raises, interspersed with musical numbers performed by the elderly patients, are varied and not fully coordinated, ranging from bureaucratic meddling in the mission of the NHS to the injustices of the immigration system. There is even the melodramatic introduction of serial killer among the medical staff. Still and all, Allelujah!’s commingling of comedy and pathos, its humane understanding of even the most flawed characters, and its subdued rage against the inhumane policies of politicians and bureaucrats exemplify some of Bennett’s most essential and persistent virtues. As he says in the ‘Introduction’ to the text of the play: ‘If not quite a platform, a play is certainly a plinth, a small eminence from which to address the world, hold forth about one’s concerns or the concerns of one’s characters. But not to preach’ (Allelujah!, xi–xii).

Thanks to his annual ‘Diary’, which the London Review of Books has published since 1980, Bennett has found a space for the preaching he eschews in his plays. And in certain circles‚ his political and social commentary characterize him almost as well as his plays and stories. Whether it is a diary entry noting what he calls the national hypocrisy: ‘We glory in Shakespeare yet we close our public libraries’ (Diary, 26 Feb. 2015), or an essay about the essential importance to the nation of maintaining the kind of free education that he, a butcher’s son, received from childhood through his Oxford BA (‘Fair Play’), Bennett’s politics come from his historical sense of the lost promises of the 1940s and 1950s, and can perhaps be best summed up by a pun he has crafted from the name of his grammar school – Leeds Modern: ‘That was my school, the old boys of which were called Old Modernians, and I’ve always thought that this was a pretty fair description of that blend of backward‐looking radicalism and conservative socialism which does duty for my political views. I am an old modernian’ (Keeping On 33). With that Janus‐like view looking both backward to the values of a vanishing England and forward to a more equivocally fair future, Bennett’s comic pessimism, which raises questions about the mysteries of the human condition and the nature of the national character, offers an astringent corrective to any mistakenly anodyne view of his work.



REFERENCES


	Banks‐Smith, N. ‘TV Listings’. The Guardian. 28 October 1998:G2, 19. Print.

	BBC News/Entertainment and Arts. ‘The History Boys Named UK’s Favourite Play’. 11 December 2013. Web. Retrieved 9 February 2017.

	Bennett, A. ‘Alan Bennett’s Diary’. London Review of Books, 1980–2017.

	Bennett, A. Office Suite. London: Faber and Faber, 1981. Print.

	Bennett, A. Forty Years On and Other Plays. London: Faber and Faber, 1991. Print.

	Bennett, A. The History Boys: The MS. Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Bennett 163.

	Bennett, A. The Madness of George III. London: Faber and Faber, 1992. Print.

	Bennett, A. Writing Home. London: Faber and Faber, 1994. Print.

	Bennett, A. The Madness of King George. New York: Random House, 1995. Print. Bennett, A. The Clothes They Stood Up In. London: Profile Books, 1998. Print.

	Bennett, A. Plays 2. London: Faber and Faber, 1998. Print.

	Bennett, A. The Complete Talking Heads. London: Picador, 1998. Print.

	 Bennett, A. The Laying on of Hands. London: Profile Books, 2001. Print.

	Bennett, A. Telling Tales. London: BBC, 2001. Print.

	Bennett, A. Untold Stories. London: Faber and Faber, 2004. Print.

	Bennett, A. A Private Function. London: Faber and Faber, 2004. Print.

	Bennett, A. The History Boys. London: Faber and Faber, 2004. Print.

	Bennett, A. The History Boys: The Film. New York: Faber and Faber, 2006. Print.

	Bennett, A. The Uncommon Reader. New York: Farrar, Straus. 2007. Print.

	Bennett, A. The Habit of Art. London: Faber and Faber, 2009. Print.

	Bennett, A. Smut: Stories. New York: Picador, 2010, 2011. Print.

	Bennett, A. People. London: Faber and Faber, 2012. Print.

	Bennett, A. Hymn and Cocktail Sticks. London: Faber and Faber, 2012. Print.

	Bennett, A. ‘Fair Play’. London Review of Books. 19 June 2014. 29–30. Print.

	Bennett, A. Keeping On, Keeping On. London: Faber and Faber, 2016. Print

	Bennett, A. Allelujah! London: Faber and Faber, 2018. Print.

	Eyre, R. ‘Alan Bennett: “He Makes it Easy for You”’. Independent. 14 November 1999. Web. Retrieved 8 February 2017.

	Games, A. Backing Into the Limelight. London: Headline, 2001. Print.

	Hytner, N. Balancing Acts: Behind the Scenes at London’s National Theatre. New York: Knopf, 2017. Print.

	Hytner, N. ‘Foreword’. The Lady in the Van: The Screenplay. London: Picador, 2015. Print.

	Lahr, J. Light Fantastic: Adventures in Theatre. New York: Delta, 1996. Print.

	McKechnie, K. Alan Bennett. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007. Print.

	O’Mealy, J. Alan Bennett: A Critical Introduction. New York: Routledge, 2001. Print.

	O’Mealy, J. ‘Rewriting History: Alan Bennett’s Collaboration with Nicholas Hytner on the Adaptations of The Madness of George III and The History Boys’. Modern British Drama on Screen (eds. R. Barton Palmer and William Robert Bray). Cambridge, 2013, 258–278. Print.

	O’Mealy, J. ‘Late Style in Alan Bennett’s Novellas and Stories’. The Review of Contemporary Literature. Spring 2014. Vol. XXXIV, No. 1, 124–140. Print.

	Turner, D. Alan Bennett: In a Manner of Speaking. London: Faber and Faber, 1997. Print.

	Wardle, I. Times (London). ‘Review’. 11 May 1973. Print.

	Wiegand, C. ‘Alan Bennett Sets New Play in a Yorkshire Hospital Facing Closure’. Guardian. 23 Feb. 2018. Web. Retrieved 12 August 2018.

	Wu, D. Six Contemporary Dramatists. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1996. Print.

	Wu, D. Making Plays. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2000. Print.









8
Edward Bond1

PETER BILLINGHAM



Edward Bond reflected in a Notebook entry dated 21 February 1960 and entitled ‘Note on Dramatic Form’:


We need a new dramatic form because the old form falsifies experience. The form of the Ibsenite well‐made play, derived from the Greeks via the Renaissance, isn’t related to the subject of the play, in the way that a picture‐frame is usually related to a picture. (Stuart (ed.), p.49)


This was written in a period when Bond had very recently seen The Berliner Ensemble visit the Royal Court Theatre, London‚ in 1956 – an experience that Bond found deeply engaging and illuminating at that formative point in his writing career.

Bond’s 1960 observation that the Naturalist/Realist genre ‘falsified experience’, and his subsequent critiquing of Brecht, is crucial to an understanding of Bond’s journey and radical political dramaturgy.

As Spencer observes in her informed, detailed discussion of Bond’s pre‐1992 plays:


While Brechtian strategies may prove an appropriate entry [author’s italics] to an understanding of Bond’s plays, they are not enough […] Without further development of a critical discourse appropriate to Bond’s drama, and without closer, more subtle readings of actual plays, scholars run the risk of repeating the mistakes of … reproducing the very divisions between politics and aesthetics that so many playwrights since Brecht have tried to move beyond. (Spencer, p.11)



Bond’s Background and Its Impact on His Work

Bond was born on 18 July 1934 in Holloway, North London, one of four children. His father, Gaston Cyril Bond, was a farm labourer and later an auto painter in a garage; his mother, Florence Kate (nee Baker), remained at home bringing up the family. In P. Roberts (ed.) (1985) Bond on File, London, Methuen, Bond describes his upbringing as ‘lower working class but not London working class. My parents had come up to London during the depression because they couldn't get work on the land. My father had been a labourer in Suffolk and he did various kinds of labouring jobs when he was in London’.

As a direct consequence of the German bombing of the capital, in 1940 the six‐year‐old Bond was evacuated to Cornwall and subsequently to Ely in Cambridgeshire, East Anglia, where he lived with his grandparents. In 1944‚ he returned to London and attended Crouch End Secondary Modern School, as he was not considered academically able enough to take the select grammar schools’ entrance examination (commonly known as the Eleven‐Plus). He later observed: ‘That was the making of me, of course. You see, after that nobody takes you seriously. The conditioning process stops. Once you let them send you to grammar school and university, you're ruined’ (Hay and Roberts 1980).

In 1948, at the age of fourteen and in his penultimate year at school, he attended a production of Macbeth produced by the last of the great touring British actor‐managers, Donald Wolfit. Wolfit was known for the epic scale, grandeur, and intense emotional range of his acting. The young Bond was indelibly impressed, calling the event ‘The first thing that made sense of my life for me … naturally, when I wrote, I wrote for the theatre’ (Hay and Roberts 1980). His strong sense of engagement with theatre and performance was also enhanced by regular visits to the Music Hall where his sister worked. As he remembered years later in private correspondence with this author, ‘It's the most incredible way to develop an understanding of timing and control on the stage. … a wonderful way to learn about theatre’ (Billingham 2013).

After leaving school at fifteen without formal qualifications, Bond worked as an office junior before being called up in 1953, at the age of nineteen, to fulfil his compulsory two years of military National Service. He served in the army as an infantryman and wrote his first serious work (the first part of a novel, left unfinished) while stationed in Vienna. Bond's traumatic experience of military culture and practice was a key event in his life; he recalled, ‘I was in the infantry, cut off from the outside world for six weeks–degrading, hair cut, strange clothes, shouted at, screamed at. We were turned into automata’ (Hay and Roberts 1980). This dehumanizing and alienating conditioning of the human being into a robotic ‘automaton’, programmed to obey orders, hate, and kill for the monarch and the state is a recurring theme in Bond's work.

On completing his National Service, Bond began to write plays. He had written about fifteen and had unsuccessfully submitted some of them to the BBC. In 1958‚ he was invited to join one of the writers' groups established at the Royal Court Theatre by Gaskill, at that time an assistant director to Devine. On 9 December 1962‚ Bond's first produced play for the Royal Court Theatre, The Pope's Wedding, was staged as a single performance as part of a season that the company instituted called ‘Sunday Night Productions without Decor’. It was directed by Keith Johnston in what might now more usually be described as a platform performance or rehearsed reading. These Sunday evening productions provided new, untested writers such as Bond with an opportunity to have their dramatic voices heard and nurtured through the fundamentals of performance.

Bond's play is set in East Anglia, where he had spent some of his formative years during the wartime evacuation. His antecedents were also from that region. The characters are the rural working class, living precariously on subsistence wages, constantly needing to subsidize their social lives and routines through borrowing cigarettes or the price of the next pint of beer from each other. The characters speak with an acutely observed East Anglian dialect. However, unlike Wesker's play from the same period (Roots 1959), Bond's play, for all of its equivalent geographical location and class setting, is not a piece of left‐wing social realism. Indeed, and critically, Bond's work is not engaged in a realist generic discourse in any constraining sense. What is a common factor in both of these plays is a powerful sense of entrapped and marginalized lives.



An Overview of Bond’s Career

Edward Bond is one of the very few living and actively productive British dramatists whose career effectively spans half a century. This presents a challenge in terms of presenting an overview of his work. I have therefore decided to focus my discussion in this section upon the following plays across the major stages in Bond’s career: Saved (1965), Bingo (1973), and two plays from what I have termed ‘The Later Plays’ (post 2000): The Children and Chair.

Certain themes from the very earliest of his performed work such as The Pope’s Wedding (1962) continue to be revisited and re‐explored through to very recent plays such as Dea (2016). These themes can be identified as an ongoing preoccupation and interrogation of the nature and causes of human violence and a profoundly humanistic engagement with issues of human identity and existential, political‚ and ontological justice.

In his theoretical writing on theatre, politics‚ and society in the late 1960s and into the 1970s, Bond’s essays on his plays and his use of concepts such as ‘Rational Theatre’ and ‘Aggro‐Effects’ suggest an adjacency to Brecht in plays like Narrow Road to the Deep North (1968). Also in subtitles in plays such as Bingo – Scenes of Money and Death (1973), one can see those as residually symptomatic of a particular stage in Bond’s development as a dramatist. At certain defining moments in Bond’s writing and thinking, his sympathetic identification with a Marxist‐based socialism inevitably affected an assumption of proximity between the writers. By Bond’s subsequent account, this was not to be an enduring relationship.

He became increasingly critical of what he saw as a reductive scientific‐positivism underlying Brecht’s concept of ‘Epic Theatre’, assessing this ideological and dramatic model as an insufficient means of facilitating a deeper political analysis through theatre.

In expressing the imperative of disassociating himself from Brecht, ‘I cannot be if I am to write of our times’, Bond argued that Brecht is now associated with a ‘redundant paradigm of knowledge’. Bond believed that, in disassociating reason from imagination, the ‘alienation effect’ was essentially dramatically, existentially‚ and politically reactionary. If reason is orphaned from imagination and wilfully constrained by the actual and ideological barriers of not only The Berlin Wall but that built in Bond’s radical reimagining of Shakespeare’s iconic tragedy (1971) Lear, consciousness is not necessarily liberated by the ‘A Effect’ but rather has all of the autonomy and freedom of the ventriloquist’s dummy.


The past is the shore – and for dramatists that is Chekhov, Ibsen, Strindberg, Brecht. A modern writer needs those writers and many more – and many painters, musicians and novelists. But they are not in the maelstrom with you [Bond’s italics]. (Stuart [ed.], p.1)


For Bond, the central driving force of the human imagination is ‘the structure of drama in the mind [which] derives from an imperative – as if the intention of drama (in the human mind) were to enact, make active, this imperative in situations which define humanness’. Kant’s concept by contrast of the ‘Categorical Imperative’ is the ‘fundamental law of pure, practical reason’. Clearly‚ for Kant the power of the imagination in enhancing reason and knowledge as expressed in the notion of ‘Supra‐sensibility’ is inextricably linked to his central defining assertion of a ‘moral law’. This is a problematic concept and open to reactionary readings and implications. Bond’s development in recent years of key concepts such as the ‘Internal Transcendent’ and its umbilical relationship to ‘Radical Innocence’ is crucial‚ I believe‚ in anticipating a major new development in his dramaturgy. What brings Bond’s evolving thinking into an unlikely but potentially exciting union of elements of Kantian and Hegelian metaphysics and Marxist dialectical materialism is his assertion of the materiality and logic of imagination: ‘All imagination is political’. The dynamic relationship between Bond’s earlier Marxist materialism and Kantian metaphysical resolution of rational and empirical means to knowledge reaches its apotheosis in the ‘Internal Transcendent’.

In an interview with me in Cambridge in 2012, Bond further offered the following critical reflection upon Brecht and his form of political theatre and activism:


Brecht was against undue empathy; but there is a proper empathy in the love of truth. Drama embodies human experience into its descriptions of history. We are ourselves because we are also history … To talk of objectivity in Brecht’s sense may well be misleading. Dramatists can’t treat their experiments as scientists treat theirs because the experimentation – as much as the struggle and effort outside the theatre – is an event in human life and history. Society is a surgeon operating on himself and art is part of that operation.




Saved (1965)

Saved was undoubtedly the main and controversial breakthrough play for Bond as a young writer. It is infamous for its portrayal of marginalized working‐class lives and especially for Scene Six of the play in which a post‐natal depressed single parent, Pam, leaves her baby in a pram in a London park. A gang of young men known to her in her absence begin a ‘game’ of shaking the pram and then throwing stones at Pam’s baby. It is stoned to death. The play was produced by the Royal Court, directed by William Gaskill, in defiance of the then censor refusing to grant it a licence. Its original production was infiltrated by plainclothes policemen who forced the interruption and closing of the play. Saved went on to become a major and penultimate factor in the imminent abolition of stage censorship in 1968. Following a critically acclaimed revival by Sean Holmes at the Lyric Hammersmith in 2011, I was able to secure a unique post‐production interview with the director:


Sean Holmes: The stoning is a challenging scene. It’s very demanding and it was very useful to have Edward there (in rehearsal). What you realize is that there are so many key dramatic moments in that scene. There is not a mob rush to violence and nobody wants to kill the baby to start with – they want to go out for the night – there are ‘510 moments’ where the baby might not die. It’s about what’s going on in that moment. Then somebody does something, he messes someone’s suit up, someone else says something that winds someone up, you’re in one specific moment after another but they’re all connected. I think it’s being really in control of all of that because as I say each moment builds, one moment leads to the other, to the other, to the other. To get to that, again, to go beyond the mob, to get the actors to go deep into their characters and explore their own particularity is crucial. I think that’s why I was so pleased with that scene and with the actors in that scene. When you think about Scene Six what you remember are five, really clear individuals doing things for slightly different reasons even if you don’t know what the reasons were … It’s when you see something that you actually believe that it’s true and real but you don’t understand. You can’t easily understand. And your mouth drops open. The truth of that moment hits you before your brain can rationalize why it’s happened.


While Bond’s earliest plays such as The Pope’s Wedding (1962) and Saved (1965) were viewed as controversial examples of social realism by critics and audiences, neither play nor subsequent work could be constrained in this generic way. Bond’s aims and strategies as a writer were always too politically and strategically idiosyncratic for predictable interpretation. What is apparent across the epic span of Bond’s writing is a radicalism of political vision and stylistic experimentation distinctive to his work. The plays from Bond’s earlier to middle period from the early 1960s through to the late 1980s consistently engaged in a direct form of neo‐Marxist interrogation of their subjects. Perhaps the major shibboleth in the critical reception and discussion of Bond’s work has been systematically and repeatedly critiqued and challenged by Bond. That is the significance and influence of a Brechtian methodology on his writing. This conflation has become as problematic a hindrance as negotiating a pram blocking one’s path in a darkening public park. It has also provoked an ongoing debate between Bond and many critics as to the usefulness of such a viewing position in relation to his writing. The attempt to resolve such an issue has proved as insoluble as Len’s attempt to repair a broken chair in the last scene of Saved or Alice’s engagement with the Old Woman in the context of the object of the play’s title: Chair. Bond’s writings in this context and about the wider debate about drama and its relationship to society and politics are important. They have made a significant and defining contribution to ongoing debate about theatre and politics. Inevitably over such a long and productive working life, Bond’s plays and his thinking have in some ways changed at times in emphasis and focus. Nevertheless‚ it is one of the central concerns and aims of this chapter to argue that there is also an unbroken spine of dramaturgy and methodology which he revisits in a powerfully concentrated way in his later plays.



Bingo: Scenes of Money and Death (1973)

Bingo focuses upon the relationship and the political and ethical responsibilities between a writer and his society. The context for this play is late Elizabethan and early Jacobean society, in which an economic revolution is in its dynamic early stages, driven by a powerful authoritarian political system and anticipates the onset of early capitalism. Bond’s use of an earlier historical example of destabilizing political and economic change to critique what would ultimately emerge through Thatcherism is also reflected in the play’s subtitle: ‘Scenes of Death and Money’. The subtitle acts as a kind of schematic ‘Gestus’ of the play’s underlying themes and concerns.

This thematic interplay is further served by Bond’s structuring of Bingo, which reveals the ethical dilemmas and ideological contradictions faced by Shakespeare within the play.

Early‐seventeenth‐century England was a place and time of imperialist and colonialist expansionism where not only ‘foreigners’ were perceived and manufactured as a ‘threat’ (sound familiar?) but also an increasingly large number of the rootless and wandering poor, their misery a direct consequence of the Capitalist enclosure of what was formerly public land for grazing and subsistence farming. Their suffering and plight is encapsulated in the character of the Beggar Woman. She and the destitute classes to which she belonged were viewed within the rationale of capitalism as an ‘acceptable’ and ‘inevitable’ consequence of ‘reform’ and productive efficiency leading to an increase of privatized cash profit by the powerful landowners.

Bond employs his neo‐Brechtian episodic scene structure to expose the potentially devastating contradictions inherent within the rationale of this economic system. Shakespeare is presented as a writer and individual who is complicit with and within those power relations, as a result of the commercial success of his plays. Having made a financially shrewd investment in the popular theatres that produced those plays, he has become a wealthy bourgeois, buying a country property near Stratford‐upon‐Avon to live out his retirement. Bond does not indulge in a reductive and critical caricaturing of Shakespeare as inherently or deliberately corrupt or cynically complicit. Nevertheless‚ his Shakespeare, when approached by the leading landowner Combe, agrees not to resist the enclosures in return for guaranteed rents and protection of his own private land, bought by the profitable proceeds of his plays.

The active and organized resistance to the enforced enclosures is by armed groups of peasants, personified particularly by the character of the Son – a young man whose mother is Shakespeare's housekeeper. Out of this ongoing violent resistance, the Son's father is killed in the crossfire between the peasant‐guerrillas and Combe’s armed men on the snow‐driven heath above Shakespeare's home. The Son rationalizes his father’s death as an inevitable consequence of armed resistance. Troubled by this realpolitik, Shakespeare reflects:


SHAKESPEARE: What does it cost to stay alive? I'm stupefied at the suffering I've seen. The shapes huddled in misery that twitch away when you step over them. Women with shopping bags stepping over puddles of blood. What it costs to starve people. The chatter of those who hand over prisoners. What can I do there? I talk to myself now. I know no one will ever listen. (p. 40)


This speech is given enhanced power in the context of where it occurs in the play. Shakespeare has walked up onto the hills beyond Stratford and his home. Effectively crucified by Combe on behalf of the repressive, authoritarian state, the dead and decomposing body of the Beggar Woman stares out across the world. That world has punished her for her class and gender and alleged political transgression – the burning of barns owned by local wealthy landowners. She had entered Shakespeare’s garden in the opening scene of the play – a deceptive oasis of calm and meditative retreat from the political and economic conflicts of the world. With subtle dramatic economy and powerful tragic irony in terms of her ultimate fate, she embodies the commodification of the human. In terms of the market criteria of supply and need, she has consented to have paid sex in return for a cash payment from the Old Man, Shakespeare’s gardener and husband to his housekeeper. Prior to this, Shakespeare has discovered her presence on his property and offered her food which she has refused in preference for money – she understands something far more immediate and pertinent to both her oppressed condition and means of survival. Through the harsh unyielding oppression of poverty and her life on the streets‚ she recognizes and realizes that money has a perversely ‘transcendent’ value far beyond food. Capitalism identifies and produces a commodity value – whether of bread or a dead woman’s body.

The play seeks to explore and achieve more than the identification of prime historical suspects for the political and economic parallels escalating through the 1970s. In that important sense‚ Bond is far more interested in the latent existential and even ontological strata of human existence, imagination‚ and society.

He achieves this through his recognition that Shakespeare’s dramatic imagination is not entirely or exclusively a symptom of class consciousness. Neither is it an innately subjective phenomenon in a post‐Romantic understanding of the artist and the visionary imagination:


Imagination is more logical than pure reason because it is embodied: it does not need proof … Justice is created by material acts not by desires in the imagination. Imagination seeks reason and understanding.

(Bond, 2000, pp. 168–169)


Shakespeare is a writer whose identity and output is both informed and traumatized by the rupturing of his imagination. This has been provoked by the suffering he witnesses. By this‚ I don’t mean that this trauma is – in an essentialist sense – ‘within’ Shakespeare’s creative imagination. It is rather two things. The first is that, to the extent that Shakespeare, as Bond puts it, ‘acted within the restraints of his world view, which is imposed on him by his time and place’, this does not preclude the character experiencing complex, layered, human compassion, pity – or guilt. If art can offer no cathartic or quasi‐transcendent purpose, it can only function in a materialist form and context. Second, Shakespeare’s decision to commit suicide at the close of the play is not intended by Bond as expressing the ‘tragic inevitability’ of his condition. It is rather a radical, interventionist act that signals the possibility of an alternative value‐system reality beyond that of profit, self‐interest‚ and the cash nexus. Even as Shakespeare stands in front of the decaying, crucified body of the fetishized Beggar Woman, Bond asserts, ‘You may recognize others only when you can recognize yourself. In drama this is possible – in drama we may meet and recognize ourselves in the gap’ (Bond, 2000, p. 169).

There is a complex, mutual, proto‐empathetic act and condition of recognition between the dead woman and the angst‐fractured writer.

This gap signals the central possibility and necessity of human empathy. The materiality of the imagination is facilitated and revealed by the ‘external’ materiality of dramatic action. The execution of the Beggar Woman is a Bondian ‘Theatre‐Event’: a harrowing icon of all of history’s persecuted victims through Auschwitz, to the Bosnian War’s Srebrenica.

It signifies the meta‐dialectic between an externalized material reality with its contested, subjective perception. The radicalized imagination is the gap that is no gap: the disruption of the spectacle of power relations and a deeper perception of the real in ethical, aesthetic‚ and ideological terms:


‘To have usurped the place of God, and lied’. (p.41)


Shakespeare is repeatedly haunted throughout the play by his guilt‐induced impotency as a writer, questioning: ‘Was anything done?’ The process of cultural and economic commoditization of the dramatist has reached its zenith with the various souvenir Shakespeare T shirts, fridge magnets, and so on, available in the gift shop of the Royal Shakespeare Company in Stratford and beyond.

‘Scenes of Money and Death’ in this play embrace each other like grotesques in a medieval Christian mural of Hell. They are locked in a dark dance of the faux‐transcendence of surplus‐profit against the immanence of human mortality.

In conclusion, The Old Woman shares a resigned if poignant eulogy for her dead husband with Shakespeare who is about to face his own death:


OLD WOMANWell, you break a cup – you put it together. You don’t keep asking who broke it. That’s all as is.



It is a significant and endemic sign of Bond’s writing and its enduring if contested neo‐Brechtian dialectics, that, unlike the Old Woman, Bond insists on continuing to demand of our violent, unjust‚ and deeply fractured world: ‘Who broke it?’ – determined and committed never to accept the certainty and historical inevitability of the powerful and exploitative such as Combe and his contemporary venture capitalists of ‘That’s all there is’.

In his essay The Reason for Theatre published in The Hidden Plot, Bond reiterates these other concerns in terms of his concept of ‘Radical Innocence’ emerging during that period:


The newborn child is on both sides of its skin. There is no outside‚ so it generates its own experiences. Its self is bound into imagination as language is bound into grammar.


One can trace some of the antecedents of this form of thinking as early as his essay ‘On Violence’ in his Introduction for Collected Plays Volume 1. In the context of articulating a rationale for his writing and a response to the initial critical reception of Saved, he asserted that ‘All imagination is political’. This radical deconstruction of the central post‐Romantic privileging of the imagination as inherently subjective and esoterically spiritual is further developed in Bond’s classic essay ‘The Rational Theatre’ in his Introduction to Plays: Two (Methuen 1978):


Literature is a social act; it is the social expression of thought and uses the social medium of language. Yet a creative act comes through an individual … a writer writes what he has experienced and learned (what else can he write about?), but he does not write about himself. What used to be called the soul is really the most public aspect of a human being.


For Bond, violence is always principally a product and symptom of corrupt and exploitative social organization. Therefore, within the dramatic site of the park in Saved the violence may be viewed and analyzed from multiple but complicit standpoints. On one level it is a savagely premeditated demonstration of socially gendered codes of masculinity‐as‐violence. Simultaneously, this public exhibition of violence is also reflective and expressive of the wider meta‐narratives of state‐sanctioned violence, as Bond observes in his Plays: 1: ‘Clearly the stoning to death of a baby in a London park is a typical English understatement. Compared to the “strategic” bombing of German towns it is a negligible atrocity, compared to the cultural and emotional deprivation of most of our children its consequences are insignificant (Introduction)’.

In correspondence with Sean Holmes‚ Bond observed:


The difference between Saved’s chair scene (13) and Chair marks what has happened to society in that time. S13 ends with silence and optimism. Not hope – which seems irrelevant, an ape may hope for its dinner. Optimism is optimistic about optimism – it affirms action. You can relate Len to Billy (Chair). Len knows at least the evidence of reality. Billy has only a window and pictures of reality – but he draws them himself … He ends by discovering his city and being shot by it … Chair ends in the silence of a corpse and there is no chair. Saved was written when there was a popular programme of political change. It was largely even more naïve than Billy – and Saved was intended as a warning of this. But at least there was progressive popular political initiative. Now there is none …The plays are about the lack of political understanding of what human beings are.




The Later Plays: ‘The Paris Plays’ and ‘The Birmingham Plays’


The Children (2000)

An interesting and powerful aspect of this play in terms of its creative inception is the defining meta‐presence of Medea by Euripides.

In the frontispiece of the published edition of The Children in conjunction with Have I None (Methuen 2000), Bond quotes as follows from Medea:


CHILD:‘O help, help!

Where can I go to escape?’


These words and sentiments evoke the existential and ethical dilemma facing the central character of Joe, a teenage boy, in the play. By implication it also haunts the other children of the play’s title. They are Joe’s friends and share the same bleak material and emotional environment of Joe and his Mother. There is also a strong sense in which the themes of psychological distress and physical danger evoke the suffering of all children exposed to exploitation and degradation. They are both the active agents of violence as Fred and the gang in Saved and also the urban rioters of the summer of 2011 but, crucially and paradoxically, also its victims.

In addition to the summer riots of 2011‚ the abduction and murder of the three‐year‐old James Bulger in February 1993 by two schoolboys‚ Robert Thompson and Jon Venables‚ radiates an aura of young lives as tragic perpetrators and victims of violence. It became clear in their trial that both boys, Thompson and Venables, themselves had allegedly been exposed to both violent films and also domestic violence and neglect. The unspeakable tragedy of an infant victim being taken from a crowded shopping mall to a deserted railway track and subjected to torture and killing by older boys shocked society. The event was unsurprisingly reported with ugly voyeurism in the tabloid press, contributing to a mood of vigilante fear and hatred. In a programme note that Bond wrote specially for this author’s directed 2012 production of The Children with a student cast from the University of Winchester‚ the dramatist observed:


When I wrote the play I remember what happened when the two children were driven from court. Lines of police held back a screaming kicking fist‐waving mob. A man broke through and hammered at the side of the police van. He screamed in the most violent language that the two children should be hanged. Government ministers use different phrases but with the same purport – a diagnostic symptom of this plague is the corruption of public discourse. Children are probably the one group in our society who are not carriers of the parasite bacillus. They are its victims. A society gets the children it creates. [5]


There is a chilling anonymity in both the naming of the Stranger whom Joe inadvertently but tragically kills and also the tragic vulnerability of Joe’s puppet and alter ego. Killer and the killed, the animate and the inanimate, are intertwined in a tragic, tri‐dialectic violence born of incubated alienation. This is embodied in the mute figure of the puppet belonging to Joe. This puppet has no strings in any literal sense. In the context of the play’s dramatic strategies and concerns‚ it relies for its existence upon Joe’s fractured imagination and actions. The original meaning of the word ‘inspire’ is to ‘in breathe’ or, more actively, ‘breathe life’. In this significant sense‚ the puppet is ‘inspired’ into ‘life’ through the agitated breathing of Joe’s suffocated existence. This has a wider context within the sociocultural and psychological nexus of his relationship with his mother. That relationship’s dysfunction is itself symptomatic of a violent society predicated upon injustice and apocryphal calamity.

The puppet is as vulnerable to and dependent upon the manipulation of other, external human agency as is the baby in its pram in Saved. Both ‘characters’ are profoundly disturbing semiotic signs of a traumatized innocence. Evoking the Euripidean dynamics of the James Bulger case‚ the puppet is also subjected by Joe and the other children to a tortured stoning with bricks.

In the opening scene of the play‚ Joe enters alone save for the puppet‚ which is dressed in a costume that suggests a school uniform. An aura of alienation informs Joe’s conversation with the puppet‚ which is‚ of course, an ontological discourse with his fractured other‐self:


Joe: … Sometimes I hear myself talk and think it’s you. Anyone listening now would think I’m mad … It’s not my fault you’re not real … I told you everything I didn’t tell anyone else … I’ll have to kill you.


Joe proceeds to attack the puppet with bricks from the derelict site even as the stage directions indicate that he ‘Half‐hugs and playfully half‐swings it from side to side’. Joe’s anguished recognition of his psychic confusion in relation to his puppet and his power over it to destroy or save is potent. It is further explored in the disturbing mirrored proximity of his relationship with his mother. Like so many of Bond’s working‐class, female characters stretching back to Mary and Pam in Saved and Pat in The Pope’s Wedding, Joe’s Mum is torn between the crushing disappointments of daily life and a desire to exercise some form of desperate self‐empowerment. Her endemic sense of life’s emotional impotency and material deprivation inhabits, disrupts‚ and ultimately ends her relationship with her son.

The Mother proceeds like a contemporary working‐class Medea to ask a special favour of Joe. In The Children, the play’s title clearly and pointedly removes the dramatic and ethical focus of attention away from the wronged woman and mother to the children. Joe is instructed by his Mum as evidence of his love and loyalty to her to burn down a house on a nearby new estate. When Joe questions why he must commit this violent act, she responds with a manipulative emotional strategy that ‘This will keep us together. Bring us closer’. When Joe subsequently consummates these conflicting filial demands through burning the house identifiable only by its mauve door, his mother responds with anger and disbelief:


Joe: Mum you told me to do ‐ !

Mother: Stop it! Stop it! … Told you to burn a house? What mother would tell her child to do that? She’d be a monster!


Bond’s delineates Joe’s Mum simultaneously in both an internalized psycho‐emotional realm but also, crucially, as a poor, white, working‐class woman. In the penultimate scene of the play‚ it is revealed that she has been dehumanized and commoditized through her working role as a prostitute earlier in her life. Crucially, that experience seems to precede Joe’s birth into the world. The dual impact of her primary cash‐value as a prostitute crackles with anger and guilt towards Joe: ‘If I’d thought like you, you’d have ended up in the pedal bin of an abortion clinic’. Her acutely diminished and destructive self‐esteem descends into a paralyzing self‐hatred. Bond understands that she needs to be viewed within a corrosive dialectic of her psychological trauma as a woman, in a contested site with her class status as an oppressed working‐class woman. In this she shares depressingly familiar territory with Pam and Mary from Saved and also as in Chair. Their frustrated desires and bewildered disappointments are not explicable in domestic terms alone but as iconic signs of late consumer capitalism’s strategies of power and subordination.

Like the characters in Bond’s earlier The Crime of the Twenty‐first Century, Joe and the other children embark on a dangerous journey through some form of post‐apocalyptic terrain. This traumatic pilgrimage towards a desperate and uncertain survival and its implicit cycle of death and violent revenge is ultimately punctuated by two crucial but significant moments. The first refers to the Stranger extending forgiveness to Joe, his unwitting murderer. The audience has previously seen the Stranger in Scene Three of the play when he comes accidentally upon Joe and the gang‚ with a fight ensuing. When the Stranger appears in Scene Eleven, he is dressed in exactly the same costume as the puppet who has earlier been collectively and ritually stoned to death. The Stranger facilitates Joe confronting his guilt in a moving and unexpected manner:


Stranger: I came to forgive you.

Joe: Forgive me?

Stranger: Yes you didn’t mean to kill me.


In a drama borne of classically tragic proportions, Joe is seen as much at the mercy of a pre‐existing ‘Fate’ and other’s contested desires, jealousies‚ and rage as the puppet is of his own conflicted feelings. In one crucially significant sense‚ Joe and The Stranger can be viewed as synonymous with the puppet. Their problematic equivalence might also be seen in terms of the revisiting of Len and the baby. It is in the fusion of the external (social and political) factors with the internal (psychological, ethical) elements of the play that Bond’s dramatic vision enters a distinctive, defining phase in plays from the late period. It’s also true that Joe’s confused feelings about himself and his world expressed through and to the puppet re‐invokes Scopey trapped in a desire for communion with Alen that cannot be realized.

What Bond achieves with mastery and forensic structural craft in so many of the later plays is a complex synthesis of a ‘Radical Innocence’ that seeks and demands justice within and against an oppressive world dominated by violence. The material reality of the puppet is therefore not articulated solely by its evident constructed inanimateness. A dramatically and thematically sophisticated cousin of Len, Scopey‚ and the baby, it embodies a political and ontological tri‐dialectics of being, knowing‚ and existential action. This is activated by the psycho‐imaginative impulse of drama itself.

In the play’s final scene‚ Joe is left alone at the end of his, and the play’s, journey. He has nothing in terms of the fetishized ‘ownership’ of capitalism having relinquished the temptation of unlimited consumer goods: ‘I’ve got everything. I’m the last person in the world. I must find someone (Goes)’.

Joe, like Len, his antecedent looks in a practical and tangible way to ‘repair the chair’ in the context of his own and his world’s fractured condition. While the relative optimism of the political conditions of Len’s inception might be beyond repair, Joe’s determination to ‘find someone’ conveys a human imperative opposing the destructive politics of inequality and exploitation in the early twenty first century‚ as Bond explained to Holmes:


The gang in Saved attack one of themselves, a child of their class. The present rioters attack the homes of people of their class. (They don’t go to Gloucestershire to attack Cameron’s house.) Both attacks are symptoms. They are not politically informed. But neither has the time between the two plays been politically informed. It’s why we have riots and a Tory government.






Chair (2000)

Chair was first produced as a radio play on BBC Radio 4 on 7 April 2000 and was directed by Turan Ali. Its first stage production was at the Avignon Festival on 18 July 2006‚ where it was directed by Alain Francon. In May 2012‚ it entered the short season of post‐2000 Bond plays at The Lyric Studio Theatre. It was directed by Bond himself.

As with the other two plays that constitute what Bond called ‘The Chair Trilogy’, Have I None and The Under Room, the play’s location is given as ‘City 2077’. Again‚ as with these plays‚ the social and political environment of the play is a harsh, violent society in which an unnamed but authoritarian regime is in control. Its authority is enforced by armed forces that patrol its troubled streets. In Chair, the cast and setting of the play act as a disturbing microcosm of that wider dystopian reality. Alice is a woman who lives in a converted block of flats in a bleak urban setting, shares her home, a precarious oasis of domestic predictability, with Billy. A child in a man’s body, Billy epitomizes not a radicalized innocence in Bond’s terms but rather a self‐willed, naïve rejection of the demands of social engagement.

Reluctant to acknowledge a world he finds dangerous and threatening‚ he draws his own imagined world ‘coloured’ by his crayons but also his own infantilized imaginings. When, through a mistaken but deliberate act of kindness on Alice’s part, their enclosed world is ruptured through an encounter with a Soldier and his prisoner, a frail old woman, tragedy ensues. From that moment on Billy will no longer be able to hide in the false security of his interior world. What is effectively scene one is named ‘First Picture’ in the play.

Billy becomes angrily frustrated by Alice’s refusal for him to be allowed to leave the flat. He draws a picture of her being eaten by a crocodile, unwittingly pre‐visioning her fate, albeit at her own hand, of dying through the sinister processes of a systematically carnivorous regime.

The relationship between Alice and the old woman is intriguing and in one sense central to the narrative and thematic spine of the play. It is also interesting for the sense in which Bond’s delineation of the two characters explores mutual but different constructions of the female.

Alice is an example of the many women in Bond’s work stretching back across his entire output who are troubled, complex‚ and facing problematic choices. She and they are caught in a tangled, complex web of social, cultural conditions. They’re often forced to exist within harshly oppressive environments both politically and domestically. They are often mothers although significantly in terms of some of the later plays, proto‐mothers as in Alice and Grace in Innocence. They are generally of the working class or indeed an undefined underclass of hardship, suffering‚ and conditioned disempowerment. Patsy from Bond’s The Fool (1975) and Rose from Restoration (1981) are fine earlier examples of women who seek to expose and resist the oppressions of patriarchy and capitalist power formations. The will to resist is clear. Their capacity to do so in any sustained, meaningful way is profoundly inhibited by their politicized oppression.

The old woman bites Alice in the struggle surrounding the chair which Alice has brought out of her flat for the Soldier to sit on. When Alice is being interviewed by the Officer, the fear and pressure of being in any sense related to the old woman, a prisoner on her way to likely execution escorted by the Soldier, forces Alice to deny any known relationship: ‘I didn’t know her! I couldn’t know anyone in that state if I’d lived with them for the whole of my life! Take your photograph off my table where I eat!’

Alice has taken the chair down to the street below where she meets, in Second Picture, a Soldier and the old woman referred to as Prisoner. In one important sense Alice is responding to and embodying what Bond has referred to elsewhere as the ‘Human Imperative’. She seeks social engagement in the context of demonstrating helpful concern by offering the Soldier the chair. He is initially, if reservedly, appreciative ‘Considerate. (Sits) Civvies’d pinch the body bags off the dead t’do their shopping in’. However‚ the ideological demands and rules of the Army forbid him from fraternizing with civilians‚ and he becomes increasingly anxious and aggressive to Alice. The Prisoner begins to urinate and also begins to take an interest in making contact with Alice. The simple basics of human interaction and the related desire for contact and communication become oppressive and unacceptable pressures for the Soldier. There is a sequence of events in which the Soldier, angrily telling Alice to go and to take her chair with her, is subverted by the Prisoner clinging to the chair and crawling between the struts. Alice responds with compassionate concern for the old woman‚ whom the Soldier shoves and kicks as he tries to extricate her from the chair. The old woman has no language and can only utter sounds‚ to which Alice responds with ‘My dear – tell me – please. (The Prisoner grasps the chair struts. Alice tries to fondle the back of her hands.) Put your hand though the bars’.

The scene continues with almost grotesquely farcical consequences as the Soldier descends into violent panic that his prisoner and the situation are chaotically out of control. In this darkly manic scenario‚ he intermittently attacks the frail, vulnerable old woman while Alice pleads with her ‘Forgive me – forgive me – forgive me – I can’t help you – I don’t know what to –’. The Prisoner leans towards Alice as if, finally, to speak but in fact bites her face. The Soldier and his actions are driven and dominated by the ideological demands and constraints placed upon him.

Alice fears and knows that the consequences of trying to act upon a human imperative or compassion and justice will bring the authorities to their door in the form of an official visit and enquiry. She then discloses the narrative of how she came to find Billy as a baby and rescue him in a manner that is reminiscent of two of Bond’s earlier plays: Narrow Road to the Deep North and its later sister piece The Bundle. Once again the dramatic iconic image of the baby is primal. Alice describes how she had heard a cry from a box left in an empty street save for an unknown woman watching the scene from the shadows of the street:


Alice: […] She was waiting to see what happened to you.

Billy (boast): That was me.

Alice: I went back and took you out of the box. You were wet and cold.


Alice explains that she had brought the infant baby Billy home even though she should have handed him in to the authorities. Billy seems to instinctively understand the ways in which the real is always (re) imagined in its (re) telling, and that the imagined person or event engendered through ‘Radical Innocence’ conveys its own dual‐surfaced reality:


Billy: If I drew the doorway – and that: the cartons and black dress – one day she might see the picture – I’ll put Billy on it so she’ll know.


Like a contemporary, revolutionary Prospero, it is as if Bond, like Shakespeare’s magi‐artist who can create and deconstruct realities through an empowered imagination; employs the character of Billy as a kind of Ariel characterized by a radical innocence and pathos: ‘We are such things as dreams are made of’.

Billy has to be hidden away as in the ‘Fourth Picture’, an unnamed Officer comes to visit Alice and conduct an inquiry if not an interrogation. This character’s language and dialogue is characterized by the soulless anonymity and bureaucratic jargon of the post‐modern state. At the end of a relentless questioning, the Officer announces that Alice will be held on remand and her home closed and sealed:


Officer: PrisCit is not what it is in the public mind. The department provides a choice. A tablet or an injection in a friendly clinic. The department also provides a floral tribute. Personalized floral offerings encourage emotional excess and other vulgarities. They draw attention to the few surviving social inequalities. In death democracy – or where!


Alice sees through the antiseptic, de‐personalized vocabulary of state‐language and simultaneously recognizes the gravity of their situation. After the Official has left, she quickly but calmly announces to Billy that she must go, and that he must become independent. Terrified, Billy begins to break his crayons even as Alice tries to explain to him the exigencies of the external, real world, ‘Billy, I don’t choose things. I have to deal with them as they are. You have to do that now. Then you’ll grow up’ (139). She explains to Billy what must happen and gives him instructions. It is clear from a subtext poignant with the pathos of her imminent departure that she intends to commit suicide. Unbeknown to Billy in his naïve, infantilized view of the world, Alice’s ashes will be sent to him‚ and he is instructed by her to empty them in the anonymous, alienated location of an inner‐city car park. Alice chooses her own place and time of departure from this life. There are echoes from Bond’s earlier plays of Shakespeare’s suicide in Bingo (1974). In doing so she exposes, in the time it takes to kick a chair away by someone hanging themselves‚ the nightmarish brutality of a regime that dresses itself in the uniform of soul‐destroying conformity. As the Official had expressed it:


Alice grabs with courage and determination, even as Bond’s Lear grabbed the spade and began to dig at the wall, this final expression of self‐empowerment and life‐ownership. She envisages and shares with Billy the aftermath of her ashes being emptied over the car park:

… There’ll be no flowers. No music. No speaking … Nothing they can get their hands on and say it’s theirs … I was never here. I was never anywhere. I never was. I was nothing. Not even a piece of dust.


When Billy says to her, ‘I’m afraid. I wish I hadn’t broken my crayons’, she answers: ‘You won’t need to draw. You’ll have real things’. Creativity dislocated from the demands of living with political responsibility in the world represents an infantilized, even dishonest‚ disengagement from reality. Alice and Billy live in a repressive society where power is enforced through fear and state‐sanctioned violence. The worlds of the imagination and the worlds of transformative, progressive, practical action in the world must be reconciled. Alice and Billy embody the tensions between a politicized, adult viewpoint which challenges the oppressive world it exists in with the creative radical innocence necessary to envision new worlds and renewed human possibilities. Furthermore, both expressions of crucially irreconcilable radicalism face and experience death at the conclusions to both plays.

In The Fifth Picture, the penultimate scene of the play, Alice’s body is hanging in the opening doorway to the bedroom. Billy is absorbed in his drawings and crayoning and seems oblivious to the figure of his dead carer. Her suicide intended to liberate him into adulthood and survival in the harsh reality beyond the walls of their flat seems stillborn. He waits for the men to come whom Alice had promised him would after her departure. He talks to himself as he draws:


(Draws) The lady with the chair’s got your face. (Picks up two drawings. Compares them.) Only hers is a puddle … P’raps she was your mother. Might’ve been.


With darkly absurd, farcical humour, reminiscent of a scene from Ionesco, he repeatedly brushes against her body as he goes through into the other room, each time expressing a polite ‘Scuse me please’. As he grabs his overcoat and scarf preparing for the men to come and then to leave as Alice had instructed him; he asks himself ‘Am I becoming a man?’ He then half‐sings to himself, ‘Why‐why‐why‐why‐why’. It is at this crucial dramatic moment of emerging, adult self‐awareness‚ and its subsequent questioning of the world that he carries out a small but transformative action. He takes a chair and puts the chair by the body. He then ‘adjusts the chair’s position. He tilts the body onto the back of the chair so that it takes the weight’. The seed that Alice had planted in his consciousness has not perished.

In the sixth and final picture, the stage direction says that ‘Billy stands in the morning light’. Billy also has a ‘rapt expression’ as he journeys through an evocative visual and aural landscape of both the contemporaneous world of the play and, crucially, our own contemporary inner‐city, urban reality. After a day travelling though this landscape‚ which has the quality of a hallucinatory dream for this man‐boy who has never before ventured beyond home, Billy carefully and with an almost ritual remembrance of Alice and her final instructions to him begins to scatter her ashes. At the climactic moment to this rite of passage for him and for her‚ he hurls the final fistfuls of dust into the air. It is at this moment of his, and Alice’s, meta‐liberation that the world which Alice had tried to protect him from then belatedly sought to prepare him for enacts its summary revenge:


Voice (off, calls from edge of car park) Oi! What y’on?

Billy looks towards the voice. A shot. Billy falls dead next to the carton. The dust floats down on him.


Billy has by the moral necessity of Alice’s suicide been drawn into the world that he has spent all of his previous life trying to control and conjure through his re‐drawing of it.

This final picture of the dust floating down on him brings a posthumous re‐meeting with Alice. Even as they are finally drawn together in the anonymous materiality of death, they picture a world which, like our own and that of the audience; is facing its own, final page.

To conclude this major section‚ I’ll leave the final and recent words to Bond himself. They are from the final paragraph of his Introduction ‘The Third Crisis’ to the trilogy collection The Chair Plays, 2012 (Methuen), published in conjunction with the Lyric Theatre Hammersmith season of three of the late plays Have I None, The Under Room, and Chair:


Saved ends in a gesture of optimism in the mending of the chair. It is not grandiose to call that an act of immanent transcendence because the chair bears human wounds. Since the play was written our situation – the third crisis – has worsened. The chair in The Chair Plays is the sign of that crisis. Does that make it an immanent transcendent? It depends on how an audience uses it.






The Future

One of the major issues relating to the production of Bond’s plays stretching back to his earlier career estrangements with directors such as Bill Gaskill and Max Stafford‐Clark at the Royal Court has been an increasing unwillingness to relinquish the artistic control of the dramatic realizations of his work. This has been mirrored in a simultaneous refusal to allow the major British theatres such as The Royal National and the RSC to produce iconic works from his long career. This undoubtedly limits the possibility of future productions of his work outside of the schools audiences for his work for Big Brum Theatre Company and author‐led and ‐controlled productions of very recent works such as Dea (2016) in small and underfunded venues with often inexperienced casts. This was sadly confirmed by the critical response to the premiere of that play at the Secombe Theatre in Sutton, Outer London‚ in 2016: ‘Saved may have changed theatre in its time – this play certainly won’t. One of the problems is that Bond has directed the play as well as writing it and he needs the editing skills that an outside director would bring’ (The Stage, 27 May 2016).

Writers such as Mark Ravenhill and the late Sarah Kane acknowledged their indebtedness to him. In an article for the Guardian entitled ‘Acid Tongue’, 9 September 2006, Ravenhill celebrated Bond’s return to the major British stages in this period and stated: ‘I strongly believe that we’ve been denying ourselves a body of work that is probably the greatest of any post‐war British dramatist … Bond is our contemporary and we need him’.
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Seamus Heaney

ADAM HANNA



Seamus Heaney, in addition to being the most famed poet in the English language in the second half of the twentieth century, was also a playwright, translator, anthologist‚ and a greatly admired writer of critical prose. A bibliography that attempts to catalogue all his work until 2003 (ten years before his death) runs to 494 pages (Brandes and Durkan 2003). Heaney’s immense literary output is an even more impressive achievement considering the demands that his roles as a parent, friend, teacher, public figure‚ and broadcaster made on his time. His background, as he acknowledged in his Nobel lecture, did not look like one that might give rise to one of the most extraordinary literary careers of modern times. He was born on 13 April 1939 in a thatched and whitewashed cottage, since demolished, on a fifty‐acre farm called Mossbawn in the townland of Tamniarn, Co. Derry, in Northern Ireland. His parents were Margaret Kathleen Heaney (née McCann) and Patrick Heaney, a farmer and cattle dealer. His birthplace would take on a central importance in his personal mythos, representing something like an organic and pre‐reflective world to set in the balance against the wider realms that he later inhabited. In the three rooms of the farmhouse lived Heaney, his (eventually) eight younger brothers and sisters, his parents‚ and an aunt. A third of Heaney’s poems are set within ten miles of this original place (Schuchard 2014, 286). Leaving this house for The Wood, a farm in a neighbouring townland of Bellaghy, in 1954, represented a significant, perhaps irrecoverable break for the young Heaney. Another significant rupture came with the death of his brother, Christopher, who was killed in a car accident the year before the family moved house. The new home of the bereaved family was very different in style from Mossbawn, its clean, modern lines‚ and symmetrical construction representing, according to Heaney, ‘the age of Formica triumphing in farmland’ (O’Driscoll 2007, 26).

In 1951‚ Heaney won a scholarship to St Columb’s College, a selective Catholic grammar school in Derry city, on the other side of the county from where he was born. Here he had his first concerted exposure to two languages that would have a great subsequent impact on his writing: Irish and Latin. The English teaching at this school was critically sophisticated as well: research has brought to light the extent to which the ideas of F. R. Leavis were influential in Heaney’s secondary education (Dennison 2015, 35). After finishing secondary school in 1957‚ Heaney went on to study English Language and Literature at Queen’s University, Belfast. In 1959, while still at Queen’s‚ he published his first poems in the student magazines Q and Gorgon, under the timorous nom‐de‐plume, ‘Incertus’. He graduated in 1961 with first class honours. Though the possibility of postgraduate study was raised by a tutor at Queen’s, Heaney turned away from this route in favour of school teaching. He later attributed this choice to his self‐identity as a ‘newly upwardly mobile eleven‐plus Catholic’ (quoted Parker 1993, 26).

Heaney gained a qualification in teaching from St Joseph’s College of Education in Belfast. The following year‚ he began teaching at St Thomas’s Intermediate School in Ballymurphy, Belfast, and returned to Queen’s to study for a part‐time postgraduate degree. 1963, however, proved a formative year: he left school teaching, returning to St Joseph’s as a lecturer in English, and he started attending the meetings of the creative writing group founded by Philip Hobsbaum, a newly arrived lecturer at Queen’s. A breakthrough in his publishing life came in 1964 when Karl Miller, then editor of The New Statesman, published three of his poems, including ‘Digging’, the work that was eventually to occupy the prime position in his landmark collection, Opened Ground: Poems 1966‐1996 (1998). The following year‚ he married Marie Devlin, a teacher and author, most notably of Over Nine Waves: A Book of Irish Legends (1994). They had three children: Michael, Christopher‚ and Catherine.

Heaney’s early poetry shows elements that came to be recognized as characteristic among readers and critics in subsequent years. A sensuous apprehension of the physical world, and a preoccupation with the land within a few miles about the farmhouse in which he was born, are both present in his first volume, Death of a Naturalist (1966). This covers the same Irish pastoral ground as the earlier works of Patrick Kavanagh, but combines this with a strong sense of the metaphoric potential of the rural and the natural that recalls the poetry of William Wordsworth and Ted Hughes. The poems are crafted with an auditory zest and relish that shows the impress of the work of Gerard Manley Hopkins.

In the 1960s, years in which Heaney made his home in Belfast and began to write, new artistic, social‚ and political energies animated life in the city. From 1967, one of the manifestations of these currents was the civil rights movement, which demanded equal treatment in employment, housing‚ and voting rights for Northern Ireland’s historically disadvantaged Catholic population. In 1968‚ Heaney wrote an uncollected satirical piece for radio, ‘Craig’s Dragoons’, which condemned police brutality towards marchers from this movement. The new, grammar‐school‐educated generation to which Heaney belonged were beginning to change the social and political fabric of Belfast. During these years, Heaney befriended poets from the other side of Northern Ireland’s religious divide, notably Michael Longley and Derek Mahon, the contemporaries with whom he is most often associated. During the late 1960s‚ Heaney started broadcasting on the BBC in Northern Ireland. Among other things, he co‐authored a series of broadcasts intended for schoolchildren called ‘Explorations’.

Heaney’s receipt of a literary prize meant that he spent the summer of 1969, a pivotal moment in Northern Irish history, in Spain. At this time, the sectarian tensions that the civil rights protests had brought to the surface turned into widespread violence. Because of his physical distance from the events of this summer, several of Heaney’s later poems in which he reflects on this watershed moment in Northern Irish history contain imagery of the oppressive heat of Spain. These poems include ‘Summer Home’ (Wintering Out, 1972), ‘Summer 1969’ (North, 1975), and ‘High Summer’ (Field Work, 1979). However, there was little sign of these tumultuous public events in his volume published in that critical year, Door Into the Dark (1969). Instead, it revisits the themes and locations from his first volume. As in Death of a Naturalist, the poems frequently depict a protagonist who undergoes dramas of indecision and initiation in front of a backdrop of Derry countryside. Like his first volume, too, the poems are distinguished by a descriptive, explicatory amplitude.

During the years 1970–1971‚ Heaney worked in the University of California, Berkeley, as a visiting lecturer (a place to which he would return in 1976). After this, he returned briefly to Northern Ireland in 1971, but left both his job at Queen’s and the province of his birth the next year to freelance in a cottage in the Wicklow Mountains near Dublin. Though his concern about the safety of his family was an element in his decision, there were other forces at play. Heaney did not reject the idea that exchanging Northern Ireland for the Republic at this critical time had an ‘emblematic’ significance when his friend the critic Seamus Deane suggested it in interview. ‘I felt’, said Heaney, ‘I was compromising some part of myself by staying in a situation where socially and indeed, imaginatively, there were pressures “against” regarding the moment as critical’ (quoted Corcoran 1998, 254).

His 1972 volume, Wintering Out, recapitulates to a large extent the settings and themes of his first two collections, but in a tone that is distinct from his previous books of poetry. In Wintering Out, the world is seen in a new sharp‐edged, lunar light. The protagonist of the poems is often depicted as the shadowy visitant to by‐now familiar haunts. This change in tone is matched by a change in style, with Wintering Out seeing the deployment of a new, attenuated, ‘skinny stanza’. The tenor of the volume is also affected by a greater political awareness than his previous ones: Heaney’s focus on place‐names in ‘Anahorish’, ‘Toome’, and ‘Broagh’ recall the claims over territory that inhere in the Irish‐language dinnseanchas (meaning ‘the lore of places’) tradition. The poem ‘A New Song’, too, suggests a concern with the reclamation of territory that had been more muted in his earlier volumes. The link between these changes to his work and the deterioration of conditions in Northern Ireland is apparent.

Initially, on relocating across the border in the Republic of Ireland, Heaney moved with his family into a small cottage at Glanmore, in the mountains in County Wicklow south of Dublin. He was lent the house by the Canadian scholar Ann Saddlemyer, though the house had a long literary pedigree even before she owned it. It had previously belonged to the Yeats scholar Alexander ‘Derry’ Norman Jeffares and, earlier still, had been the gate lodge to the estate owned by the paternal ancestors of John Millington Synge (Hanna 2015, 38). Though Heaney later bought a larger house in central Dublin, the cottage in the mountains continued to preoccupy him imaginatively. It appears frequently in his work from the seventies onwards, most notably in his sequences ‘Glanmore Sonnets’ (Field Work, 1979) and ‘Glanmore Revisited’ (Seeing Things, 1991). In the late 1980s, Heaney bought the cottage outright, and he kept it as a writing retreat for the rest of his life.

After his move south, Heaney continued with the Irish state broadcaster RTE the broadcasting work that he began with the BBC in Northern Ireland, hosting the literature radio show ‘Imprint’ between 1973 and 1977. Within a few years of his move to the Republic, teaching again became part of Heaney’s life. In 1975‚ he began teaching at Carysfort College of Education, Dublin, a teacher training college. In the same year‚ he published his next collection, North, which proved to be the most controversial of his volumes. No critics, however, have taken exception to either of its two opening poems, dedicated to his aunt, ‘Sunlight’ and ‘The Seed Cutters’. Both these poems take images from the farm on which Heaney grew up and, characteristically, cross his affectionate portrayals with imagery from other places and time periods. Though this matching of the old with the new is a consistent technique in the volume, the poems that address more brutal occurrences were the focus of unprecedented criticism. The first part of the volume that follows the dedicatory works is distinctly subterranean in its imagery, an approach that was influenced by the depiction of Iron Age bodies in The Bog People (1969) by the Danish archaeologist P. V. Glob, which Heaney had read in the early 1970s. This preoccupation in North with physical depth is matched by one with temporal depth: prehistoric, Norse‚ and Elizabethan violence all feature heavily in the first part of the volume. The second part of the volume, by contrast, is mainly set in Heaney’s own lifetime: memories of a policeman visiting the house in his childhood, of being harassed by police as a young man, and of the sound of Orange drums all feature. Although Heaney was criticized for the mythical parallels and politicization of this volume by, among others, Ciaran Carson (1975) and Edna Longley (1986), the collection might have been even more politically focused than it was. Drafts of the contents list among his manuscript papers show that, initially, he planned for the volume to include many politically disaffected prose poems. These found a home in his never‐republished, small‐circulation pamphlet, Stations (1975).

In 1979‚ Heaney spent his first semester as a visiting lecturer at Harvard University, beginning an association that would carry on for the rest of his teaching life. The same year saw the publication of his volume Field Work (1979). This collection evinces a turn towards the elegiac, with several poems commemorating victims of Northern Ireland’s Troubles. Despite this focus on people who had died by violence, the imagery of the volume suggests a return to the surface of the earth after the chthonic energies of North. This shift in imagery is matched by a similar one in the volume’s tone‚ which is, overall, less caustic than that of his previous one. His renewed preoccupation with the natural world can be seen in the ‘Glanmore Sonnets’ sequence, which mark the achievement of a new formal deftness in his work.

The following year saw the publication of Heaney’s first volume of prose, Preoccupations: Selected Prose 1968‐1978 (1980). This was the first substantial instalment of what would eventually be a celebrated body of prose writing. In Preoccupations, Heaney asked a series of questions that rang through his subsequent prose works. He later reprinted these questions in his final substantial prose collection, Finders Keepers (2001): ‘How should a poet properly live and write? What is his relationship to his own voice, his own place, his literary heritage and his contemporary world?’ (Heaney 1980, 11). The volume combines autobiographical pieces with essays on some of his major influences, including William Wordsworth, Gerard Manley Hopkins‚ and Patrick Kavanagh. His second collection of essays, The Government of the Tongue: The 1986 T. S. Eliot Memorial Lectures and Other Critical Writings (1988), is notable for its focus on the moral and artistic example offered by poets from Eastern Europe. It faces the ethical imperatives attached to writing poetry as much as the aesthetic ones, and contains the memorable formulation that poetry is ‘a break from the usual life but not an absconding from it’ (Heaney 1988, 108). His next collection of prose, The Redress of Poetry: Oxford Lectures (1995), showed evidence of a more historical bent than his previous volumes, containing essays on Christopher Marlowe, Brian Merriman‚ and John Clare along with ones on more recent poets. Heaney’s last major prose collection, Finders Keepers: Selected Prose 1971‐2001, combined new pieces with previously published criticism and some of the autobiographical writings that he had first published in Preoccupations. Though critics including Stephen James (2007) and John Dennison (2015) have questioned whether Heaney’s prose writing might be more notable for its rhetoric than its logic, even these sceptical critics have been laudatory about it. Others have given it the highest praise: Helen Vendler has stated that his prose ‘brought new energy to contemporary critical writing about poetry: brilliantly accurate, it was voiced in a tone of colloquial engagement with his audience’ (in Agee and Ó Searcaigh 2014, 15). David Wheatley has written that Heaney’s prose is ‘a record, with few contemporary equals, of a writer responding with critical magnanimity to his subjects and succeeding at the same time in taking what he needs from them to further his own art’ (Wheatley 2008, 134).

1980, as well as seeing the publication of Heaney’s first prose volume, also saw the foundation of the Field Day Theatre Company by the playwright Brian Friel and the actor Stephen Rea. This was one of the most significant collaborative projects in which Heaney was involved, and he became a director of it in 1981. The company performed Heaney’s version of Sophocles’ Philoctetes, entitled The Cure at Troy, in 1990. This was the first of Heaney’s Sophoclean translations: his second was a version of Antigone entitled The Burial at Thebes (2004). This later play, borrowing metres from both Anglo‐Saxon and Irish‐language poetry, draws its cultural inheritances from a broad array of sources while also representing an impassioned engagement with the global politics of its day.

In 1981‚ Heaney resigned from Carysfort College and, in 1982, he began a five‐year visiting professorship at Harvard, teaching one semester each academic year. In 1984‚ he published a translation of a medieval Irish‐language poem, Sweeney Astray, on which he had been working on for several years. This poem follows the travels of an Irish king who leaves Ulster after having been cursed by a saint following a battle, and who is eventually buried in a monastery not too far from where Heaney moved in the Republic of Ireland. Sweeney’s north‐to‐south trajectory ties in with Heaney’s own, a context he obliquely acknowledges in the introduction: ‘My fundamental relation with Sweeney […] is topographical’ (Heaney 1984, ix).

Heaney was elected as Boylston Professor of Rhetoric and Oratory at Harvard in 1984, the same year as the publication of his next full collection, Station Island. This saw a return to Ulster in its title poem: Station Island in Lough Derg, County Donegal, is a place that is traditionally associated with pilgrimages. The eponymous long central section of this volume is divided into twelve parts, in which the protagonist is confronted by the shades of dead friends, writers‚ and acquaintances, who variously tell the poet their stories, give him advice‚ and upbraid him. The opening section of the volume consists of new lyrics, while in the final section Heaney revisits the character of Sweeney. Heaney’s next, slimmer, collection, The Haw Lantern (1987), is notable for containing a new style which presents imagined polities (that nevertheless often resemble Irish ones) in poems written in the style of parables translated from other languages. The emotional heart of the collection, however, is in ‘Clearances’, a sequence of sonnets in memory of his mother. The third of these eight poems, recounting the time he spent peeling potatoes with her, was judged Ireland’s best‐loved poem in a popular vote held in 2015.

In 1989‚ Heaney was elected Professor of Poetry at the University of Oxford, a post that he held until 1994. During these years‚ he edited a selection of Yeats’s poems and began writing the sequence that would become ‘Squarings’ in his next collection, Seeing Things (1991). If the chief elegiac presence in the Haw Lantern is his mother, it is surely his father in Seeing Things. Critics noted that this volume marked a distinct turn in Heaney’s work, pointing out the new appreciation of the aerial and numinous that the poems in it evince. Heaney encouraged this impression among critics that his perspective had changed, remarking in a subsequent interview that this new style was ‘something to do with getting near fifty, I think. I lifted up my eyes to the heavens and … I have a light in my attic at home – a door into the dark; a door into the light is what we’re after now’ (quoted O’Driscoll 2003). This openness to celestial light was not specifically religious in character. Though Heaney had been born into Northern Ireland’s Roman Catholic minority, and though his family’s status as members of this community contributed greatly to the shape of his life, he was not a churchgoer as an adult. Seeing Things, for all its focus on the spirit realm, evinces ambivalence towards the idea of an existence beyond the earthly one. Though a preoccupation with mortality that is such a feature of earlier volumes is in evidence here too, it takes on a markedly different form in Seeing Things than it did in, for example, North. Whereas, before, the corporeal and earthy elements of death were his main focus, here a more disembodied approach predominates. This is especially true of the ‘Squarings’ sequence, Heaney’s longest, which is notable for its highly patterned symmetry it consists of four groups of twelve twelve‐line poems, adding up to a long poem of 576 lines. The poems in it combine a new sense of playfulness with a deep metaphysical unease.

The poems in Heaney’s next volume, The Spirit Level (1995), reflect its title’s evocation of poise and balance. They also reflect changes in the political realm, with the IRA ceasefire of the previous year giving cause for optimism that was as delicate and easily unbalanced as the instrument for which the volume was named. In the light of these new events, even landscapes that Heaney had previously depicted as blood‐soaked could be imagined anew. A striking example of Heaney’s willingness to reimagine his former works in the light of recent events is the poem ‘Tollund’, which revisits the territory of ‘The Tollund Man’, a poem about a bog body from his collection, Wintering Out (1972). Whereas, in the earlier volume, Heaney imagines an ancient victim of violence who was found in ‘the old man‐killing parishes’, the Danish landscape he inhabited is entirely reconfigured in ‘Tollund’: ‘Unfazed by light, to make a new beginning / And make a go of it, alive and sinning’ (Heaney 1995, 69). The poem’s date, September 1994, matches that of the announcement of the IRA ceasefire. Despite the willingness to credit the possibility of positive change that is evidenced by poems like ‘Tollund’, the brutal and bloody imagery that permeates this volume suggests that the end of violence freed him, not so much to celebrate peace, as to give voice to the horror of the previous decades.

Heaney’s receipt of the Nobel Prize for literature in 1995 was celebrated by the release of a landmark selection of his poems in Opened Ground: Poems 1966‐1996 (1998). It contains the speech that he gave on receipt of the prize as a coda. The Nobel was most prestigious award he received, but the list of awards that his work garnered over the course of his life is so great that only a selection can be included here. These awards include the Geoffrey Faber Memorial Prize, 1968; the E. M. Forster Award, 1975; the T. S. Eliot Prize, 2006; and The Griffin Trust for Excellence in Poetry Lifetime Recognition Award, 2012. National governments that honoured him included those of France, which made him a Commandeur de l'Ordre des Arts et Lettres in 1996, and that of Ireland, which appointed him a Saoi of Aosdána in 1997.

Heaney was a prolific translator, and though his version of Beowulf (2000) from the Old English is the best known of his translated works, he also published notable volumes of translation from medieval Irish (Sweeney Astray, 1984), eighteenth‐century Irish (The Midnight Verdict, 2000), medieval Scots (The Testament of Cresseid and Seven Fables, 2009) and, finally, Latin (Aeneid VI, 2016). In his volumes of poetry‚ he published shorter translations from Latin, Irish, French‚ and Italian, among other languages. Beowulf was followed in 2001 by Electric Light, a collection whose title refers to the novel electrification of a relative’s house that he witnessed when he was a child. It continues in the luminous and ludic vein that had been part of his writing since the late 1980s. It combines this approach, however, with audible influences from the Anglo‐Saxon cadences and images of Beowulf, which he had been translating during the period in which he wrote many of the lyrics in Electric Light. The period in which he wrote this collection also marked a new phase for him as a teacher: from 1997 he was the Ralph Waldo Emerson Poet in Residence at Harvard University. His association with Harvard carried on until ill health forced him to give up his teaching duties in 2006.

Heaney never wrote his autobiography, but in his sixties he told his life story in a series of lengthy interviews. A long interview with Karl Miller was published as a book in 2000. This, however, was just a precursor to his much longer collaboration with the poet Dennis O’Driscoll. The interviews he undertook with O’Driscoll, which work their way chronologically through his life, were later published in the compendious Stepping Stones (2007). Heaney’s next lyric collection, District and Circle (2006), reflects these interviews, featuring ‘found prose’ pieces that reproduce some of his recollections. Despite this volume’s characteristic dedication to the poet’s Derry locale, its concerns were more obviously global than those of his previous volume. Poems on mid‐century farm machinery reflect the violence of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars; works that recollect the effect of the Second World War on the poet’s first locality are loud with echoes of more recent conflicts. It also contains an adaptation from Horace, ‘Anything Can Happen’, which reflects on the 9/11 attacks in the United States. In this way, District and Circle matches his play The Burial at Thebes, published two years earlier, in its preoccupation with the destructive forces shaping the contemporary world. Heaney had foreshadowed these themes in a lecture he gave in 2004 to the American Philosophical Society, in which he explained that ‘acts of terrorism committed against those who wield the equivalent of Napoleonic power have driven them to a point where the impulse to retaliate is in danger of overwhelming all need to understand what lies behind the terrorism’ (Heaney 2004, 421).

Heaney’s final lyric collection, Human Chain (2010), matches the poet’s consistent memory‐based aesthetic with his eye for the strange and uncanny. In it, the sensory world to which he had for so long been devoted is at times made unfamiliar by the consequences of ageing. Its opening poems depict the poet as a haunter of the domestic world, listening to the wind that blows about the eaves and the whoosh of the oil‐fired boiler. It also bears witness to the poet’s declining health, and in particular the stroke that he suffered in 2006. He writes that his ‘uncertainty on stairs’ is ‘more and more the light‐headedness // Of a cabin boy’s first time on the rigging’ (Heaney 2010, 83). From this intimate mise en scene, the volume goes on to be as concerned with the wider world as its predecessor. Its title poem refers both to his memories of moving sacks of grain on the farm where his family lived when he was younger, and to a chain formed by aid workers as they work in a disaster‐struck area.

Heaney’s life of wide and voracious reading means his poetry reflects influences from many quarters. He gained from Romantic poetry, in particular that of William Wordsworth, a sense of the redemptive and restorative potential of contact with nature. He also credited Gerard Manley Hopkins’s verbal innovativeness and attentiveness to the natural world as an early influence. There is a sense, too, in which Heaney’s vividly realized encounters with the physical world reflect the influence of Thomas Hardy and Robert Frost. (Heaney’s friend Helen Vendler reported that he had told her that Frost was his favourite poet.) Heaney’s willingness to explore complex personal and societal fissures in his poetry parallels the approach of his friend Robert Lowell. As his work developed, he drew on both Irish‐language and Eastern European influences to write poetry that was critical of extant social and political structures. His work owes a great debt to Eastern European poetry, in particular that of the Polish poet Czeslaw Miłosz, whom he met while teaching at Berkeley University.

Critics have, in the main, held Heaney’s work in high esteem. His first volume was received warmly, receiving the imprimatur of one of Ireland’s most eminent living poets, Austin Clarke (then a living link with the heady days of the Revival). The first extended treatment of his work in print came over a decade later when he was one of the four young poets given attention by Terence Brown in Northern Voices: Poets from Ulster (1975). In this early appreciation, Brown perceptively labelled Heaney’s imagination ‘synthetic and osmotic (in the sense that ideas and intuitions seep across thin membranes to blend with each other)’ (Brown 1975, 175). The first monograph study on Heaney, by Blake Morrison, came in 1982. In it, Morrison praised Heaney for writing poetry that ‘combined the wit and metrical tightness of the Movement with the power and physicality of Ted Hughes’ (Morrison 1982, 29). A plethora of critical studies have come in the wake of these early critical works, a tide that at the time of writing shows no sign of abating. Prominent among these studies are those by Neil Corcoran and Helen Vendler, the latter of whom has written of Heaney’s work that it ‘translat[es] the buried scan into language. Heaney’s particular mosaic of words preserves the unique, complex, and unrepeatable contour of human emotion’ (in Agee and Ó Searcaigh 2014, 20).

Though his work has been highly praised, Heaney has come under criticism from various quarters. An influential feminist perspective on his work by Patricia Coughlan (1991) critiqued his use of gendered images, arguing that the female figures in his poems were there to facilitate self‐discovery by their male protagonists. Coughlan also argued that, by drawing on gender stereotypes, his poetry perpetuated ideas that had been used to justify the subjugation of women. In 1975‚ Ciaran Carson published a review that attacked North, famously labelling Heaney a ‘laureate of violence’, and arguing that the connections he made between Northern Ireland’s ‘Troubles’, myth‚ and distant European history acted to frame present‐day violence as occurring within a cyclical pattern and, therefore, helped to explain it away as inevitable. One of the more vigorous assailings of Heaney’s poetry came from David Lloyd, whose essay ‘Pap for the Dispossessed: Seamus Heaney and the Poetics of Identity’ concluded that Heaney’s rise to prominence was ‘profoundly symptomatic of the continuing meshing of Irish cultural nationalism with the imperial ideology which frames it’ (1993, 37). This reading was criticized in turn by Peter McDonald, who termed it ‘a theoretically dense series of allegations that the poet, read in the totalizing discourse of cultural politics, fails to be republican enough’ (1997, 11). Some of the fiercest denunciations of Heaney have taken the poet’s perceived political allegiances as their grounds, though there has been no consensus as to what these are. Edna Longley claimed his work suffered from politicization, and that in North Heaney ‘defines the battlefield in astonishingly introverted Catholic and Nationalist terms’ (Longley 1986, 154), while James Simmons objected to Heaney’s not taking a more condemnatory attitude towards nationalist paramilitaries in his work (Simmons 1992, 63). Conversely, Desmond Fennell has argued that Heaney’s propensity to create readable lyrics that come from no definitive political standpoint was a cynical move to retain his place in popular esteem (1991). As the foregoing criticisms indicate, some of the most vehement criticism of Heaney has been based on his political inclinations, real or perceived. His declared politics tended towards constitutional forms of nationalism: he explained to Dennis O’Driscoll that, during the 1980s, ‘the IRA’s self‐image as liberators didn’t work much magic with me. But neither did the too‐brutal simplicity of Margaret Thatcher’s “a crime is a crime is a crime. It is not political”’ (quoted O’Driscoll, 2007, 260).

It is perhaps difficult to separate Heaney’s poetry from his public image, though the former is undoubtedly the more troubled and difficult entity. The warmth and winning nature of the personality that came across in interviews and in hundreds of public appearances helped to shape opinions of his work. Perhaps at times, these qualities also led to his poetry being less recognized for the anger and distress it evinces than is just. In spite of this, Heaney’s personal equanimity is one of his contributions to literary culture: his writing is remarkable for its ability to inhabit different, often opposing, areas of experience and represent them in a way that does justice to each. His popularity in Ireland might, as Helen Vendler reflected, be related to the fact that his poetry calls up in a vividly realized way the rhythms of life and the traditional, rural world that has passed out of existence but is still just about within memory. The appreciation of international audiences for his work might in part have arisen from the humane insight this writing offers into a part of the world that, in news bulletins and headlines, for a long time mainly offered anguish and perplexity. Many of the anecdotes that were collected in the several commemorative volumes of essays and reflections that followed his death focused on his loyalty as a friend and the consistency of his compassionate nature.

Heaney occupied a unique place in modern poetry, with a wide popular appeal that was matched by great critical acclaim. In the year before he died, Heaney’s books made up two‐ thirds of the sales of living poets in the United Kingdom. The volume and quality of his work in poetry, plays, prose, teaching, translation‚ and drama, bespeaks energy and talent that are comparable to those of W. B. Yeats, a poet he is often held up to as a peer. Like his eminent predecessor, Heaney also held a totemic place in Ireland‚ and this position was made clear at his funeral, which was attended by both the President and the Taoiseach of Ireland. The latter, Enda Kenny, said that ‘for us, Seamus Heaney was the keeper of language, our codes, our essence as a people’. Paul Muldoon, in a eulogy that was later republished in the New Yorker, used adjectives with a ‘B’ as its organizing principle, suggesting Heaney was ‘bounteous’, ‘bouncy’, and ‘benign’ (though by the end of the piece he substituted this last word for ‘big‐hearted’) (Muldoon 2013). The journalist Fintan O’Toole memorably characterized Heaney’s contribution to Ireland’s national life by noting that by ‘the dignity and decency and the mellow delight that shone from him, he gave us self‐respect’ (in Agee and Ó Searcaigh 2014, 104). Heaney’s central place in national life was underscored by the fact that his funeral was televised live. He was laid to rest under a tombstone that contains a quote from his poem ‘The Gravel Walks’ (The Spirit Level, 1996): ‘Walk on air against your better judgement’. Heaney had included this line in his Nobel lecture, and had glossed the line in an interview as follows: ‘a person from Northern Ireland is naturally cautious. You grew up vigilant because it’s a divided society. My poetry on the whole was earth hugging, but then I began to look up rather than keep down. I think it had to do with a sense that the marvellous was as permissible as the matter‐of‐fact in poetry’ (quoted in Kim, 2008). In the days that followed his death, evidence of his popular appeal was manifested in a more unusual way. An artist painted a translation of the words from his last text to his wife, ‘Don’t Be Afraid’, in letters a dozen feet high on the gable end of a row of buildings in Dublin.
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Michael Moorcock

MARK WILLIAMS



The work of Michael Moorcock spans lifetimes and universes: we have Michael Moorcock the pulp writer; Michael Moorcock the literary editor; Michael Moorcock the polemicist; and Michael Moorcock the angry old man (Sellars). His interests as a writer cross several boundaries of published fiction, from writing pulp sword and sorcery fantasy to funding the publishing of experimental science fiction. And from 1960s ‘Spy‐Fi’ capers about Jerry Cornelius to producing literary historical novels dealing with the social and cultural changes of the early twentieth century, spanning the brutalities of war to the vertiginous horror of the Holocaust. As an editor he has been instrumental in bringing together a generation of influential writers whose work is now considered a vital contribution to the life of contemporary British fiction as one tradition, but also to international science fiction and fantasy as transnational traditions.

The countercultural environment of the 1960s united the idioms of fantasy fiction and popular music with those of alternative politics such as anarchism, producing networks of critical utopian thought that could be accessed from multiple social viewpoints as alternating fantasies of what might be plausible in human relationships. As a prolific pulp fantasy writer, editor of experimental fiction‚ and member of anarchist rock group Hawkwind, Michael Moorcock is a unique figure in bringing together these threads of shared fantasy as an instigator and activist.

Moorcock occupies a distinctly eccentric position in modern writing. With the equally eccentric Jerry Cornelius as his Swiftian fantasy avatar‚ he bestrides several different zones of fiction: as Angela Carter has observed, form and formula have a complex relationship in his work; he employs generically locatable writing to put forward avant‐garde ideas. His writing, like his politics, reminds us that the neat subdivisions of categorization are constructs of convenience rather than actual boundaries or barriers; where specialism would divide and organize into different subjects according to a set of structures, he chooses to unify and conflate. Moorcock’s political stance manifests constantly throughout his fantasy fiction, from his early interest in the pacifist and libertarian side of the 1950s anarchist movement to his more mainstream political affiliations.

From the 1960s onwards‚ Moorcock has been a consistent voice of leftist critique, both of his chosen field for its conservatism, and of wider culture in general for its bigotry and prejudices, in particular its sexism. He has been a vocal exponent of feminism in all areas of life, an anarchist critic of mainstream politics, and a strong champion of freedom of expression. Some writers he has edited, been friends with, and championed, like J.G. Ballard and M. John Harrison, have gone on to become viewed as the voices of the times they shared; while others, such as David Britton and Michael Butterworth of Savoy Books, have become the underground shadows of their times – both sets showing up the ethical and aesthetic entanglements of imagining alternative universes with the practices of living through the social struggles and upheavals of the last fifty years. Among them‚ Moorcock's work stands out as a fellow traveller interested in both the tools offered by genre fictions and the limitations which must be overcome.

Moorcock's earliest fictions such as Stormbringer and Sojan concern romantic heroes in high fantasy universes, yet they rail against the limitations of these forms. His award‐winning fictions concern the London he grew up in, yet the Britain of Moorcock's background receives as much fierce critique as fondness. Moorcock's output has occasionally been called mercurial; he has produced more books than most literary novelists of his generation, often in lesser respected genres, but consistently imbued them with ethical and political concerns.

In interviews, Moorcock has described this as a self‐conscious relativism, a desire to examine his characters in relation to multiple contexts, but which is definitively not a moral relativism.1

He has consistently made his political and cultural concerns plain to his audience and often gives lengthy‚ detailed interviews.


I am a natural anarchist. I really don't believe in leaders, though I tend to see the point of parking meters … I was brought up to expect and enjoy a very large degree of liberty. I was brought up to respect people and to listen to their experience and ideas. I was brought up virtually without preconceptions. My grandmother and mother were fierce lovers of liberty and my whole family is rather “bolshy” in its attitudes. [….] I have always used the methods of escapist fiction to look at the modern world. That's what science fiction gave me.

(Moorcock in interview with Ken Mondschein http://corporatemofo.com/politics_and_other_bullshit/michael_moorcock_on_politics_p.html, 12/05/08)


Michael Moorcock’s introduction to City of Saints and Madmen is written in a tongue‐in‐cheek style‚ but its words on writing and readerly expectation are serious and critical. He praises the ‘grotesque, baroque and fantastical' methods of Vandermeer, situating his style in this mosaic novel alongside younger writers like Miéville‚ whose work Moorcock admires, and those with whom Moorcock has long‐standing friendship and support such as M. John Harrison and David Britton, for its proximity to the complexity of the world. In the same introduction‚ he critiques ‘the reader used to a single sentimental plot […] as if there were only one truth, and only one way of uttering it, one character of central interest, one view to which you should be sympathetic.'2

His early fictions used similar motifs and parallel narratives about similar heroic figures, Elric of Melniboné, Dorian Hawkmoon, Ulric von Bek, with each name signalling to his regular readers the connection. He formulated this into his multiverse, and the multiverse device has allowed him to continue expanding and extending this ever since.

Colin Greenland speculates that the central problematic of the early Elric stories in respect to the political questions Moorcock himself is interested in, is a problem of form, and of genre expectation and reception. He writes that post‐war British literature expresses a distinct intellectual scepticism of the hero, choosing instead to focus on the anti‐hero, ‘in whose hunched form the death of the social hero is perfectly expressed’ and the angry young man ‘whose righteousness is born of disillusionment, not idealism, and who resists elevation to heroic status through his passionate concern for the everyday’; he notes that Elric remains part of the problem Moorcock is attempting to engage with: ‘the romantic, doomed champion’ remains ‘a fetish’ not yet demystified.3 Elric is not subversive of the position of the hero; although he is morally problematic, haunted‚ and physically the opposite of strong fantasy heroes, he is still too adolescent in his emotions, and while the form of his adventures is broadly derivative of the quest narrative with occasional strong subversions of meaning (‘Dead Gods Laugh’), they are still firmly within the subgenre of sword and sorcery. Elric remains an epic fantasy hero; his heroism is determined by the genre in which he finds himself, although when placed in another genre – as Moorcock has observed elsewhere4 – an epic fantasy hero’s obvious shortcomings (their reactionary and extremist nature) can be rendered more clearly by alienating them from their genre context.

Moorcock's perspective on the role of the writer is based on the one hand on his experience of hack‐writing and its antagonistic relationship with literature and on the other in his interest in literary experiment and the avant‐garde. In attempting to fuse these influences‚ Moorcock articulates one of the central problematics of revolutionary leftism in general and anarchism in particular: the simultaneous appeals to vanguardism and populism in intellectual and artistic traditions. Elevating the model of the hack‐writer to an ideal reverses the idea that genres (as formula and expectation) are limitations, and instead develops them as motifs and riffs which can be improvised around or developed in clash or continuity to experimental or formal effect. The strategy of writing a multiverse of iterated variations of character‐names as alternate universe versions of the same essential character is not a new technique nor one original to Moorcock, any more than the term ‘multiverse’ is original to Moorcock, but it is his particular uses of it which shows the gradual unification of his politics with his writing practices. In 2008, Tom Beament gave a useful lecture on the origins of the term ‘multiverse’, drawing on Leibnitz’s use of it to refer to the plenitude of phenomena present in the universe – in opposition to the singularity implied by the term ‘universe’ – where he suggested that Moorcock’s early use of the term may owe as much to Leibnitz’s idea of a ‘labyrinth of freedom’ as it does to the popularity of alternate universes in the work of Moorcock’s contemporaries.5 Moorcock’s multiverse is one long manifesto for progressive change.

As a device it can unite the farce of the Dancers at the End of Time, the black comedy and ironic positioning of Jerry Cornelius‚ and more character‐driven novels such as King of the City without closing down potentialities. The multiverse operates as an opening bracket with no possibility of closure – to which further opening brackets can be added, giving complementary or contradictory gloss without finality. There is a constant opening out, the continuous unfolding of the multiverse, which allows the possibility of allegorical and historical comparison in genres concerned with immediacy. The form of the multiverse, insofar as it can be described, can be understood as consisting of both parallel and nested universes which overlap and interact on different scales and levels, allowing metafiction to exist within the fictions without disrupting the overarching unifying multiverse. Necessarily of course, there are no real fictive rules defining or limiting it‚ but it plays with the construction of rules through a constant tension between Order, Chaos, and the Cosmic Balance – practically this tendency towards systematization is another means for demonstrating, even revelling in, contingency. In interview in 2008 Moorcock commented:


I am uncomfortable with linear logic and ‘certainties'. I admire flexible thinkers and dislike or fear people who have fixed ideas, which fail to allow for the context of an action. [….] I suppose I try to create structures which reflect a certain kind of relativism so that a theme can be examined from as many angles as possible. I used to say that ‘my' multiverse was like a multifaceted gem through which you could shine a light and get it reflected from virtually innumerable angles. The Cornelius books were the first books in which I tried to present as many angles as possible, offering a multiplicity of moral angles.

(Moorcock in Williams, 2016: 9)


As a fictive device for creating textual unity, Moorcock's multiverse is also a statement of unending plurality and development. Not only is Jerry a being who can be recontextualized almost at random, but his narratives can be so discontinuous as to be taken over by other writers; M. John Harrison, Norman Spinrad, James Sallis, and Brian W. Aldiss have all contributed adventures to Cornelius’ multiplying lifetimes with shared and diverging continuities and interests. The stories and novels intersect with the events of twentieth‐century politics at oblique angles and are shaped by this intersection with history, acting as a satirical fantasy history of the century:


Multi‐value logic.

Was it logic, in any real sense at all?

Or was he really only imposing his own vision on reality; a vision so strong that, for a short time, it would seem to be confirmed by the events around him.6


It is the reportage of events that generate Jerry’s adventures. Moorcock is as prepared to write adventure fantasy, realist narratives‚ and detective fiction as he is to glory in pop culture and the ephemera of fashion when building up his multiverse – it is not just ‘appropriation’, but immersion, the act of diving to retrieve something specific and bringing it to the surface. The heteroclite cultural heritage of avant‐gardists like Brecht is woven together with that of historical novelists like Walter Scott and writers of nonsense‐fantasy like Maurice Richardson, each disparate heritage adding to the available perspectives Moorcock can call upon. Moorcock conceives of Jerry Cornelius as a being defined in terms of ‘a form of exaggeration not dissimilar to Italian Commedia dell’Arte’.7 In being oblique in what is apparently the ‘story’ and more direct in his use of epitexts, Moorcock is using Jerry Cornelius to play with mediacy and immediacy; the journalism, apparently an immediate form, is placed alongside, and interspersed into, a heavily mediated fantasy text.

In the introduction to The Retreat From Liberty (1983), Moorcock details the development of his political standpoint from his early involvement with the 1950s anarchist movement and ‘CND and anti‐racist activities in Notting Hill’:


[f]or a while (during the so‐called “Liberal Revival”) I worked at Liberal Party headquarters, as an editor and leaflet‐writer, since I believed that the radical noises then being made by young Liberals like David Steele were genuinely libertarian in nature. Another spell of membership in the Labour Party and I returned to my original position as an anarchist where I was able to express both my own coherent political views while also speaking to fellow anarchists as an opponent of terrorism. For some years I have been a supporter of the Cirenfuegos Press Anarchist Review and its wide variety of publications.8


This list of (dialogic) political activities (so many including debating and writing) is immediately, and significantly, linked to his most famous work by reference to the Jerry Cornelius cycle. In the opening paragraphs of The Retreat From Liberty, he draws attention to The Cornelius Quartet, defining his fiction and politics in terms of one another:


Some will see why I prefer to write novels where a selection of events are allowed to speak for themselves. It might seem unfair that I’ve picked on Mrs Thatcher as a symbol of everything I dislike in present day politics. It could be argued that I’ve imposed a character upon her (she’s very similar, in my eyes, to my own Miss Brunner of the Cornelius stories); but she serves nicely in that role and if there were someone better I’d certainly have used them instead.9


In Moorcock’s fiction‚ ‘theme comes first’, whether it be ‘man’s inhumanity to women in particular’ or ‘different forms of Imperialism’.10 Feminism and individuality, and their concurrent responsibilities, can be found at the core of many of his novels, defining his work by the issues it engages with, rather than by genre. While commenting that fashions can produce widespread social change, saying ‘a fashion for radicalism brought in some reforms; the current [1983] fashion for conservatism could menace every liberty we gained’,11 he also criticizes fashions for factionalizing people into groups as a disavowal of individual responsibility. The move of fashion and youth culture away from individualism towards group and tribal motifs is something he wished to engage with directly in his fiction; Punk fashions, for example, which deliberately deny conceptions of individuality, ‘cultivating an “ugly and cheap” image similar to, though much wittier than, the beatnik dandies of the fifties’12, form a subculture which runs counter to Moorcock’s expectations of individual liberty.

In 1964‚ Michael Moorcock took over editorship of New Worlds magazine and began his project to urge the magazine and the wider SF audience to embrace concepts and techniques not just from the (then) cutting edge of scientific theory but more importantly theories of psychology, art‚ and philosophy. Entropy, the tendency towards disorder in any system, became the central metaphor for several of those writing for New Worlds at this time, expressed most eloquently by Pamela Zoline's short story ‘The Heat Death of the Universe' juxtaposing the exercise of patriarchy in the daily domestic life of one woman with the eventual exhaustion of the energies of the Big Bang. J. G. Ballard was particularly drawn to this‚ and both he and Moorcock employed concepts and metaphors predicated on entropic decay and exhaustion of energy, both literal and social to describe social trends they saw around them. One attraction of entropy was its suggestion of a move away from stasis (and the theory of the steady‐state universe), and hence from conservatism, towards liberty in the chaos, or disorder, of the modern world.

Moorcock’s interest in experiment, and in stories of altered perception, underpins the wider project of his own multiverse. In taking over the editorship of New Worlds magazine, Moorcock consciously set out to change the expectations of a genre audience. His decision to publish challenging and experimental tales about the exploration of perception (including drug experience stories) through New Worlds sparked readerly dispute which carried over into the views of social groups on SF and other forms of popular fiction:


Largely it has been between those who are nervous that SF will become too far‐out and obscure for their taste and those who want it to go as far‐out as it can without coming back on itself. The former say that they read SF for entertainment, not “art”, the latter say that SF may be the only hope for literature and want it to be as artistic as hell [….] All good entertainment is art of its kind, all good art is entertaining.13


The writers Moorcock supported were enthusiastic experimenters with both form and content:


They weren’t afraid of new ideas, about sexuality or about technology or whatever; they actually celebrated the new technology in ways that previously had not been done, particularly in science fiction, which tend to be reactionary and, sort of, deeply conservative.14


Bemoaning the developed conservatism of SF audiences‚ Moorcock found himself genuinely shocked by, among other things, the ‘scientific illiteracy of most people in the media’, he has also described his New Worlds editorship as ‘[a]lmost a nightmarish period’ of struggling to strike a balance between ambition and necessity in a surprisingly insular intellectual environment.15 In the multiverse‚ different perceptions clash and interact constantly, with the hope that they will eventually reach resolutions through this material dialogue. Moorcock’s approach was to open up critical debates between fans and writers both explicitly, in editorials, and implicitly, by fictive example, to form a literary dialogue within the subcultural arena of the magazine.

Exploring individual responses to social change and society’s responses to the changing demands of individuals, Moorcock develops a critique of modernity founded upon a relationship of mutual responsibility; his multiverse extends this to an ongoing process of conflict and supersession between the forces of Law and Chaos. Even though the significant themes of Moorcock’s work, and of his editorship of New Worlds, are those which have defined both Modernism and Postmodernism – ‘Time and identity […] perhaps the great themes of all New Wave sf’16 – his style remains distinct from the existentialist detachment of contemporaries such as Colin Wilson. Class consciousness and group activity feature strongly in Moorcock’s writing as a form of collective individual response, typically manifested as group resistance to imperial power (as in Warlord of the Air), or to corporate capitalism (as in King of the City). Feminist anti‐sexism remains an important aspect of Moorcock’s writing‚ and his commitment to it is concordant with his commitment to anti‐censorship, a link he emphasizes in connection with his friends, the transgressive publishers Savoy Books and feminist writers Angela Carter and Andrea Dworkin.17 A major aim in editing New Worlds was subversion of chauvinistic SF – whose covers, closely derived from those of the pulp magazines, had a tendency to obey the 3‐B ‘rule’: ‘Boob, Babe and B[ug] E[yed] M[onster]’18 – which he vehemently opposes in the right wing authoritarianism he diagnoses in ‘Starship Stormtroopers’.19

Experimentation with different forms, in order to use fiction to address important social and philosophical problems, underlies Moorcock’s vision of New Worlds as a space to encourage the cross‐fertilization of ‘popular sf, science and the work of the literary and artistic and avant‐garde’.20 Moorcock’s fiction is hyperreflexive, constantly aware of its own status, what traditions it operates within and which ones it is writing against. He is profoundly concerned with encouraging his reader to think about the wider world and about the nature of the genres they read as he presents them compared to how other practitioners present them. The multiverse is the realization of this, where multiple factors and interpretations of the universe, metanarratives‚ and ideologies, coexist, clash and interact both seriously and comically:


‘What would you do?’ asked Nancy. ‘If they gave you the chance of a comeback?’

‘Tell them to stuff it’. [Sid]

‘I know what I’d do’, said Nestor Makhno. ‘I’d go all the way. Nihilism. I would have in the first place, I think, but the wife didn’t like it’.

‘Blow ‘em all up’, said Bakunin cheerfully.

‘Now there speaks a wanker’, said Jesus. He went up to the counter to get another espresso. ‘Who did you ever assassinate?’

‘That’s scarcely the point, is it?’ Bakunin was hurt. But he knew he was talking to an ace.21


Where Moorcock’s fiction concerns heroes‚ he uses them to deliberately contradict the conservative impulses of genre fiction ‘by leading always to final statements where gods and heroes and grand designs are shown to be pointless’.22 Jerry Cornelius is a modern fantasy ‘hero’, updating the flawed Byronism of Elric of Melniboné to the twentieth century. (The forces of universal entropy are an aspect of the Lords of Chaos from this same fantasy fiction.) He is the representative of the new music and youth cultures Moorcock saw emerging around him in London and in America, such as Punk and the Black Panthers, where individualism moves towards group conformity in opposition to wider social conformity.23 Cornelius is also the defining figure of Moorcock’s entropic multiverse; a heterogeneous being whose ‘image unites the appeals of conformity and anarchy’.24 He exists in multiple forms and at multiple times, and can alter gender and race apparently at random‚ embodying the tension between political subcultures. As a hero‚ he echoes both the callousness and the naïveté of society.

The core of Jerry Cornelius which makes him the motif for New Worlds, as identified by John Clute, is ‘identity maintenance’ in the inner city.25 Jerry Cornelius is the ‘paradigmatic native’ of the urban milieu, a world where the presentation of self is a form of performance. The Jerry Cornelius of the novels eventually rises – like Rock’n’Roll – from naïve heroic self‐glorification, to caricature and beyond to a kind of knowing parody, finally undermining his own aspirations. Both Jerry and Rock’n’Roll have, in Moorcock’s view, gone from being the epitome of his generation’s optimism and potential (as a revolutionary spirit) to attaining ‘the condition of muzak’; self‐parody and self‐consumption. Jerry Cornelius is the embodiment of this feeling, an ironic hero‐figure for a historical (and histrionic) anticlimax which has cast long shadows into contemporary fiction. New Worlds was an attempt to map a shared vision of multiverses whose complexities would live up to the task of reflecting those of history and society. As a result‚ characters in Moorcock’s stories at this time may inhabit a world of


[m]oral confusion, granted, but there are still goodies and baddies [;] [the] good are the people who are happy to accept that there is confusion and live with it [;] [the] bad are the people who are just as confused, but, are trying to impose their own version of things on the world.26


As with the writing of William S. Burroughs, Moorcock’s ambitions led him away from the conventional sequential structure of written narrative (where Burroughs’ led him to Brion Gysin’s Cut/Up technique, Moorcock looked to less mechanistic methods). He sought a non‐linear way of ‘producing a more literary vocabulary’ for the ‘new subject matter’ of contemporary life27; a structure whose method would not impose potentially stultifying rigidity on the prose. Being perhaps uniquely qualified to incorporate popular music into popular fiction, having been involved in three progressive rock groups, Hawkwind, The Deep Fix‚ and The Blue Oyster Cult, Moorcock borrowed from the form of music to organize his new writing style. Drawing on his preferences in both Classical and Rock’n’Roll, he formed narrative by impressions, using leitmotifs and echoing phrases, ‘like a symphony … repeated themes, repeated tones – tones of voice’.28

Iain Sinclair writes of Moorcock that


However dim and dirty the buildings, however sleazy the political games, Moorcock would identify a special spirit: the London mob. The outsider, the dope fiend, the alien. Sentiment delivered with such gusto, such knowledge of the streets and moves, coheres and remains a powerful motor for fiction.29


This affection for the spirit of the mob appears most strongly in Moorcock's semi‐autobiographic texts, perhaps most strongly, explicitly in the paeans to the polyglot language of the imposing city of London by Moorcock's paparazzo character Denny Dover in King of the City (2000). The verbose style of King of the City, with its knowing Cockney narration and intensely rhythmic pacing imitates the chant‐like urban shamanism of Iain Sinclair, mixing contracted metaphors with personal and local history. In this novel‚ Moorcock celebrates the conveyance of history by language, calling on the ‘vital heart’ of communication as the true spirit of London:


From Brookgate to Bombay to Boston all these rich lagoons of argot and cant, pidgin and patois and parlay spill one into another and make a stream and make a flood that roars back into every gutter and pipe and crack in the London pavement.30


Here‚ Moorcock’s vision of the language of the urban environment has moved on from the failed romantic figure of the disappointed 1960s, represented by the “real” Jerry Cornelius, to become the more cynical voice of paparazzo photographer Denny Dover, although the narrative ultimately unveils Denny is in many respects also similarly naïve.

Where the “real” Jerry Cornelius of The Condition of Muzak failed to play in a successful rock band, Denny succeeded and then moved on to more lucrative enterprises; a synthesis of the bohemian Jerry with his hard‐nosed brother Frank. This savvy, swaggering voice allows Moorcock to blend his own polemical position with that of a tabloid newspaper, creating a “hard‐boiled” rant capable of swinging from media hyperbole to social justice. Into King of the City Moorcock squeezes shorthand forms of his own passionate interest in progress, making Denny acquainted with the East End characters and novelists, such as Robin Cook (a.k.a. Derek Raymond), and with the real members of Hawkwind and The Deep Fix whom Moorcock has known, such as the ubiquitous Ian ‘Lemmy' Kilmister. Denny Dover is an autobiographical avatar of Moorcock in one sense, yet remains clearly distanced in many important dimensions. He represents some aspects of Moorcock’s personal history one moment, but embodies specific characteristics Moorcock always opposes in others the next; he is a proximate distancing device. This indirect relationship to Moorcock mimics the relation of the multiverse to the universe outside the fiction; a (plausible) parallel which implicitly critiques its ‘original’; both reflecting and deviating, as a mirror and a filtering lens.

Not only does Denny represent the unity of fantasy and reality which play off one another in Moorcock’s multiverse, he is a tool for Moorcock to deconstruct the blend of fantasy and reality which surrounds public figures, politics and the media:


Have you ever listened to the abnormally rich whining how life’s so public for them? Try living out your entire life on a timeshared paving stone in Calcutta and you’ll know what privacy means. Or watch your house, your well and generator disappear in a mudslide. Or your family blown to bits by NATO planes. Or wiped out by Albanians, or Turks, or Serbs or Kurds or Hutus or Tutsis. Maybe we should keep that quiet, too, eh? So as not to disturb the world’s darlings in their wonderful comfiness?31


Denny’s voice is a dialectical unity of both the Cornelius brothers (romantic Jerry and hard‐nosed pragmatist Frank) and of the more political writing of Moorcock’s non‐fiction with his heroic‐fantasy. Deploring the myths of modern Britain, Moorcock uses Denny to update the stance of The Retreat From Liberty, his voice is a relentless condemnation of the people who appear in the public eye:


Myths, miracles, gossip and the fuck process. Any journalist knows they’re all more powerful than mere fact. Especially these days. We’re entering an era of unrelenting hypocrisy, half‐true spins, wrinkles and twists, mind‐numbing relativism, perpetual self‐invention, liberal cop‐outs, the new bigotry, VR backdrops, feelgoodism, abstraction and distraction, virtual theocracy, the quest for the greatest common denominator.32


Using this hyperactive voice‚ Moorcock is able to closely integrate the interests in character, incidental historical events‚ and linguistic paradoxes that have characterized his multiverse work. Denny’s aggressive conjugations of place and name depend upon an immediate reading, one aware of recent history and current affairs, to make their impact. His narration does not wait for the reader to unpack or decode every reference; it is simply said in its moment.

Immediacy is also Denny’s weakness: he does not think far enough ahead, nor read deeply enough into events to make a strong positive impact on the course of his own narrative‚ and as a consequence of his braggadocio is unable to relate fully to the women in his life, one of whom manipulates him successfully to the fulfilment of (her) plot in the novel. Denny’s cynicism is thus shown up as being more of a soured romantic world view than the worldliness he projects on the surface. This romantic streak leads to his stepping on a mine in Kosovo and losing his leg, his eyes‚ and his testes. These events allow Moorcock to add one more spin to the style of King of the City; Denny’s recovery is so slow that by the time he is able to walk again the world has progressed far into the future. His eyesight is restored by nanotechnology in a future Britain where the political environment has changed to one approaching a post‐revolutionary social order where corporations and governments are made accountable and responsible. This New World(s) Order proposes a peaceful dialogic system of international democratism, starting by removing ‘Monetarism [as] a philosophy of division’, to build a world of egalitarian communities and liberation, free from monopoly (in both state and multinational form – making companies ‘responsive rather than aggressive in their trading techniques’).33 It is perhaps positioned in this pragmatic way to avoid association with the utopian ‘rebellion’ of young ‘revolutionaries’ eager to spout slogans without consideration for the politics of those who coined and popularized them. Having mixed mythmaking and news reportage with the voice of an East End character, Moorcock concludes by blending in the tropes of utopian science fiction; another celebration of languages and differences. Taking language as Bakhtin does,34 King of the City can be seen as a form of manifesto for the hybridization of genre and literature for new generations; synthesizing elements of autobiography with thriller, journalism‚ and SF writing‚ it functions as a mimetic autobiography: not every element is true, but all are closely related to Moorcock’s politics, life‚ and work, through the overarching multiverse.

What Moorcock’s corpus of writing makes clear mimetically by having a multiverse linking Jerry Cornelius, von Bek, Karl Glogauer, Jherek Carnelian‚ and the parallel stories of historical fictions, is that he writes with intense deliberation in each genre, exploring themes and characters through a multiplicity of scenarios. Where a writer can create sequels in a single continuity, in a multiverse‚ alternate continuities can be developed in parallel. Moorcock does not close off any possibilities by exploring new areas. Certainty and singularity in a universe suggest centrism and hierarchy‚ whereas the endless proliferation of margins present in a multiverse offer a metaphorical presentment of Moorcock’s vision of society ordered by individual and group consensus; the freedom and responsibility of potential choices. The multiverse stands against the concept of monocultures, celebrating the interaction of multiple world views, diversity of background‚ and experience, expressing Moorcock’s desire to see an end to narrow singularities of perspective in favour of equality and plurality.
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Angela Carter
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Angela Carter has long been established as one of the most original British authors of the post‐war period. Both her plots, which have persistently incorporated surreal and fantastic elements, and her extravagant style, fusing high polish with a sometimes bluntly colloquial idiom, made her an outlier in her cultural environment. Born in 1940, she initially trained and worked as a journalist at a South London newspaper before publishing her first novel in 1966, when she was a mature student of English at the University of Bristol. With its flamboyant characters and mannered language, the book, Shadow Dance, immediately singled her out as sui generis at a time when British fiction was still dominated by an austere, Anglocentric social realism. From her first publications onwards she was indebted to reference points outside of the English cultural tradition, an intellectual internationalism heightened by her experiences living and working outside of Britain (in East Asia, Australia‚ and the United States) for longer periods of time.

Precisely these features, however, also made Carter an outsider. Despite a steadily growing readership and increasing critical acclaim, she never entirely joined the literary mainstream. Especially during what tends to be seen as the middle phase of her writing career – which followed an extended stay in Japan and is characterized by highly erudite theoretical novels that enticed critics and peers but not the general market – she struggled to find publishers, supporting herself with the aid of grants and scholarships, journalism‚ and tutoring at a variety of universities in Britain and overseas. When success finally ensued, she still felt dwarfed by the fame achieved by a slightly younger generation of authors (for some of whom she had been a mentor and role model). Her close connection with Virago since the beginnings of the publishing house cemented her position as a major feminist writer, while her prolific journalism (for a wide variety of publications ranging from the Guardian, London Review of Books, and New Society to Cosmopolitan and Vogue) and exposure in the media and culture industry (she served as a Booker‐prize judge in 1983 and became a regular presence in the British media and on the festival circuit) document her status as a public intellectual. Nevertheless, it was her untimely death in 1992 which ‘sent her reputation soaring’ (Clapp 2012, 32), leading to her academic canonization and the inclusion of her work in best‐of lists such as The Times ‘50 greatest British writers since 1945’ of 2008.

On the whole, literary scholars agree on the importance of Carter’s work in post‐war literature (although its power to antagonize readers of all kinds is unabated even 25 years after her death) but are divided in their assessment of it. There is debate as to whether she is to be seen as a postmodern storyteller, a cerebral ventriloquist of critical theory, or an ardent and outspoken socialist feminist. Among the many diffuse labels applied by scholars and critics to her work are magic, playful‚ and queer; she herself has persistently been compared to a benevolent witch or ‘fairy godmother’. Her idiosyncratic work, however, throws the limitations of such tags into sharp relief. If there is a defining constant to Carter’s writing, it is the mix of styles, modes‚ and influences by which it is characterized, and this unconventional eclecticism, in combination with the no less eccentric persona she projected to the world, made her thoroughly ‘unclassifiable’ (Sage 1994, 41).

Angela Carter’s oeuvre is sometimes separated into distinct phases, as for instance in Lorna Sage’s brief introductory study, which is divided into three sections entitled ‘Beginning’, ‘Middle’ and ‘End’, thereby interlacing stages of the author’s work with her personal life. However, Carter’s writing not only makes keeping these phases apart difficult, it also means that the developmental trajectory that such a chronology seeks to impose must be taken with a pinch of salt. The first stage tends to be linked to three novels which, because of their setting, have been labelled ‘The Bristol Trilogy’ (O’Day 1994): Shadow Dance (1966), Several Perceptions (1968), and Love (1971). They all share the scorn Carter poured upon the ‘provincial bohemia’ (Haffenden 1985, 80) of which she became part in Bristol, where she relocated from London with her first husband Paul Carter after he had taken up a lectureship at a local college. Although the move allowed her to escape the clutches of her somewhat overbearing family, it also meant that she suddenly found herself in the role of housewife, bored and isolated while also fending with her own and her husband’s depressive moods. Some of her bitterness about her marriage and uncertain professional status reverberates in the novels written during that time and explains their sometimes bleak outlook on male–female relations.

The second stage of Carter’s career can be said to have begun with a trip to Japan funded by the Somerset Maugham Award she had received for Several Perceptions. Japan offered her an exceptional cultural apprenticeship that led to her radically breaking with her previous personal and professional life. She lived intermittently in that country between 1969 and 1972, on her own and with different lovers, and on her return finally separated from her husband, from whom she had been estranged for some time. During that period‚ she also began a more nomadic life in Britain, and lived in Bath, Bradford‚ and Sheffield until she finally settled in London in 1977. Yet however formative her stay in Japan may have been in personal as well as aesthetic terms, it also put her burgeoning literary career on hold. The novels published after her return, The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman (1972) and The Passion of New Eve (1977), were ‘ambitiously speculative’ (Jordan 1994, 197) fictions about the nature of reality and human identity, placing seemingly rational protagonists on a trajectory of self‐discovery marked by absurdly unsettling experiences. These novels took up ideas she had already explored in The Magic Toyshop (1967) and Heroes and Villains (1969): the former is a classic coming‐of‐age tale heavily enriched by Gothic, fantastic‚ and folkloristic elements, the latter a post‐apocalyptic love story that is built on and finally torpedoes the former’s concluding premise. Still, the post‐Japan novels also marked the moment when, as Carter claimed, she disappeared from the radar. The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman, in particular, marked the beginning of her ‘obscurity’: ‘I went from being a very promising young writer to being completely ignored in two novels’ (Clapp 2012, 32). During this period, too, she was working on The Sadeian Woman (1977), a cultural history of pornography and its entanglements with power and ideology, commissioned by Virago. Veering strongly from the then prevailing view of de Sade, her essay was hailed by many as a seminal intellectual achievement; it also, however, antagonized others, not least feminist readers who found Carter’s central claim that Sade was a ‘moral pornographer’ capable of ‘penetrat[ing] to the heart of the contempt for women that distorts our culture’ (1979, 20) difficult to accept.

However, Carter increasing digressed from her speculative template and, in her own words, ‘relaxed into folklore’ (1998d, 38). This change (in mode rather than style) characterizes the third and final phase of her oeuvre, although it manifested itself as early as The Bloody Chamber (1979), a book of feminist tales inspired by folk and fairy stories and popular myths. Motivated by a translation of Louis Perrault’s fairy tales she undertook for the publisher Gollancz (1977), they were written during her stay as an Arts Council of Great Britain fellow at the University of Sheffield (1976–1978). With them, Carter revisits well‐known originals such as ‘Puss‐in‐Boots’, ‘Little Red Riding Hood’, and ‘Bluebeard’s Castle’ in order to uncover in them the ‘latent content’ (Haffenden 1985, 84) that would open them up to feminist revaluations. The sense of relaxation she ascribes to these tales manifests itself in a partial abandonment of her previous stylistic flamboyance and an increasing emphasis on oral narration; the latter feature is extended in Nights at the Circus (1984) and Wise Children (1991), both of which mark Carter’s turn towards a more bawdy, discursive style associated with forthright and self‐confident female protagonists. These features have been interpreted as indicative of a more optimistic outlook and linked to changes in her private life: her relationship with Mark Pearce, whom she met in 1974, and the birth of their son Alexander in 1983. Both Nights at the Circus and Wise Children, however, are evidence of the fact that down‐to‐earth orality and intellectual sophistication are neither mutually exclusive nor limited to particular phases of her oeuvre.

The remarkable lines of continuity that connect individual novels by Carter written at different stages in her life also call in question the notion of progress implied in many scholarly accounts of Carter’s oeuvre, which assume a trajectory from astute but ultimately disillusioning fictional analyses of gender and power to a more positive, laid‐back, even celebratory attitude towards life. A comparison of her work at different points in time reveals how much her early novels already pave the way for her later writing, establishing fundamental themes and narrative modes that would be taken up again and investigated at later stages (Carter 1998d, 37; Frayling 2015, 46 ff.): among them are the topic of identity, her penchant for picaresque plots‚ and a rich and sometimes contradictory intertextuality. In fact, so manifest is the recursiveness of Carter’s fiction that any attempt to assess it merely in terms of chronology is inevitably reductive. The depth and complexity of her oeuvre only becomes apparent when the internal echoes by which it is sustained – Carter’s ongoing conversation with her own work, as it were – are elucidated.

If there is an overarching topic to Angela Carter’s work, it is probably ‘identity’ (Müller 1997), which she contemptuously called ‘the great contemporary European supernotion’ in a short essay about her Somerset Maugham Award (1998a, 204). Appropriately, she used the prize money to remove herself as far as possible from the Western cultural background championing the concept of identity to travel to Japan. The journey rewarded her with an often disturbing first‐hand experience in alienation (Carter 1998d, 39), expressively documented in her journalism from that time and the short fiction in her first collection Fireworks (1974). Her sceptical view of Western Enlightenment notions of selfhood notwithstanding, Carter’s work persistently addresses the ‘big’ questions such as ‘Why are we set upon this planet? [….] How do we know we are here? Who do we think we are?’ (Evans 1992). And even though she was interested in how identity is shaped and determined by social codes, the self as a discernible entity remained the basis of her analysis. Carter always counterbalanced her sceptical question ‘Who do we think we are?’ with a determined conviction that each person is, ultimately, someone. Her unwavering materialism was based on a notion of subjective rationalism (Day 1998, 12) and sense of reality, without which, she maintained, the critical investigation of that reality would be impossible: ‘in order to question the nature of reality one must move from a strongly grounded base in what constitutes material reality’ (1998d, 38). She mistrusted the 1960s glamorizing of madness and the irrational, reserving particular suspicion for the popular psychologist R. D. Laing, and stated that ‘the notion that the world would be altogether a better place if we threw away our rationality and went laughing down the street, or even the one that schizophrenia is an enriching experience, that’s all nonsense’ (Haffenden 1985, 85).

Broadly speaking, Carter engages with the topic of identity in two ways. First, she shows identity to be a construct shaped by social beliefs and discourses, and one of the most consistent features of her writing, also according to herself (Haffenden 1985, 88), are powerful, usually patriarchal figures manipulating the story worlds and their inhabitants. These maintain their authority not only through brute force but also with the aid of a powerful personal mythology. This constellation entails an unmistakable feminist significance, allowing Carter to address the question that is central to her work: ‘how that social fiction of my “femininity” was created, by means outside my control, and palmed off on me as the real thing’ (1998d, 38). Exemplary in this regard is Uncle Philip in The Magic Toyshop, a misanthropic arch‐patriarch who rules his squalid South London house with an iron will supported by a hefty dose of physical and psychological violence. An ingenious toymaker with a puppet theatre in his basement workshop, he also makes the human inhabitants of the house – his Irish wife, her brothers, and his nephew and nieces, who come to live with him after having been orphaned by the death of their parents in a plane crash – dance to the tunes he devises. His manipulative rule climaxes in a performance of the myth of Leda and the Swan in which he has his eldest niece Marianne act alongside an avian puppet and has the artificial animal ‘rape’ her on stage.

The message that is imparted here, perhaps a little too transparently, is that Melanie needs to cut the cords by which she is attached to this patriarch and his ‘stifling’ regime (Carter 1981a, 73). However, Carter emphasizes the difficulties by which this process is hampered. She not only shows Marianne to be enamoured of precisely those false ‘versions of reality’ (Carter 1998d, 38) offered to women across cultural history of which the myth of Leda is one, but also emphasizes that although the girl is not the only one in the microcosm of the toyshop who is bullied by her uncle, forming the alliances with others necessary for collective resistance is difficult if not impossible. As Melanie’s aunt Margaret, Philip’s wife, who had fallen silent on her wedding day, fails to provide maternal or sisterly support, the role of ally is given to Margaret’s younger brother‚ Finn, Melanie’s counterpart both in age and status. Dressed in second‐hand rags and exuding a ‘poverty‐stricken slum smell’ (Carter 1981a, 36) he is, however, spectacularly incapable of living up to the ideals of masculinity she harbours. More, Finn functions as Philip’s proxy. Acting as his puppeteer, he is manipulated into performing the toy swan’s rape upon her, and, during a rehearsal for the performance, comes close to seducing her himself. Yet it is also he to whom Carter gives the analysis of how Philip’s authority works: ‘[he] pulled our strings as if we were his puppets, and there I was, all ready to touch you up just as he wanted [….] He wanted me to do you and he set the scene. Ah, he’s evil!’ (1981a, 152). Finn’s astute grasp of patriarchal remote‐controlling does not lead to liberation until the novel’s apocalyptic finale, however, when the toyshop goes up in flames and its inhabitants are dispersed. The novel’s closing image depicts Melanie and Finn viewing the inferno from a distance and realizing that ‘[n]othing is left but us’ (1981a, 200). The unsettlingly open nature of this liberation is indicated by the ‘wild surmise’ (1981a, 200) with which they face each other in the novel’s final sentence.

Male, paternal authority is all‐encompassing, Carter suggests in The Magic Toyshop and in most of her other novels up until The Passion of New Eve, depicting it as unifying only insofar as it turns all of its victims, both male and female, against each other. Carter’s interest in male victimization, illustrated by the male protagonists of her earlier fiction, which slightly perplexed scholars have felt the need to remark upon (Sage 1994, 25), may be put down to what Carter herself retrospectively called her own ‘colonialisation of the mind’ and sense of being a ‘male impersonator’ (1998d, 38), yet it is entirely in keeping with her overall concern with power and its universal reach (cf. Haffenden 1985, 91–92). In Shadow Dance, the manipulative and sinister but infinitely seductive Honeybuzzard is not only entangled in a mutually destructive amour fou with the ethereal flower child Ghislaine, he also tampers with the feelings of his accessory, the servile wannabe hippy Morris, of whom he makes, in a scene of slightly overt symbolic significance that anticipates the puppetry of Uncle Philip, a Jumping Jack. Yet if the dandy Honeybuzzard is the precursor of Carter’s authoritarian father figures, he also serves to underline that paternal authority relies on more than brute force. In her Manichaean apocalypse Heroes and Villains, which is based on the conflict between rational, civilized Professors and irrational, uncouth Barbarians, the latter are ruled by the shamanic Dr Donally. This ‘drop‐out Professor in the Manner of Timothy Leary’ (Sage 1994, 18) channels his authority through his pupil, the beautiful Barbarian Jewel. In The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman, the titular character is a champion of the irrational at war with the world of reason, as represented by the narrator‐protagonist Desiderio. The latter finds himself reduced to an actor in a string of fantastic plots arranged by the eponymous impresario and is tossed from one inconceivable adventure to the next until the final showdown with his antagonist. In both cases‚ the protagonists are mysteriously connected to their manipulators by a powerful desire which in the latter novel is given material form in the character of Doctor Hoffman’s daughter Albertina, the romantic bait by which her father strings the protagonist along. Her powerful hold over Desiderio is underlined by her persistent shape‐shifting (she appears in a different, and differently gendered, identity in every section of the novel), and, the novel suggests (not least by his speaking name), will prevail over him even after he has killed her.

Carter is remarkably consistent in her incisive analysis of power and its enabling ideologies: while showing that men can be the victims of power, she also reveals how women participate in and help to uphold it. Melanie in The Magic Toyshop not only perpetuates her own submission by fulfilling cultural expectations of femininity, but is also complicit in the objectification of men, be it through disgust or belittling fascination (for instance, when she compares the freshly bathed Finn to ‘a small, precious statuette, a chessman’ [1981a, 186]). Similarly, in Heroes and Villains, Jewel is not only the object of Donally’s half‐hearted educational experiment, but also reduced to an exotic trophy by the coolly rational Marianne, in whose pursuit she has abandoned the safety of her Professorial tribe. Marianne, disappointed with the undomesticated object of her desire, is given an astute analysis of the unequal terms of this relationship: ‘What I’d like best would be to keep you in preserving fluid in a huge jar on the mantelpiece of my peaceful room, where I could look at you and imagine you [….] You, you’re nothing but the furious invention of my virgin nights’ (1981b, 137). Yet the depiction of such stereotyping of men by women is not merely a disenchanting commentary on women’s participation in the very discursive structures by which they, too, are suppressed, but, as a satirical inversion of gender relations, ultimately sheds light on the construction and perception of femininity. The strategy culminates in Carter’s darkly humorous, explicitly anti‐mythic novel The Passion of New Eve, in which the (male) protagonist Evelyn comes to embody inflated male fantasies of women through a sex change at the hands of militant feminists. This process is completed through a reverse evolution at the end of which ‘New Eve’ comes face to face with the maternal Goddess Mother, ‘the Castratrix of the Phallocentric Universe’ (1982, 67).

Throughout her work‚ Carter emphasizes that the undoing of patriarchal authority must go by way of an analysis of its underpinning ideologies. Her fiction thus illustrates the ‘demythologising business’ to which she was committed: the ‘investigation of the social fictions’ regulating human experience and relationships ‘to make people unfree’ (1998d, 38). One aspect of this Ideologiekritik is the recognition that myth‐making often goes hand in hand with the masks that figures in power adopt, and the concomitant awareness that underneath these masks the Emperor is naked. This realization also points to the second way in which Carter deals with identity in her work, namely‚ in terms of performance. The performance of identity can be used to deeply unsettling ends, as Carter demonstrates with Honeybuzzard in Shadow Dance. He interacts with his environment via a malicious juvenile masquerade, often aided by ‘false noses, false ears and plastic teeth’ (1994a, 16). Adopted to dupe and irritate others, these multiple identities simultaneously allow him to extricate himself from all responsibility for actions undertaken in disguise. Carter created a slightly more mature version of Honeybuzzard in her last novel‚ Wise Children, in which Melchior Hazard, the patriarchal head of an illustrious theatrical dynasty, similarly surrounds himself by powerful myths of his own making, infecting reality with professional histrionics in the process. Among the facts he has chosen to exclude from his grand récit is the existence of his illegitimate biological daughters, Nora and Dora Chance, the latter of whom is the novel’s narrator‐protagonist. Her autobiographic account not only presents a retrospective reckoning with her father, but also allows her to present this absence as the productive desire driving her and her sister’s stage career as the celebrated dance act ‘The Lucky Chances’. Constructive rather than merely descriptive, her story identifies her as her father’s child: like Melchior, she is a storyteller and performer, albeit one from ‘the wrong side of the tracks’ (1992, 1) and therefore relegated to less prestigious stages than he; nevertheless, in this final novel performance is above all a generator of happiness, as Dora’s mantra ‘What a joy it is to dance and sing’ (1992, 5) serves to underline.

 Wise Children, then, is illustrative of the revaluation of the performance of identity characteristic of Carter’s later work in terms of ‘boundless self‐invention’ (Gordon 2016, xiii), something that is emphasized also by her chosen settings. Contexts such as music halls or vaudeville theatres allowed her not only to give her work a new, more down‐to‐earth feel, but also to make a very general point about femininity: as she claimed in her last interview, ‘being a showgirl is a very simple metaphor simply for being a woman’ (Evans 1992). The acknowledgement that being a woman means being expected to act out different roles carries a pronounced sense of unease, especially in Nights at the Circus, whose protagonist, the winged aerialiste Fevvers, is a gregarious attention‐seeker whose unspoken command to the audience during her performance is ‘Look at me!’ (1984, 15). Yet although her theatrical persona attracts the wrong kinds of enthusiast, and repeatedly leads her into danger, it also gives her sprecisely that edge over others which in Carter’s earlier novels is reserved for male characters. Fevvers is a canny and calculating con‐woman, her slogan, ‘is she fact, or is she fiction?’, identifying one of the two great puzzles on which she bases her mystique (the second concerns the question of whether she is indeed the ‘only fully‐feathered intacta in the history of the world’ [1984, 294]), although these questions are never meant to be resolved by the novel.

The varying treatment of identity, from socially constructed to consciously performed, is closely connected to the setting and spatial structure of Carter’s novels. She herself has linked her penchant for post‐apocalyptic scenarios to a particular late 1960s mentality, the then pervasive feeling of ‘living on the edge of the unimaginable’ (1988, 211) and the attendant sense that ‘all that was holy was in the process of being profaned and we were attempting to grapple with the real relations between human beings’ (1998d, 37). This anarchic notion of liberation and possibility is given particular urgency by the Gothic ‘scenarios of captivation and resistance’ (Jordan 1994, 210) that recur in her work in different manifestations. In both The Magic Toyshop and Heroes and Villains, the female protagonists are placed in situations of confinement in which they are reduced to mere observers of the world, but while in the former Melanie’s release from imprisonment in her uncle’s house concludes the novel on a tone of unsettling openness, in the latter Marianne’s abduction from the safety of her Professorial home by the Barbarians is the basis of the disillusioned independence that Carter has the character achieve in the course of the novel. Nights at the Circus, in which the apocalyptic moment is signalled by its temporal setting in 1899, provides a retrospective commentary on these earlier novels while also expanding their scope. A fascinating freak, its protagonist Fevvers is pursued and entrapped by various male trophy hunters she only manages to escape by a hair’s breadth. Her situation is offset by several other plots around incarcerated female characters, one of which deals with a group of female inmates of a Siberian prison modelled on Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon. Thought up by the Countess P., a husband‐murderess consumed by guilt because her deed had never been discovered, this ‘House of Correction’ is a ‘laboratory for the manufacture of souls’ (1984, 214), in which the Countess aims to instil similar feelings of remorse as her own in women who have killed their violent husbands in self‐defence. They are increasingly doubtful about their guilt, however, manage to rise up against her and break free, emerging from imprisonment onto the Lockean tabula rasa of the Siberian tundra: ‘The white world around them looked newly made, a blank sheet of fresh paper on which they could inscribe whatever future they wished’ (1984, 218). Yet whatever constructionist optimism may be entailed in this passage, it is put in perspective later in the novel when Fevvers, confronted with the same environment, is ‘seized with such anguish of the void that surrounds us, she could have wept [….]’ (1984, 280). Recalling the unsettling conclusion of The Magic Toyshop, this confrontation with uncertainty is similarly ambiguous, presenting at best an as yet undetermined potential that may lead to very different outcomes. In the case of the Siberian prisoners‚ it may result in a lesbian utopia, for Fevvers it promises to lead into a happy (heterosexual) ending with the American journalist Jack Walser.

The post‐apocalyptic landscapes Carter has her characters cross on their roads to uneasy self‐discovery are crucial to the picaresque mode with which she increasingly replaced situations of enclosure and incarceration from Heroes and Villains onwards. This shift not only allowed her to extend her novels’ settings but also to emphasize the shaping influence of experience on identity. Both The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffmann and The Passion of New Eve describe the adventures of a male protagonist in a hostile gangland inhabited by implausible tribes, and the insights gained in the process are disillusioning or absurd. The picaresque situation of these novels is multiplied, and thereby rendered more complex, in Nights at the Circus, whose central plot deals with the parallel journeys of the two protagonists, the larger‐than‐life Fevvers and her sceptical but oddly naive counterpart Walser. The unequal couple is connected by a mutual sense of fascination, although the characters, before they can meet on a par, first have to be put through a machinery of comic and sometimes humiliating trials. While Nights at the Circus thereby mocks the standard novel of education, it nevertheless follows the genre’s premise of development: in the case of Fevvers, towards a newly found sense of self‐confidence; in the case of Walser, a hitherto untrained ability for introspection (1984, 7). He becomes, in Carter’s own words, ‘a serious person’ (Haffenden 1985, 89), capable, not least, of loving a commandingly formidable woman such as Fevvers.

The picaresque not only allows Carter to send characters on journeys of self‐exploration that ultimately fulfil the aim of finding oneself, but also to display her own heavily intertextual imagination. Maintaining that she saw ‘all of western Europe as a great scrap‐yard from which you can assemble all sorts of new vehicles’ (Haffenden 1985, 92) and associating herself with the principle of ‘bricolage’, Carter created lush fictional tapestries interweaving references to art and music, interior design and fashion, food and cinema in ways that are both mutually enriching and incongruent. If, as Alison Lurie (2017) has aptly suggested, Carter was ‘simultaneously the most derivative and the most original of writers’, she always acknowledged her own tendency to ‘loot and rummage in an official past’ (Carter 1998d, 41). Far from a merely dazzling and decorative exploration of postmodernist mise en abyme, however, this intertextuality still serves to transport the ‘pragmatic issues of the real world’ (Gamble 2006, 15) that Carter was interested in. Finding ‘books about books […] fun but frivolous’ (Haffenden 1985, 79), she maintained that ‘the Ur‐book is really Life, or The Real World’ (Goldsworthy 1985, 5; capitalization in original). It was that real world she sought to illuminate, in however extravagant a way, expecting her readers to cut through the fantastically allegorical surface of her fiction to uncover its underlying ideas.

Despite Carter’s own emphasis on the fundamental groundedness of her fiction, academic work on Carter has tended to evince striking biases towards the more bizarre features of her oeuvre, twinned with an interest in her more speculative novels. The presence of cross‐dressing and sex‐changing characters in The Infernal Desire Machines and The Passion of New Eve has led some scholars to take her work primarily as a manifesto of gender fluidity. This view, however, brushes over the allegorical dimension of such characters and outspokenly political feminist concerns, such as the commodification of femininity (Haffenden 1985, 92), they are meant to transport. For all her probing of gender constructions, Carter was interested in understanding women as women. A similar one‐sidedness is apparent in the scholarly treatment of Carter’s apparent pointers to theory, which have not only been viewed as indicators of her theoretical mindset, but have led scholars to argue that she used her work deliberately as a vehicle of theoretical ideas. But to simply trace Carter’s own imagination back to specific theoretical sources seems to diminish the scope of her imagination and originality of her ideas. It also ignores her own dismissiveness of what in one personal communication she called ‘all this Dérrida [sic] and stuff’ (Clapp 2012, 62), as well as her worries that her fiction might be ‘a kind of literary criticism’ (Haffenden 1985, 79) and surprise at critical misreading of her work by too earnest and theoretically minded readers (Gordon 2016, 276).

By contrast, scholars have tended to turn a blind eye to a marked point of reference that becomes apparent at various points in Carter’s work both implicitly and explicitly, namely‚ her interest in animals, natural history‚ and indeed evolution. An avowed Darwinian (Cagney Watts 1974, 164), Carter persistently criticized the ‘arbitrary division between man and beast’ (1998d, 39) and, in a personal twist on the philosopher Pascal’s famous dictum, considered it ‘one of the scars of our culture […] that we align ourselves with the angels rather than with the primates’ (Cagney Watts 1974, 164). Scholars have‚ of course‚ engaged at length with Carter’s multifarious references to real animals in her work or the many animal analogies by which she enriched her characterization, but they have tended to read these analogies as tokens of subversive hybridity (Pollock 2001, 39) rather than as means to express a fundamental continuity. Human–animal analogies have therefore led to idealizing interpretations, especially since they seem to identify, from The Bloody Chamber onwards, a raw animal force that may liberate women if only they were to embrace it. In ‘The Company of Wolves’, Carter’s take on ‘Little Red Riding Hood’, she depicts the protagonist as unafraid of male wolfishness at the end of the story, sleeping ‘in granny’s bed, between the paws of the tender wolf’ (1981c, 118). In ‘The Tiger’s Bride’ in the same collection, the narrator stipulates that, since ‘the tiger will never lie down with the lamb’, the latter ‘must learn to run with the tigers’ (1981c, 64). In ‘Lizzie’s Tiger’, a story published posthumously in American Ghosts and Old‐World Wonders, the child protagonist, based on the legendary Massachusetts murderess Lizzie Borden, discovers what Margaret Atwood has called in connection with the earlier stories, her own rebellious ‘tigerishness’ (Atwood 1994, 121) when confronted with a feline predator in the circus.

Yet Carter’s animals can and should also be taken in a much simpler (and more unsettling) way as underlining the fundamental fact, which she did not tire to point out, that human beings are animals themselves. Carter did not question the biological reality of human identity, in fact, she relished it, well beyond a cautious concern with ‘sensual subjectivity’ (Jordan 1994, 196). Instead, in her work‚ humans’ animal nature provides the (not always pleasant) material limit of experience and interaction (Müller‐Wood 2012, 106). Already in her first novels there is an emphasis on bodily reality in the form of references to a smutty physicality, often invoked in order to differentiate male and female experiences. Thus‚ in Shadow Dance, the ‘brutal slapstick’ by which Honeybuzzard ‘arranges the world’ (1994a, 76) manifests itself in the fake snot, artificial turds‚ and whoopee cushions deployed to this purpose, and is highlighted by the depiction of his girlfriend Emily’s extensive washing rituals. The Magic Toyshop’s Melanie yearns for the spotless bathroom of her former home when she is confronted, in her uncle’s toyshop, with other people’s hairs in the sink and the ‘ferocious, unwashed, animal reek’ (1981a, 36) of her aunt’s brothers Francie and Finn. In her later fiction, Carter increasingly ascribes such evidence of physical reality to female characters so as to violate idealized expectations of femininity: In Nights at the Circus, Fevvers lets ripping farts ring round the shambolic green room where she meets Jack Walser, who in turn is dazed by the pungent ‘essence of Fevvers’ (1984, 9), while Dora Chance, narrator of Wise Children, emphasizes the untidiness of her home and its smell of cats and ‘geriatric chorine’ (1992, 5).

Carter’s at times crass naturalism is entirely in keeping with her materialist outlook more generally, although it points beyond the usual Marxist narrative of materialism in a significant way. Carter not only thought that humans’ social existence impacts their consciousness (a stance that scholars have been quite happy to acknowledge), but also that humans are matter themselves, physically real bodies located in time and space. These bodies come equipped with species needs and desires and set limits that are not entirely transcendable. Her concern with ‘flesh’ in all its disturbing manifestations extends into the realm of the imagination, which she similarly saw as grounded in the world. What she called her ‘social realism of the unconscious’ (in Gordon 2016, 268) comes close to a form of psychological materialism. This interest in the ‘materiality’ of ‘imaginative life and imaginative experience’ (Haffenden 1985, 85) manifested itself, among other things, in her emphasis on the referentiality of certain literary modes or fictional genres. Her feminist tales, for instance, are in part inspired by her disagreement with the psychoanalytic evaluation of fairy tales in the wake of Bruno Bettelheim. Rather than taking fairy tales, in this vein, as ‘the phantasia of the unconscious’ (Carter 1998b, 453), Carter saw them as being about ‘the politics of experience’ and as a form of ‘worldly instruction’ (Carter 1998b, 452; 453). Even the surrealism with which she is often (and rightly) associated was rooted in reality and mainly amounted to recognizing the absurdity of the everyday: ‘Surrealism didn’t involve inventing extraordinary things to look at, it involved looking at the world as though it were strange’ (Haffenden 1985, 92).

Carter’s materialism must be emphasized not least because it also puts in perspective her avowed difference from other British authors of the time. To call her ‘undomestic’, as her fellow writer Marina Warner has done (in Evans), is apt, and in fact Carter actively cultivated that quality. She was thoroughly dismissive of what in the 1980s she called ‘the “adultery in NW3” novel’ (1998c, 555) and had even snubbed the novelist A.S. Byatt, whom she associated with that kind of fiction, to her face (Gordon 2016, 122–123). Instead, she aligned herself with avant‐garde writers such as Anthony Burgess and J.G. Ballard, who recognized her as an intellectual fellow‐traveller. Carter ascribed this quality to the ‘intellectual apprenticeship of a generalised “European” type’ she received via the cultural influences that entered British culture as it began to ‘ope[n] itself up to Europe at all kinds of different levels’; this, she claimed, ‘suited my own instincts far more than the Leavisite version [of the world] I was being given at university’ (1988, 211). Yet despite such flamboyant proclamations of Europeanness, she did not deny that she was a child of her time. Carter saw herself as ‘the pure product of an advanced, industrialised, post‐imperialist country in decline’ (1998d, 40) and was a particularly astute chronicler of this changing milieu (Gamble 2006, 12). While her novels contain plenty of kitchen sink drama and illustrate her knack for period detail and tone, the journalism and essays she wrote throughout her career hold up the mirror to life in a country in the process of relentless change: from the post‐Beveridge welfare state of her upbringing to the less generous and egalitarian Britain of Margaret Thatcher (the former treated with nostalgia, the latter with scorn).

Angela Carter is probably the most elusive British author of the twentieth century. Like her iconic character Fevvers, she has always slipped through the fingers of her audiences and mocked attempts at pinning her down. Yet this elusiveness has not stopped critical readers from making her their object (in fact, the screen for the projection of their own obsessions), increasingly so after her death, and as a result Carter is today probably also among the most misread authors of the twentieth century. This is not only true for critics who wrongly attack her for a rigid adherence to postmodern and/or politically correct ideologies (Bayley 1992, Carroll 2013, Gilman 1979), or precisely for the lack thereof: the radical feminist Andrea Dworkin, for instance, dismissed The Sadeian Woman as ‘a pseudofeminist literary essay’ (Gordon 2016, 292). The many benevolent followers celebrating her campness or labouring the mildly patronizing point that Carter was a bewitching storyteller, too, have been contributing to her persistent misrepresentation. What connects these different readers is the way they shirk aspects of Carter’s work that sit uneasily with their own assumptions, especially her firm belief in the realities of the body (including the fact of sexual difference) and ‘the values of reason’ (Day 1998, 12). And yet the avoidance of these aspects, chiming with the general marginalization of such views in early twenty‐first century academia, is probably the most powerful piece of evidence for the unassimilable eccentricity of Carter’s work and underlines that she was one of the most exceptional literary voices of her generation.
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Christina Reid
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Biography and Background

Christina Reid’s biography challenges standard notions about Northern Ireland. Born in 1942 into a devoted Protestant family, she spent her youth in Ardoyne, a district of Belfast in which Catholic families formed a segregated community. Reid’s father, a prominent member of a local Orange Lodge, guaranteed purity of the loyalist creed in which stereotypes about Catholics were mixed with deep prejudice against their religion (Kurdi 2004, 209). However, for Reid their poverty posed an equally acute social problem as the one of the Protestant majority, since in her view economic hardships felt equally painful, bringing exactly the same flush of deep shame regardless of political or religious divides. Her lifelong dedication to helping children, whether by championing youth rehabilitation programmes or by writing socially engaged plays about teenagers, follows from her conviction that the world is divided primarily into the weak and the strong before it falls into other, political partitions.

Reid’s artistic development very much opposed the standard career of a writer. She left school at the age of fifteen to take up various jobs‚ usually of menial character. Soon after, she became a busy mother of three daughters. It was only in her late thirties that Reid decided to resume education, enrolling as a student at Queen’s University Belfast to read English, sociology‚ and Russian. Increasingly her prose and dramatic texts began to reach a wider public through collaborations with the BBC and such theatres as Belfast’s Lyric Theatre or London’s Young Vic, where she was writer in residence in 1983 and 1988‚ respectively. Despite burgeoning artistic success, Reid’s most acute sense of justice remained tuned to subtle nuances of unfair privilege, economic inequality, or political violence against women, children‚ and other underprivileged groups within a country engulfed in a continued domestic conflict. Although she spent most of mature life in London, her commitment to Northern Irish affairs and especially to Belfast city earned an honorary reward of patron for the Youth Action, a charity organization of Northern Ireland.

Her first mature play‚ Tea in a China Cup, was produced by the Lyric Theatre Belfast in 1983 as a result of her residency there. A year later‚ it was staged at London’s Riverside Studios. Reid’s next play, Did You Hear the One About the Irishman …?, toured the United States in a successful production by RSC in 1985. Joyriders was produced by Paines Plough in 1986 and performed at the Tricycle Theatre London, while Reid’s radio play The Last of a Dyin’ Race of the same year won BBC’s Giles Cooper Award. Reid’s continued collaboration with the Lyric Theatre Belfast resulted in staging The Belle of the Belfast City in 1989, which subsequently won George Devine Award. At that time Reid had also affirmed a genuine commitment to radio drama by scripting My Name, Shall I Tell You My Name? for BBC Radio 4 in 1987. It was then adapted for stage to be presented at Dublin Theatre Festival. She also worked as a scriptwriter for BBC Citizens from 1987 to 1991. A lot of her plays were either written specifically for smaller venues or adapted for such small theatre spaces. Reid’s Clowns, which is a 1996 sequel to Joyriders, was staged at the Orange Tree Theatre, Richmond, London, the same independent theatre which staged a production of The Belle of the Belfast City in 1993. Reid’s commitment to youth theatre continued through her entire writing career, starting with the residency at the Young Vic, through productions of Lords, Dukes and Earls in 1989 and My Name, Shall I Tell You My Name? in 1990 staged at Young Vic Studio in London, to her involvement with the National Theatre Connections Programme in 1999 with the production of The King of the Castle, an adaptation of one of her short stories. Composing scripts to be used as in‐class education materials for Radio Ulster and contributing regular reviews for BBC’s Kaleidoscope (Tracie 2018, 175, 177), Christina Reid created a full and rich body of diversified work which reflected both their epoch’s turbulent times as well as her own social and political commitment.1



Plays

Reid’s major plays consistently focus on themes growing out of the Troubles and their political aftermath. Her perspective was always that of common experience of those human protagonists who were deprived of social, economic‚ or cultural privilege, and thus consigned to live on the margins of modern, democratic world. The impulse to disregard ideological categories through which ‘the other’ is always seen as an enemy developed in her youth, and it was then consistently practised in dramatic writing. It is remarkable to note how Reid’s immaculately Unionist family background actually increased her sceptical‚ even ironic‚ approach to political articles of faith which left no space for doubt or hesitation:


As a child, I didn’t know the word ‘sectarianism’, the Protestant/Catholic divide was referred to as ‘them’ and ‘us’. My family were staunch Unionists, ‘more British than the British’, […]

The questions came gradually and more insistent the more I grew up. Later I began to write about it. I’m from that background and I love my family and I’m proud to be Irish. But I have never voted Unionist. I remember casting my first vote and wandering if anyone else in my family had secretly voted for a candidate who wasn’t ‘one of us’.

(Kurdi 2004, 207)


Reid’s oeuvre offers detailed insight into major themes that define Irish and more specifically Northern Irish experience of the second half of the twentieth century, at times going back further into traumatic recollections of the First World War. She composes her protagonists’ worlds with a particular attention to the workings of social justice, ideology, physical and linguistic violence, memory or recollection, urban environment‚ and conservative social roles and conventions. These themes practically compose the complex environment with which Reid’s largely female protagonists need to negotiate some degree of personal freedom.


Tea in a China Cup (1983)

Reid’s most famous play traces the lives of two female characters through tragic turning points which bind their private biography to the twentieth‐century history of the Irish and English nations. Sarah and her daughter‚ Beth‚ live in a family house which remains a material token of continuity and preservation of Protestant tradition. The house contains stories of human tragedy, struggle, failure‚ and persistence, a site of recollection stretching back to World War One. The energy of the place slowly depletes as the members of Sarah’s family die away or leave the city. At the moment the play opens, Sarah, who is terminally ill, lies on a sofa, wishing to remain alive for another ten days to hear the 12 of July bands for the last time in her life. Apart from Beth, who spares no effort to assist her mother, all other members of the family are dead or departed and exist only in family photos or stories. The final ending of the saga comes with Sarah’s death and with Beth’s decision to sell the house to a stranger.

Reid presents three generations of women as a repetitive pattern of death, disappointment‚ and abandonment, as their fathers, brothers, sons‚ and husbands either die in the two world wars or disappear to lead lives of hopeless addiction to drink or gambling. As the rows of photographs grow longer representing the departed war heroes in military uniforms, so the stories about useless husbands multiply. Poverty determines daily existence, especially when Beth must choose a grammar school instead of a fee‐paying school. These hardships are not alleviated by patriotic, Protestant ideology. Although it makes the family proud to say that sending their son to war will ‘make a man of him’ in a service offered for ‘King and Country’ which definitely is ‘doing Ulster proud’ (Reid 1997a, 10–12), the undeclared reason for such sacrifice is economic. Men cannot find a job‚ and to prevent them from drinking, mothers prefer their teenage boys to join the army (45). The burden of life rests almost exclusively on female shoulders and produces a sense of entrapment or hopelessness. Those who can leave, do in a faint belief that life away from protective mothers and fathers will automatically help them reject stiff social roles and obligations. However, such prospects are most of the time illusory.

In a conservative society which fears to teach its children basic sexual knowledge, Beth mentions at some point ‘We knew nothing’ (Reid 1997a, 28), divisions into religious and political factions are deep and of biblical, atavistic nature. Reid shows some facts through ironic exaggeration‚ but behind the surface of social comedy lie burning inhibitions and prejudice. Beth who is trying to buy a grave plot for her mother, discovers that the entire cemetery observes a strict division into ‘clumps of Catholics and clumps of Protestants’ (6), leaving no zone for mixed marriages. Towards the end of the play the action moves back to 1971, the height of the Northern Irish Troubles, when Sarah’s and Beth’s house is almost burned down together with other properties on their street. When first a young IRA fighter comes to remove them from their house and is shortly after followed by an army sergeant offering the same suggestion, Sarah refuses to leave the house determined to protect it together with all her precious belongings‚ which are‚ in her words‚ ‘my life’(57).

Against the odds of politics and history Reid steels her female protagonists with stories in which they both venerate the past and judge it critically. Their continued reflection on the meaning and importance of history contrasts with the shifting circumstances in which they live. A precious tea set made of Belleek china symbolizes continuity of family rituals, stability of their existence‚ and a hidden value of the deposit which the previous generations contribute to the heritage of the young. Yet, this material token of value also becomes an item on the selling list together with all of the other effects of the house. When it turns out that Beth has kept one saucer and cup of the big set, intending to take it to whatever new location she is now moving, it clearly means that the tea set also assumes a paradoxical symbolism of entrapment and liberation.



Did You Hear the One About the Irishman …? (1985)

Did You Hear the One About the Irishman …? is a short playlet which uses a comic, sketch‐like style to represent the contrast between official politics and the daily lives of individuals. Its central theme – a romantic relation between a Protestant girl, Allison, and a Catholic boy Brian – testifies to how artificial political labels misrepresent and deform the expectations, hopes‚ and desires of ordinary people. Set in Belfast in 1987, the play immerses itself in a dense atmosphere of conflict in which apart from the usual division into Protestants and Catholics, the population is split into those who serve a sentence in the notorious Maze prison and those who regularly come to visit them with food parcels. Allison and Brian go against all of these social partitions not only obstinately maintaining their dangerous liaison but also helping former friends or neighbours who are now on the other side of the political barrier. Reid offers an image of social disintegration; as a result of merciless domestic conflict‚ social structures have been undercut, destroying vital bloodlines of integration, social responsibility‚ and friendship which earlier generations worked to build. The play ends in tragedy, as both Allison and Brian are murdered in an act of sectarian punishment for breaking unwritten laws of loyalty.

Reid choses a stock motif of love which disrespects practical, earthly limitations resembling a romantic theme of love beyond grave. In its politicized version‚ the frame of illicit relation which binds the action together has been used in many other works from Paul Greengrass’s film Bloody Sunday to Owen McCafferty’s Mojo Mickybo. However, in this slightly trite technique helping to maintain compositional coherence‚ Reid finds space to insert ironic, comically critical‚ or even provocative revaluation of the political scene which ripped Northern Irish society apart. She points to an essential similarity of all political walks of life and all faiths when they are confronted with suffering, death‚ and social injustice. Thus, Brian, engaged in helping his opponents and vindictive enemies, has a cunning road plan to implement permanent ceasefire in the province. Since the Maze prison houses both Protestant and Catholic prisoners, their families who come to visit them should be confronted with each other: ‘Drinking tea in the waiting area. Together. […] Sharing the same bus to the main camp to visit their sons, fathers, husbands, brothers, lovers. Together’ (Reid 1997b, 77). The utopian plan to make peace not war can paradoxically take place on the least likely ground of the notorious prison where ‘a Provie wife and a UDA wife take a long look at each other and realise that they’re both on board the same sinking ship. Common ground. Common enemy’ (Reid 1997b, Did You …, 77). This is a new version of love beyond grave, a contemporary incarnation of the romantic myth in which it is the death of ideology that guarantees eternal comfort, sense of unification, peace.

Just before their murder, Allison and Brian make joking plans about a new political party which they would like to start in the future. Its programme is that of not having a programme, its name being the ‘Apathetic Party’, and it is meant for people who ‘just don’t want to know’ (Reid 1997b, Did You …, 94). These people would be ‘too apathetic to join’ (Reid 1997b, Did You …, 94), as ‘Apathetic people don’t have causes’ (Reid 1997b, 94, 95). In the age of populism, ill‐defined causes, and political extremism of today‚ these slightly ridiculous ideas address the issue of representation. Reid’s plays – growing out of the dark violence of 1980s Ireland – diagnose the problem so vital for contemporary social life; to what extent the radical talk of politics and ideology runs a chance of making people’s lives better instead of simply offering the same old regime wrapped in a new glittering paper. This lasting message of scepticism and irony proves to be the most significant contribution that Christina Reid’s plays have made not only to Irish politics but to the general social awareness and intellectual independence of modern readers and theatregoers.



Joyriders, Clowns (1986, 1996)

Joyriders presents the most searching picture of Belfast youth in all its searing poverty, marginalization‚ and social neglect. Set in a poor area of Belfast, Joyriders display a clearly didactic intention (Trotter 2000, 126) which may at some point simplify the overall presentation of social problems. The play was commissioned by London’s Paines Plough and staged at the Tricycle Theatre in 1986. Its initial impulse came from a number of encounters with teenage participants in local rehabilitation schemes from the Divis Flats complex in West Belfast (Tracie 2018, 68). Reid plays with different forms of social and economic exclusion to which all of her characters are subjected translating a military and political conflict into human and private tragedy. Lagan Mill, where the action is set, provides a rehabilitation programme addressed to young people on suspended sentences. The social project of providing free training to those who would otherwise end up in the streets of Belfast needs constant justification in the eyes of politicians and administrators who see no point in offering such help to juvenile delinquents.

In the physical and symbolic space of a city divided by walls and demarcation lines‚ the premises of the Lagan Mill offer an exterritorial zone of encounter. Fixed with weaving machines, kitchens, hairdressing studio‚ and other workshop facilities, the place encourages engagement in practical activities whose manual labour and regulations do not yield to the ideological politics of binary opposition of ‘us’ and ‘them’. Her characters are determined by social structures, conventions‚ and roles to be who they are, often against their will or in defiance of social justice. Maureen, one of the participants, who dreams about getting any kind of income after leaving the programme and of not having to pay regular visits to Social Security, is checked in her hopes by fear that everything will stay the same and that no progress is possible under current circumstances. She takes care of her younger brother, Johnnie, and her disabled mother. The former is addicted to joyriding and glue sniffing; the latter has been accidentally shot by the British Army and left physically and psychologically disabled. Maureen’s daily worries are aggravated by the need to dodge the probation officer whose responsibility it is to keep Johnnie away from glue and stolen cars. Tommy deems himself to be a socialist, although his life exhibits no sign of ideology other than a defiant rejection of any established system of value which extends even to the very programme he is participating in. He keeps stealing from their kitchen in a gesture which he wants to believe contributes to some ill‐construed concept of redistribution of wealth. Sandra earns her place in the scheme by working as a hairdresser, while her real dream would be to repair cars. This occupation‚ however‚ is reserved strictly for male workers. Similarly, Arthur encounters gender barriers of the conservative society when he wants to be a professional cook – an occupation prescribed strictly for the female part of the population. It reads as a tragic joke to know that Arthur, who was shot by the army and suffers a serious medical condition as a result, wins a chance of moving forward only when he is granted a substantial compensation from the British government. With all of these protagonists the reader learns about their difficult‚ not to say hopeless‚ social situation only to see them as victims of double exclusion; their ‘crimes’ are evidently the product of the system‚ and their subsequent incriminating marginalization is also generated by the system’s refusal to recognize its responsibility.

The key figure for this constellation of the rejected is Kate, an enthusiastic, middle‐class social worker who dedicates her life to dragging the scheme through a sea of paperwork, administrative indifference, and political prejudice. Kate’s determination to help the teenagers alienates her from family and friends with whom she should normally share the same values of middle‐class conservatism. Her handsome partner works as a surgeon in the city hospital, drives a Volvo‚ and has a quiet affair with one of the nurses. Kate’s mother calls her daughter’s charity work an ‘aberration’ (Reid 1997c, Joyriders, 126) and fears ending up a lonely lady with no prospects of ever seeing grandchildren. Kate rationalizes her own sacrifice as middle‐class guilt (‘I’m a bored middle‐class female who got excited by the civil rights movement’ Reid 1997c, Joyriders, 132). She confesses to having no real aim in life and to choosing her path out of a sense of emptiness and boredom.

The play climaxes during an open day which Kate and her inmates are forced to organize for local politicians and VIPs. Maureen shows up with a bag of stolen Marks and Spencer’s clothes‚ and her brother Johnnie steals a police car and races in it around the block. Tommy has his hands broken by members of provisional IRA for robbing local shops. The local VIPs abandon their planned visit‚ and the prospect of securing funding for the project vanishes. At the end of the play, Maureen is shot dead‚ and the open day together turns into a tragic symbol of the impossibility of social reform. Reid planned two possible endings to the play. In one, Maureen’s body is carried offstage by her friends to songs sung by the rest of the cast. In a more menacing version of finale, the character’s final journey is accompanied by the sound of broken glass swept up from the street and the comment ‘This is the sound that usually follows violence in Belfast’ (Reid 1997c, 175).

Clowns (1996) came as a sequel to Joyriders ten years after the latter play’s premiere and as an attempt to show the maturation of the original characters against the backdrop of Ireland maturing into a tentative peace process and slowly expanding economy. Clowns takes all of the characters from Joyriders, together with Maureen‚ who appears as a ghost and as a reminder of the old times. Arthur, married to Iris, has four children and runs a posh restaurant. Tommy has turned into a ‘Socialist Hippie’ (Reid 1997d, 284, 288). Sandra, who emigrated to London, picks up odd jobs and cannot find her place in life, tortured by Maureen’s ghost and the aftermath of the Troubles. Johnnie wears designer clothes and deals drugs at parties; Kate still engages in community projects, helping children in need. The Lagan Mill has been converted into a shopping centre. However, the disappearance of this symbol of social inequality‚ which now is superseded with a symbol of economic consumerism, does not bring happiness. Sandra relives the traumatic past, constantly confronting Maureen’s ghost, and the rest of the characters struggle against daily chores and obstacles drowned in the meaningless routine of normality.



The Belle of the Belfast City (1989)

The Belle of the Belfast City (1989) is Reid’s most autobiographical play, grounded in a re‐creation of the atmosphere of her grandmother’s home. The play tells the story of a multi‐generational family whose female members struggle to survive against political oppression and economic hardship in 1980s East Belfast. The family shop, connected to the house, is the central scene in the play, tying together lives of Dolly, a 77‐year‐old grandmother, her two daughters Vi (58) and Rose (36), their niece Janet (36) and nephew Jack (40) as well as Dolly’s granddaughter Belle (18). The play reaches back into the past of Dolly’s successful career as a singer as well as her happy marriage, and it weaves romanticized recollection with the vulnerable, unstable‚ and threatening reality of contemporary Belfast. This stationary, elderly character, resembling Beckett’s Winnie in Happy Days, animates the world according to her own scenario through humour as well as love; two strategies of rejecting the impositions of conservatism and sectarianism. The presence of sectarian politics and the reality of street marches and protest cast a heavy shadow over the lives of the female protagonists‚ whose livelihood depends on the shady dealings of Jack, their nephew, and his involvement with loyalist politics as well as the neo‐fascist National Front. The play begins with a visit from Belle, who comes from London to visit the family for the first time. The house, becomes a haven which persists in vulnerable stability against the odds of political and interpersonal conflict.

The family of women is slowly disintegrating under the pressure of circumstances. The action initially takes place over a few days leading up to a protest march organized by local loyalist organizations against the Anglo‐Irish Agreement; the action then moves forward several months to reflect on the consequences of these violent events. Although the entire family originates from a devout loyalist background, the women of the house have developed a controlled scepticism. Janet and Rose, two women whose lives drifted away from the traditional social roles of wives and mothers‚ are exposed to particularly critical assessment by Jack. Janet’s marriage to a Catholic RUC police officer has just disintegrated, and during a brief visit to London she had a love affair with a married man, which she thoroughly enjoyed in spite of acute sense of sin and feeling of guilt. Her soul and body are objects of conquest by her former husband and brother‚ who embody competing but equally repressive ideologies of religious and political conservatism. Both men, usually divided by politics and faith, are united in extending their claims over the female body and life by sharing the same declaration and demand: ‘I love you. Come back to me’ (Reid 1997e, 209). Rose, in turn, spent most of her time away from Belfast, raising her daughter in isolation from sectarian politics of the home country and engaging in anti‐fascist projects. For her and Belle, the mixed‐race child of a brief affair, there is no future in Belfast. When Dolly, the elderly matriarch of the house, suffers a stroke and is left partially paralyzed, and after the women yield to persistent bullying of fascist criminals to sell the shop and the entire property, the lives of Reid’s protagonists reach a dead end. Dolly and her eldest daughter, Vi, decide to move out to Donaghadee; Rose and Belle return to their safe London life, and Janet decides to sever all links with both of the possessive men in her life and start from scratch as an independent woman. The battle of female resistance, resourcefulness‚ and hope against the determinism of politics and history is lost.



My Name, Shall I Tell You My Name? (1989)

Reid’s 1987 radio play, later adapted for theatre, focuses on 93‐year‐old Andy and his granddaughter Andrea‚ who is 24. Set in 1986, the play merges the past with the present, narrating recollected voices with the help of a voice‐over device. Its main line of conflict lies between the deep‐rooted Unionist allegiance of Andy, First World War veteran and a devoted Orangeman, and his granddaughter‚ whose emotional dependency on his acceptance and support is impacted by her sceptical and ironic disregard for Unionist ideology. The play opens at a point of climactic stalemate. Andy lives in an old people’s home, practically immobilized by his age, although still respected by local Unionist brotherhood and loved by his granddaughter. Andrea, in turn, serves a three‐week sentence in a British prison for taking part in street riots against the Greenham Common US military base. Andy lives his life on the borderline between reality and reverie in which images of the heroic Unionist past, military sacrifice‚ and devotion to the British Crown dominate. A supporter of Edward Carson and an active opponent of Home Rule, he signed the 1912 Ulster Covenant ‘with his own blood’ (Reid 1997f, 272). His rambling recollections reach back to the massacre of World War One and to his fallen comrades, lost in the battle of the Somme. These deaths mark what Andy calls ‘their finest hour’, and a rhythmical recital of their names forms his ‘Litany of the Glorious Dead’ (Reid 1997f, My Name …, 256) as well as a tenuous lifeline connecting his past with Andrea’s presence. His granddaughter picks up on reciting the same names in a ritual manner of almost automatic recollection which she acquired from Andy in childhood and now seems unable to renounce.

Andy’s past, a selective story of heroism from which any instance of doubt or tragedy has been edited out, merges with a present dominated by the Orange Order. He is a regular participant in Orange marches and a private chronicler of individual members’ dedication to the cause. Andy devotedly narrates a tale of his wartime friend who had been a skilled Lambeg drummer, before his death at the Somme. His place at the drum is taken by his son and grandson; all three men are named Billy. Carried through generations‚ the drum offers a symbol of continued faith marked with physical torture; each successive players’ hands drip with blood through wounds inflicted by his ferocious playing. This ‘sacred’ blood which is a sign of ‘no surrender’ stands in Andy’s story as a symbol of political and moral domination over enemies. He welcomes the sinking of Belgrado in the Falklands war, and views it as a renewed chance of regaining imperial domination, by saying ‘Britain rules the waves again’ (Reid 1997f, 268).

Against such unflinching militarism domination, Andrea’s life represents for Andy a long string of acts of disloyalty and disappointment. Early memories are a mixture of love and fear, her grandfather featuring as a tender protector (‘And your old granda would never let you fall’. Reid 1997f, 253) but also a fanatical activist. Her emotions escalate to a mature form of rejection when Andrea formulates a question addressed to her grandfather in which she adequately phrases disappointment with the life of the Unionist paragon: ‘Loyalty. Patriotism. Them or Us. You daren’t question what all that has done to you, because once you question even a small part of it, you end up questioning it all. And to do that would be to negate your whole life’ (Reid 1997f, 275–276). What he perceives as triumph of will and faith, she sees as trauma or danger. The heroic drummer whose hands are so bravely covered with blood is no longer a model to be admired‚ as Andy suggests: he is a source of fear as blood stains Andrea’s dress (‘Granda! Granda! There’s blood on my frock’ Reid 1997f, 259). The drummer’s wife, instead of setting the standard of selfless assistance to her husband’s suffering, appears in Andrea’s story as an illogical and absurd emblem of irrationality: ‘And why was his silly little wife so pleased about it’? (Reid 1997f, 258). What is more, Andrea also questions the sacred memory of the First World War sacrifice by referring to a story of unheroic, chaotic death of Ulstermen slaughtered in first lines of attack and left to die in no man’s land. She focuses attention precisely on those aspects of the past which disappeared from her grandfather’s glorious recollections erased by ideological fervour of biased historiography and ritualistic commemoration. Andy’s and Andrea’s paths ultimately fork, as she becomes guilty of multiple betrayal; she enrols at an English university and marries Hanif, a man of colour who clearly cannot boast an Irish Protestant pedigree.




Themes and Technique

Perhaps the most powerful aspect of Reid’s writing lies in dramatizing the tension between the social conditions of life in Northern Ireland and private experiences of her characters‚ who desperately and sometimes tragically attempt to fight for freedom and independence in what should be a democratic state. There is no doubt on which side Reid stands in this conflict as an implied author or rather moral agency secretly present in her drama. The importance of Reid’s writing results precisely from the fact that her stories so adequately represent personal costs of political and religious conflicts, that they narrate a story which never forsakes a subjective point of view in a subversive gesture of questioning ideology and doctrine. The social and political importance of these plays also lies in the fact that they translate complex historical and cultural relations of Northern Irish politics into naked power relations between the strong and the weak, the privileged and the disadvantaged. The operation of pure force in building social and personal relations generates various strategies of resistance and survival which her protagonists develop by engaging in storytelling, recollection, singing‚ and dancing as forms of alternative, private, non‐sectarian scenarios of disappearance from the bigger, politicized picture, as forms of camouflage or escape, as methods of submersion. As such‚ Reid’s work tells a more universal story than the one concerned exclusively with regional conflicts of the Ulster province. It documents life on the margins of a democratic world in which public institutions, law‚ and social justice have been compromised by semi‐criminal regimes of influence and power working in the interest of few non‐democratic, paramilitary groups to the disadvantage of the majority. It is a picture of modern state‚ which has desisted from its basic democratic responsibilities in a process of disintegration into violent anarchy. This landscape of devastation and ruin is populated by people victimized and threatened into submission; finally, it is a dystopian projection of the limits of a democratic political system.

One of the most significant and distinctive motifs in Christina Reid’s writing is that of individual characters opposing social and political constraints. The landscape of Northern Irish conflict forms a dense map of demarcation lines, borders‚ and interfaces of opposed, violent ideologies‚ and factions. They exercise both practical and symbolic control over everyday decisions of Reid’s protagonists as well as over their moral, existential choices. Reid always selects a group of female protagonists, nonconformist, independent in spirit and action, on whom such partitions set limits impossible to accept. Yet, their practice of everyday life slowly imposes its own logic, the logic of movement, of feeling, of language in which new, individual paths of communication are followed, forcing their way through fences, walls, and roadblocks of official politics. However, the sense of such limitations remains one of the most significant themes of debates for Reid’s characters, for their moral assessment, for philosophical reflection.

In Joyriders, the teenage participants to the rehabilitation programme visit a theatre to see Sean O’Casey’s Shadow of the Gunman. They are divided over the assessment of Donal Davoren and over understanding of Minnie Powell’s sacrifice. However, what unites them is a sense of alienation from the rest of the patrons‚ who clearly represent the conservative, middle‐class audience‚ and from the bartenders‚ who would be reluctant to sell them drinks. ‘The fur‐coat brigade’ (Reid 1997c, Joyriders, 106), as one of the characters calls other theatre regulars, refers to an unspoken divide which exists both in the characters’ minds and in a social stratification with which they need to comply. Going to the theatre, then, is an act of defiance and an assertion of their own value in the reality aiming to diminish or undermine it. Reid’s characters in Joyriders constantly refer to the fact that their lives are touched with poverty and social exclusion, even when it comes to such simple matters as tasting real champagne for the first time, having one’s car, or living in an area of the city free from constant patrols of military vehicles. In The Belle of the Belfast City, certain parts of the city constitute zones sealed off by the army or areas difficult to reach due to protest or marches. Such disruptions of daily life show Reid’s protagonists as vulnerable and dependent. They need to comply with definitions and expectations when they are supposed to blindly follow the party, or pay it for keeping their shop safe from sectarian assault. While performing the functions of a wife, sister‚ and mother defines the norm of social roles permitted to be engaged with by female characters in The Belle of the Belfast City (Reid 1997e, 210), Jack, a fanatic Protestant politician, controls his relatives like ‘Moses making the tribe feel guilty’ (Reid 1997e, The Belle…, 218). In My Name, Shall I Tell You My Name?, the inhibitions caused by sectarian politics rip families apart, exposing hatred against other races and cultures. Andy, a loyalist World War One veteran, recites a string of abuse about his former friend and neighbour for questioning the validity of their sacrifice (‘Turncoats and Communists, Catholic throwbacks’, Reid 1997f, My Name…, 261), for pointing to the mindless death and carnage of those who died ‘High on alcohol and Ulster Protestant Pride’ (Reid 1997f, My Name …, 262).

However, in all of these plays individual characters find ways of acting against such set divisions and definitions. Maureen in Joyriders is shot by the army attempting to rescue her brother in a gesture clearly resembling the one of Minnie Powell in O’Casey’s Shadow of the Gunman. Jack, the Protestant hard‐liner in The Belle of the Belfast City, must participate in family performances and parties in which his female relatives regain full control over his image and turn him into object of their humorous disrespect. Andrea in My Name … walks her own path, pursuing a career in drama, probingly questioning her grandfather’s political fanaticism and cultural nationalism. In all of these cases, Reid allows her female protagonists to develop individual and unique style of thought and practice of action with which the characters manage to define their own identity, even if it happens at the cost of losing the support of their native communities.

One of the most interesting features of Reid’s writing and at the same time most distinctive are her formal techniques of breaking the continuity of action, of disrupting the narrative, of using Brechtian alienation in order to increase reader’s critical awareness. There is something special in the very telling of Reid’s stories that places the reader both inside and outside of the action. We are being shifted and shuffled by different strands of dramatic narrative interwoven together in a complex multi‐lateral presentation of characters, events‚ and issues. Since her writing is inherently political and concerned with political absolutes, extreme, fanatical views, devout opinions‚ and declarations of loyalty the strategy of disruption seems an ideal technique of questioning uncritical ideological pronouncements of some of her protagonists. Her writing and composition technique stresses the impermanence and transitory nature of historical truths as opposed to fanatical idealism and universality declared by her politicized characters.

In Did You Hear the One About the Irishman …? Reid uses the figures of Comedian and Irishman as agents removed from the narrative of mainstream events and playing the role of ironic commentators. In a tragic story of Allison and Brian, whose love developing in defiance of political and religious divide leads to their death, Comedian tells jokes based on Irish stereotypes, defusing the gruesome atmosphere of the play. Similarly, the action of The Belle of the Belfast City is interspersed with songs performed by Dolly, the oldest woman of the house, which connect in a comic, obscene or melodramatic ways with the lives of the protagonists. Such side narratives decentre the main flow of action, offer a fresh, often unexpected perspective of reading and indicate that the characters’ world is constructed as a product of its time. Thus, such ostentatiously inserted intrusions condition our interpretation of the action, allow us to view it as a function of circumstances, as a product of certain subjectivity to which there always exists a possibility of an alternative reading with the constant flow of new voices, fresh views lurking round the corner.

Similarly, Reid’s favourite technique of looking at present reality is through a historical perspective. Most of her drama always shows a passage of time, a historical evolution of human thought, emotion and attitude. This de‐historicized approach in which events are seen as cultural processes rather than static entities to some extent resembles Caryl Churchill’s writing from such plays as Top Girls and Cloud Nine. Reid’s families and households are liminal spaces in which past events coexist with present life in a structure of Brechtian distancing. Both in My Name, Shall I Tell You My Name? and in The Belle of the Belfast City characters move back in time; in the former play‚ there is a tin box in which Andy keeps memorabilia from the past used to activate his memory and help immerse in it; in the latter work‚ ‘the box’ contains dresses which characters put on in order to perform recreated scenes from family history. Belle‚ who keenly observers her grandmother and aunts‚ has a privileged position of a viewer, as she ‘is in the present time and watches as if seeing an often‐heard story recreated’ (Reid 1997e, The Belle …, 179). Such shifts to earlier decades and events broaden the context in which the plot of Reid’s play functions as a meaningful line of action. She uses a variety of methods to conflate time zones in which her characters physically and mentally exist. In The Belle, it can simply be a song performed by Dolly or watching photos in a family album. Alternatively, as in Tea in a China Cup, Reid uses stage light to mark the passage of time: ‘The lights darken. The stage stays dark for a few moments to mark the passing of time’ (1997a, 54). The flashback, which often has an extended form of theatricalized recollections, throws light on the characters’ subconscious by showing the baggage of psychological and emotional tensions which Reid’s protagonists accumulate across centuries and generations. Their memories – sometimes happy, sometimes traumatic – extend beyond one life, one generation. Thus‚ Reid’s women turn into carriers of common memory, of universal past, of the burden which belongs to many but is preserved by few.

One of the most distinctive features of Reid’s writing is her particularly consistent presentation of women as pivots of action as well as centres of moral assessment of reality. Such plays as The Bell of the Belfast City, Tea in a China Cup or My Name, Shall I Tell You My Name? tell their stories exclusively through female characters, making them the superior, privileged sources of knowledge. The debates about feminist aspects of Reid’s writing have been sparked since her stage debut, and there can be no doubt about Reid’s commitment to the emancipation and empowerment of both women in Northern Ireland as well as more specifically, women writers. However, I believe it may be interesting to present this moral perspective of writing also as a formal strategy of composition, as a method of contesting or subverting the existing, harsh reality of the place and period in which Reid was composing her work. In other words, Reid was consistently looking for narrative positions from which it would be possible to tell an alternative story, to voice a dissenting opinion. Women are not the only agents responsible for telling such alternative stories, stories which have the power to redefine the official history of the Northern Irish conflict. Belle, in The Belle of the Belfast City, as a black character, together with Davey, a disabled boy, are both significant human agents of action who – through their vulnerability, otherness‚ and potential rejection – expose the inhuman face of ruthless politics. In My Name, Shall I Tell You My Name? there is a character who dares to question the heroic value of death of Ulster Protestants in World War One, by pointing to suffering, blood‚ and mindless carnage whose memory has been obliterated by the elevated superiority of myth. The character is attacked, abused, and ultimately rejected by Andy, a war veteran devoted to uncritical celebration of nationalistic identity and military domination. In Did You Hear the One About the Irishman …? Allison’s father had to accept the fact that his grandmother‚ who was Catholic and a native Irish speaker‚ can never be mentioned in a conversation with his Protestant wife. He was also quickly rebuked and threatened the moment he wanted to exercise his convictions of a ‘liberal thinker’ (Reid 1997b, 80) willing to employ Catholics in a Protestant company which he inherited from his Unionist father. Significantly, the voice of the underprivileged who accuse the state of violence and injustice in Joyriders comes equally from male and female youth who may differ in political leaning, but who share the same rejection and contempt from the system.

Reid’s voices which sound from the outside of the narrow zone of privilege and power chime in tunes of varied gender and family background. She represents an ability to stride over such divides, and more importantly, to disentangle herself from her own family background and tradition, in order to offer dramatic views from the other side of the political divide. This is what makes Christina Reid a universal and productive playwright whose vision of the state, the society, and the individual grows beyond the narrow context of Irish politics.



Conclusion

Reid’s drama must be seen against a wider backdrop of political and cultural changes which have shaped lives of people on both sides of the Irish border in the last three or four decades. Her writing developed in the mid‐1980s when the representation of women on Irish stages was limited and biased (O’Dwyer 2000, 236). Participation of women professionals in the theatre industry was also extremely narrow. Looking at the history of such theatre groups as Belfast‐based Charabanc Theatre Company, one sees the dynamics of frustration and disappointment which moved women writers and practitioners to action. On the one hand there was an acute scarcity of roles for women; on the other hand, once the company started producing its own plays, they found it extremely hard to employ men to play male roles because they were all fully occupied at institutional theatres (Coleman 2016, loc. 1523). This fact explains cross‐gender casting in some Charabanc productions. Fighting the inequality of the theatre industry was one reason why writers such as Anne Devlin, Marie Jones, and Reid engaged with writing; yet another reason was to confront the conventional presentation of women performing exclusively patriarchal social roles. As Eleanor Methven – one of the founders of Charabanc – observes ‘we were just tired of being someone’s wife, someone’s mother’ (Coleman 2016, loc. 1482). Interestingly, this is almost exactly the phrase used by Janet, one of the protagonists of The Belle of Belfast City, who is besieged by her husband and brother into obedience and who complains that ‘They say there are no women in Ireland. Only mothers and sisters and wives’ (Reid 1997e, 209–210). Christina Reid’s writing, therefore, needs to be seen as part of the theatrical energy which contributed to the empowerment of women writers in 1980s and 1990s. Her importance as a voice from the North, as a writer who belongs to the flourishing of the ‘Troubles Drama’ (O’Dwyer 2000, 240; Grosse 2010, 385), also comes from her commitment to write about the political situation in the province. In the 1980s and in the first half of the 1990s, Reid is presented as one of a number of playwrights, along with Devlin and Jones but also Martyn Lynch and Graham Reid, who collectively redefined a Northern Ireland stereotypically seen through the eyes of Hollywood producers as a location for IRA thrillers and crime stories (Delgado 1997, ix–x).

From the mid‐1990s onwards‚ Reid’s writing seems to have been received as a more distinctly individual contribution, emerging as an important presence in Irish drama both South and North. The publication of her collected plays (1997), codified Reid’s rich and consistently developed body of writing as having a number of characteristic formal features and techniques as well as an essential perspective on the political and social history of Northern Irish culture. As Maria M. Delgado notes “[f]ew dramatists have provided such compassionate or stimulating social studies of the post‐1968 period” (1997, xxii). Reid’s drama also encouraged a dialogue with other leading playwrights of the day, inviting comparative analysis between writing styles of the North and South. In her study of plays by Marina Carr and Reid, Riana O’Dwyer draws attention to creative parallels between the two playwrights whose works ‘offer interesting contrasts in terms of subject matter, attitude to women’s roles and expectations, and use of theatrical resources’ (2000, 239).

Reid’s contribution to Irish writing and to the cultural life of Belfast was celebrated in 2015 by the Linen Hall Library for which she used to serve as Governor. As the organizers stress, the festival was intended to revive the memory of her ‘passionate, poignant and thought provoking works, providing a rare working class, female and Protestant perspective on her society’ (Linen Hall Library, n.d.). Offering rehearsed readings of The Belle of the Belfast City and Tea in a China Cup as well as a series of lectures, discussions‚ and workshops, the event stressed continued importance of Reid’s works to younger audiences. Rachel Tracie’s recent monograph Christina Reid’s Theatre of Memory and Identity (2018) places Reid’s writing within a broad context of Irish and English drama, reveals and offers biographical details useful in reconstructing Reid’s artistic journeys. What is more significant, Tracie’s timely study analyses numerous radio plays, short stories‚ and journalism, many of which impossible to find in print, which in their rich and diverse body of topics and forms give a full taste of Reid’s prolific creativity.



REFERENCES


	Coleman Coffey, F. (2016). Political Acts. Women in Northern Irish Theatre, 1921‐2012. Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press. Kindle.

	Culture Ireland. (n.d.). Accessed November 18, 2018. http://www.culturenorthernireland.org/features/literature/third‐writers‐writers‐festival.

	Delgado, M.M. (1997). ‘Introduction’. In Plays 1 (ed. Christina Reid), vii–xxii. London: Methuen Drama.

	Grosse, C. (2010). ‘Christina Reid’. In The Methuen Drama Guide to Contemporary Irish Playwrights (eds. Martin Middeke and Peter Paul Schnierer), 385–404. London: Methuen Drama.

	Kings Head Theatre. (n.d.). Accessed November 18, 2018. http://www.kingsheadtheatrepub.co.uk/.

	Kurdi, M. (2004). ‘Interview with Christina Reid’. Abei Journal. The Brazilian Journal of Irish Studies, no. 6, 207–216.

	Linen Hall Library. (n.d.). Accessed November 18, 2018. www.linenhall.com.

	Luft, J. (1999). ‘Brechtian Gestus and the Politics of Tea in Christina Reid’s Tea in a China Cup’. Modern Drama 42(2), 214–222.

	O’Dwyer, R. (2000). ‘The Imagination of Women’s Reality: Christina Reid and Marina Carr’. In Theatre Stuff: Critical Essays on Contemporary Irish Theatre (ed. Eamonn Jordan), 236–248. Dublin: Carysfort Press.

	Reid, C. (1997a). Tea in a China Cup. In Plays 1 (ed. Christina Reid), 1–65. London: Methuen Drama.

	Reid, C. (1997b). Did You Hear the One About the Irishman?. In Plays 1 (ed. Christina Reid), 67–97. London: Methuen Drama.

	 Reid, C. (1997c). Joyriders. In Plays 1 (ed. Christina Reid), 99–176. London: Methuen Drama.

	Reid, C. (1997d). Clowns. In Plays 1 (ed. Christina Reid), 277–343. London: Methuen Drama.

	Reid, C. (1997e). The Belle of the Belfast City. In Plays 1 (ed. Christina Reid), 177–250. London: Methuen Drama.

	Reid, C. (1997f). My Name, Shall I Tell You My Name?. In Plays 1 (ed. Christina Reid), 251–276. London: Methuen Drama.

	Ricorso. (n.d.). Accessed November 18, 2018. http://www.ricorso.net/rx/az‐data/authors/r/Reid_C/life.htm#crit.

	Tracie, R. (2018). Christina Reid’s Theatre of Memory and Identity. Within and Beyond Troubles. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan.

	Trotter, M. (2000). ‘Women playwrights in Northern Ireland’. In The Cambridge Companion to Modern British Women Playwrights (eds. Elaine Aston and Janelle Reinelt), 119–133. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.






Note


	1 Biographical details of Reid’s life can be found in the following sources which have contributed to composing this and preceding paragraphs: Delgado 1997; Tracie 2018, Chapters 1, 2, 9; Linen Hall Library, n.d.; Ricorso, n.d.; Grosse 2010, 385–87.
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Bernard MacLaverty

RICHARD RUSSELL



Author of five short story collections and five novels along with several screenplays, Belfast‐born Bernard MacLaverty has one of the most compelling voices in post‐World War II fiction. His fiction deeply plumbs the human condition through its perspicuous style and realistic dialogue. MacLaverty writes in the Chekhovian tradition as his exquisitely crafted fiction gives us wonderful insights into everyday characters through unhurried, measured prose. His novels feature powerful, character‐driven narratives, while his short stories are sublime; only William Trevor among Irish writers working in the second half of the twentieth century and into the twenty‐first century has achieved more in that genre. Born into a working‐class Catholic family in 1942, MacLaverty grew up with his grandmother, grandfather, and Great Aunt Mary in his house, which he has discussed (MacLaverty 2006a, 22) before as influential for shaping his ear for dialogue: ‘Those Northern Ireland rhythms and speech are drawn from my own background. When I was sick as a child I would sleep on the sofa and listen to the old people talking’. Very few writers have even shown such facility with two different forms over a long career. Even James Joyce, to whom MacLaverty is sometimes compared, settled on the novel as his preferred form after writing one poetry collection, a single play, and only one short story collection. When asked about the attraction of the short story form versus that of the novel, MacLaverty replied:


I remember one time my mother picked up a sparrow and said she could tell by the weight of it that it was dead. It’s something to do with the weight of the idea. When you pick up a thing, you know by the weight of it whether it’s going to be a novel or a short story. At this very moment, I’ve just finished, I think, a five‐page short story. [My wife] Madeline was saying, ‘Would that not go in a novel?’ And I know that it wouldn’t because to push it any more would be to pad it or milk it.1


Thus, for MacLaverty, form and content are always married and work together to convey meaning. Much ink has been spilled on the carefully crafted formal poetry that emerged from Northern Ireland in Philip Hobsbaum’s creative writing group at Queen’s University in Belfast, of which MacLaverty was a member; less criticism has dealt with the many fine novels and short stories from the North since the 1960s. The success of poets as Seamus Heaney and Michael Longley has somewhat obscured the remarkable accomplishments of novelists such as MacLaverty and, from a younger generation, Deirdre Madden. Resident in Scotland since 1975 and in Glasgow since 1986, MacLaverty quit teaching to write full‐time in 1981, and has published children’s books, radio and television plays, and screenplays, along with his fiction.

Interestingly, MacLaverty’s most commercial success came in the mid‐1980s when his novel Cal (1983) was made into a 1984 film starring Helen Mirren with a screenplay by MacLaverty and with Lamb, a 1986 film starring Northern Ireland native Liam Neeson with screenplay by the author. So his careful, nuanced prose is also complemented by what can fairly be called a ‘cinematic imagination’, one attuned to striking visual images that he has deployed to great effect. And in 1994, Grace Notes, his best novel, became a finalist for the Booker Prize and also earned the Scottish Saltire Book of the Year Award. Now, finally, MacLaverty’s sustained fictional oeuvre seems to be starting to garner the critical acclaim it deserves. Now that MacLaverty’s Collected Stories have been published (2013a) and that his new, fifth novel, Midwinter Break, was published in 2017, it is time for a summation and evaluation of his excellence.

Authors from Ireland and Northern Ireland like MacLaverty have long been shaped by their immersion in, until very recently, one of the most Catholic countries and cultures in the world. As MacLaverty (2013b, xiii) has admitted, ‘Religion both terrified and elevated me. It dominated my childhood. The fact that I don’t believe a word of it now doesn’t diminish the effect it had on me then. It elevated me because of the intimacy I had with the maker of all things – the most important personage in the Universe’. His innate fascination with words – he recalls ‘a time when I repeated a word so frequently that it lost all meaning’ – was reinforced by the Catholic Church’s linguistic emphasis in the Mass, including what he terms ‘the word‐induced nausea of the response to the Litany’, and by ‘the Latin we parroted as altar boys’ that ‘we were in love with the sound of … and the grandeur it lent to our Belfast accents’ (xiv).

Writers such as MacLaverty who were born into the Catholic community in Northern Ireland understand that community’s resistance to the Northern Irish state, which was set up in 1921, and how that resistance was grounded in their deep embrace of their Catholicism. As Marianne Elliott (2001, 450) argues, that ‘For [Northern] Catholics their religion was their political identity ….’ Oliver P. Rafferty (1994, 284) notes that Protestant ‘antagonism led the majority community in the “new” Ulster to adopt a policy of deliberate exclusion of Catholics from any meaningful [political] participation’. Moreover, the segregation in many communities accelerated during the recent conflict in Northern Ireland: David McKittrick et al. (2007, 432) reports that by the early 1990s, fully half of the residents of the province lived in areas that were over 90% Catholic or Protestant, like the Protestant estate that MacLaverty’s Cal and his father are the only Catholics living in until they are burned out by loyalists. At that time‚ less than 110,000 of the province’s 1.5 million populace lived in religiously ‘mixed’ areas, and moreover, those were often divided by ‘peace walls’ at the request of residents.

Besides knowing the fictional portrayals Joyce offered of Irish Catholicism, MacLaverty had the more recent example of the Belfast novelist Brian Moore, another exile (Moore left the North by 1948 to spend most of the rest of his life in Canada and then America), in whose fiction Terence Brown (1988, 174) has noted, ‘the Catholic faith is as undeniable as the weather, with its prevailing winds of depressed feelings and moral demand affecting the psychological temperature of almost all his protagonists.’ Although Moore left both the church and Ireland and often wrote novels of realistic life set in urban, North American metropolises, his early and later fiction are grounded in Irish Catholicism‚ and even his fictions written in Canada (174) are ‘predicated on a sense of absent faith’ in their portrayals of ‘late twentieth‐century life … as shallow and lacking in fundamental authenticity….’ The first half of MacLaverty’s novel The Anatomy School (2001) occurs in a Catholic boys’ school in Belfast clearly modelled upon St. Malachy’s, an alma mater that he shares with Moore. Moreover, MacLaverty’s penchant for realism, expressed through his perspicuous prose, was surely confirmed by the early Joyce’s prose style and Moore’s clear, chiselled prose.

MacLaverty’s father passed away when he was twelve‚ and many orphaned or single‐parent characters populate his work. In his first novel, Lamb, Owen Kane is orphaned and spirited away from his industrial school by a sort of adoptive father, the Christian Brother Michael Lamb, who becomes a monstrous father in contrast to his own kindly father. The terse but poignant story ‘Father and Son’, collected in his second volume of short stories, A Time to Dance and Other Stories (1982), features a living father estranged from his son, who, it is suggested, is involved in paramilitary activities and dies in the story’s conclusion as the father cradles his body and movingly thinks, (MacLaverty 2013a, 107), ‘My son, let me put my arms around you’. In Cal, the title character does have a father, Shamie, but (MacLaverty 1995, 33) ‘From the age of fourteen onwards he had been constantly at war’ with him and also Cal’s mother and brother have both died. MacLaverty (2013b, xvii–xviii) wistfully remembers, ‘I suppose the end of my childhood came with the death of my father …. He had been to Lourdes but I thought it was just another of his “good works”, helping with the sick – instead of being one of them’.

Unfortunately, Lamb has received little critical attention beyond its initial, usually positive reviews. Those critics who have discussed it, however, tend to misapprehend the title character’s actions in kidnapping Owen Lamb from a boys’ reform school and eventually drowning him as stemming from the ebbing of his religious beliefs, not realizing that Lamb effectively constructs a new self‐centred religion with himself as a finally terrifying Godlike figure. For instance, Michael Molino (2003, 175) argues that ‘Rather than rail against the institution of religion in Ireland, MacLaverty presents the way in which Michael’s sense of self‐awareness emerges as his religious beliefs recede, the way religious innocence paves the way for secular ignorance’. As the novel proceeds, Michael Lamb perverts and warps two major parables of selfless, seeking love told by Christ as I have argued elsewhere (Russell 2014b, 27–44) – the parable of the Good Samaritan and the parable of the Lost Sheep – gradually instantiating himself as a model of active love, but one that is completely selfish and results in his drowning of Owen. Although he tries to drown himself, he cannot go through with it, and as the novel ends, he still refuses to take responsibility for his actions, musing (MacLaverty 1980, 152), ‘He had started with a pure loving simple ideal but it had gone foul on him, turned inevitably into something evil’. Horrified, he can only watch as three gulls descend towards the child’s body to pick his eyes and tongue out (152) as they used to do to the lambs on his father’s farm (86).

When Cal, which remains one of his two best‐known works, along with his novel Grace Notes, was published in 1983, the critical response was initially laced with high praise. For instance, New York Times critic Michael Gorra noted in an endorsement that is now reproduced on most editions of the novel that it would become The Passage to India of the Troubles. But gradually, some critics seemed to fault MacLaverty for what they believed was his endorsement, even tacitly, of the cycle of violence in the province. MacLaverty was stung enough by this criticism to complain in a letter (qtd. in Molino 2003, 177), that ‘there are those who “seem to imply that I have written a bad book because I have not found a way to solve the problems of Northern Ireland—which is daft”.’ The novel actually succeeds brilliantly in depicting the difficulty of extricating oneself from sectarianism in the North and even offers some qualified hope that the title character is moving away from violence – even if his society overall is not – in the conclusion. Despite his gradual move away from the Church, Cal’s process of mortification and expiation should be seen in the context of the so‐called ‘Devotional Revolution’ across Ireland, which began and flourished from the period 1850–1875 and the influence of which lasted well into the twentieth century with such apogees as the 1932 Eucharistic Congress in Dublin that attracted one million Catholic pilgrims, and the lesser‐known Congress of the Catholic Truth Society in Ireland held in Belfast in 1934 (Elliott 2001, 470), which ‘attracted 120,000 to its pontifical mass’.

The mortification motif in Cal echoes, to some degree, that same process undergone by Stephen Dedalus in chapter four of Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. There is a crucial difference between the motivation for the two mortification processes, however: Joyce’s Stephen has so defiled his body with prostitutes and other sexual activities that he is finally led (and in part, scared by a series of Jesuit retreat sermons) into a religious conversion at the end of chapter three, after which he rigorously mortifies his body in a disturbing round of ascetic activities. MacLaverty’s Cal, however, has defiled himself by participating in the murder of Royal Ulster Constabulary reserve officer Robert Morton, after which he gradually leaves Catholicism while choosing aspects of his former faith such as mortification and confession to help assuage and expiate his guilt even as he gradually enters into a sexual affair with Morton’s widow‚ Marcella. Who could forget Joyce’s depiction (Joyce 1977, 150) of Stephen Dedalus’s ‘striving also by constant mortification to undo the sinful past rather than to achieve a saintliness fraught with peril’, a process during which ‘Each of his senses was brought under a rigorous discipline’?2 Although MacLaverty does not offer a condensed series of mortification passages as Joyce does over several pages in chapter four of his bildungsroman, he actually depicts a much longer arc of mortification by showing how his character Cal engages in such practices for most of the novel, particularly after Cal drives the getaway car for the IRA man Crilly‚ who murders the off‐duty Royal Ulster Constabulary man Morton at his rural farmhouse.

Cal not only mortifies his body with various physical regimes, thus connecting him to a long line of Catholic martyrs, including Matt Talbot, who is mentioned in the novel (MacLaverty 1995, 36) as having a ‘waist lapped in chains’ and who thus ‘mortified’ his flesh ‘for the love of Jesus’, but also, in other ways, he associates himself with the bruised bodies of African‐American men. For instance, while splitting wood early in the novel, he ‘chant[s] a negro work song in a thick American accent’, temporarily assuming a black American identity (43). After Cal is beaten by loyalist youths who hate Catholics and want Cal and his father out of their housing estate, he sees his swollen lips in the bathroom mirror and ‘pursed them out and spoke to his image in a negro voice’ (47). Later, he sees his body as literally blackened by the beating: ‘the lower half of his body was covered in blue‐black bruises’ (48). And when he is caught by British soldiers squatting the Morton’s cottage, one of them is a ‘negro’ (93, 94). By building up such associations between African‐Americans and Catholics, MacLaverty manages to heighten the marginalized state of Cal, his father, and other Catholics in Northern Ireland at the time and also to link their status to that of oppressed American blacks. There is anecdotal evidence from black American students that MacLaverty’s portrayal of Cal and other Catholics as ‘black’ has been successful. One academic, Nicole Pepinster Greene [qtd. in Russell 2014b, 3] has pointed out that ‘I have taught Cal very successfully at a Catholic Historically Black University [Xavier in New Orleans] several times at first‐year and senior levels …. African‐American students always respond really well to the novel and “get it” immediately’.3

At the end of the novel, after Cal has made love several times with Marcella Morton, he gives her a book with a picture of German artist Matthias Grünewald’s crucified, ‘spotted and torn, bubonic almost’ (MacLaverty 1995, 153) Christ‚ and she holds it in front of her breasts, forming a sort of contemporary Piéta, as I have argued elsewhere (Russell 2006, 72–73). Cal wants desperately to confess his role in Robert Morton’s murder, even though he realizes that he will lose Marcella when he does, and when the next day, on Christmas Eve, the police come to arrest him, he is ‘grateful that at least someone was going to beat him to within an inch of his life’ (MacLaverty 1995, 154). He greatly anticipates having his own body become something like Grünewald’s Christ and suffering for what he has done as he confesses – all this, despite having left the Catholic Church and his childhood faith. Although such a narrative arc bespeaks a distinct lack of hope that Cal can break out of his proscribed religious and political roles as a Catholic and nationalist in Northern Irish society, there is other evidence that he might, including his having called a confidential helpline and informed upon Crilly and Skeffington, the IRA members who have had him under their thumb, and the novel’s concluding depiction of a thaw in the winter weather outside (Makowsky 2012).

From the publication of his first volume of short stories, Secrets and Other Stories (1977), MacLaverty displayed what can only be called Chekhovian qualities: a steady unhurried pace, a relative lack of action, close attention to the unfolding of character. Nothing is flashy about his prose or characters in his short stories; rather, the cumulative effect of careful plots and details about characters leads at times to devastating conclusions. Consider, for example, the title story of Secrets (MacLaverty 2013, 33), in which the teenaged boy narrator at his Great Aunt Mary’s death vigil recalls discovering a secret cache of letters by snooping in her bureau desk and reading them. After she returns and discovers what he has done, she hisses at him that ‘You are dirt … and always will be dirt. I shall remember this till the day I die’. In the present, as his mother burns the letters, the narrator questions her about whether his great‐aunt said anything about him at the end and hearing she did not, he silently cries, still seeking her forgiveness: ‘Tears came into his eyes for the first time since she had died and he cried silently into the crook of his arm for the woman who had been his maiden aunt, his teller of tales, that she might forgive him’. ‘Some Surrender’, an evocative story (unfortunately cut by MacLaverty for his Collected Stories) about sectarianism in the North expressed through a bigoted Protestant father’s interaction with his estranged and more ecumenically minded son, concludes with the father leaning on the son’s shoulder. The startled son becomes aware (MacLaverty 1987, 129) as he feels his father’s back with his hand that his shoulder‐blades are ‘the shape of butterfly wings’. The tentative hope expressed by the son in the story that Protestants would revise their well‐known slogan against Catholics—‘No Pope, no priest, no surrender’ – to a new, kinder motto, ‘SOME SURRENDER’ (124), rhetorically sets up this delicate concluding image that visually mitigates the father’s formerly unyielding attitude towards Catholics.

The humanizing qualities of language often adorns these terse stories, such as ‘Phonefun Limited’, about two elderly lesbians working a phone sex line, to ‘Language, Truth, and Lockjaw’, about a philosophy lecturer who gets a temporary case of lockjaw and can no longer communicate well until his wife unlocks his jaw. Language also connects long‐married couples like Jimmy and Maureen in ‘At the Beach’, one of MacLaverty’s longest short stories. But he also often shows the love of these couples and others through wordlessly conveyed body language.

Intriguingly, MacLaverty successfully experiments with enabling readers to experience the flow of time in the same way as his characters. For instance, ‘Walking the Dog’, one of his best‐known stories, features a man abducted by a paramilitary group while out walking his dog. The group claims to be part of the Irish Republican Army, but as the story proceeds, it turns out they are actually from a Protestant‐linked paramilitary group out looking to hurt or kill a Catholic. The disappointed terrorists dump the man and his dog out on the street exactly ten minutes after they pick them up, which is roughly the same time it takes to read the story. In having us read a story that takes the same amount of time to read as characters experience time in the story, MacLaverty enables us to inhabit their world and vicariously experience what they do. He works this same narrative chronological magic in one of his best stories, ‘The Clinic’, about a man sitting in a clinic who fears he has diabetes and must negotiate between the terrifying rhetoric of medical warnings on the wall and calmness and beauty he finds in his reading of a Chekhov story, ‘The Beauties’, as he waits to see his doctor.

Grace Notes (1997), a symmetrically shaped novel of equal halves occurring in two different times, meditates on the creative process through its achingly perfect portrayal of a female composer, Catherine McKenna, who has a baby and also ‘births’ a composition. The shell‐like design of the novel also suggests how Catherine metaphorically wears a shell, a vernicle (signified by the title of her major composition), and wanders around Europe and the British and Irish archipelago like a modern‐day pilgrim and, potentially, a model citizen for contemporary Northern Ireland. She understands and has experienced sectarianism but manages to rise above it to affirm a transcendent role for the artist in such societies. The first part of the novel treats Catherine’s return to her town in Northern Ireland for her father’s funeral. They were always close, but have been estranged and she has not been home in five years. While there, she reconnects with her mother and reveals that she herself is a mother now. This half, which takes place chronologically after the actual second half of the novel as it is printed, concludes with a tentative optimism that Catherine will rise above the neonatal depression that she has lived with recently. The second half of the novel, set in an earlier time, explores Catherine’s life on a Scottish island where she has emigrated after her Queen’s University degree. Her boyfriend Dave abuses her‚ and she leaves him, but she experiences the emotional highs of having a baby and attending the premiere of her new symphony, Vernicle. MacLaverty undertook an amazing act of empathy to apprehend what it would be like to be female, a composer, and a mother.

Catherine’s clear talent as a composer is recognized with the Moncrieff‐Hewitt Award for her ‘Piano Trio’, and when she meets one of the judges of the competition later, he memorably compares her playing to that of Fauré, noting (MacLaverty 1997, 63), that ‘yours has the same intensity, nothing superfluous…. From the first note I knew I was listening to an important musical imagination. You have a sound universe of your own’. And so she does. The novel has its own soundscape that is consistent with Catherine’s. We hear what she does and inhabit her sonic apprehensions of the world around her from her recollections of her father’s puns when she was a child to her current ability to incorporate daily sound patterns into her work.

And yet Grace Notes is much more than a mere aesthetic work: In allowing us into Catherine McKenna’s soundscape, we become more fully human and connected to others. The entire plenum of the novel suggests how music reaches a part of us that is deeply human and brings us out of ourselves into community with others both past and present. For instance, when Catherine visits her former piano teacher while she is back for her father’s funeral, Miss Bingham relates that she heard Catherine’s Vernicle on the radio very soon after being diagnosed with cancer and notes that it sustained her (MacLaverty 1997, 112): ‘a person can be too much locked up in their own mind –isolated even—then something happens to say no – someone else has been through this. You are not the only one. I am where you have been. Your music spoke to me that night’. Miss Bingham does not hope for healing, but muses that (113) ‘listening to it gave me hope. And joy. The end gave me great joy’. Earlier, when Catherine apprentices herself to the Ukrainian composer Anatoli Melnichuck, she hears a story about the Holocaust from him concerning Babi Yar, a mass murder site where the Nazis killed 35,000 Jews in 1941. As Catherine muses upon this nightmare narrative and links it to a mental map of murders committed during the recent ‘Troubles’ in Northern Ireland, she at first despairs and questions what difference her art can ever make (127): ‘It was awful to think that if she wrote the most profound music in the history of the world it would have no effect on this litany – it would go on and on adding place names’. Incorporating the killing at the Battle of the Somme during World War I into this list of atrocities, she nonetheless believes (127–128), ‘Yet somehow she knew that her act of creation, whether it was making another person or a symphonic work, defined her as human, defined her as an individual. And defined all individuals as important’. Thus MacLaverty shows how any artistic act – including procreation – defines us as human and bears witness to the suffering of others.

The ‘conclusion’ of the novel, again chronologically earlier than the first half as it is printed, describes the performance of Vernicle and makes clear Catherine’s hope that it both recognizes the human capacity to hurt others and to connect us to each other in community. Since ‘she hoped it would have the bilateral symmetry of a scallop shell’ (MacLaverty 1997, 273), she writes two halves that feature the same instruments connoting first, ‘the black blood of hatred’ (272) represented most prominently by the Protestant Lambeg drummers she has brought to Glasgow, Scotland‚ from Northern Ireland. As they batter away by themselves before intermission, there is (273) ‘a brutalizing of the body, the spirit, humanity’, and finally, ‘Utter despair’. The hope that follows would be overly optimistic and ungrounded were it not for this initial despairing context. And yet as the drums come in during the second movement, we realize, like the audience, that (275) ‘The same thing could be two things. Transubstantiation …. The sound has transformed itself’. Now, as the music sweeps towards a crescendo (276), ‘The Lambegs have been stripped of their bigotry and have become pure sound’. Now, ‘the drumming has a fierce joy about it. Exhilaration comes from nowhere. The bell‐beat, the slabs of brass, the whooping of the horns, the battering of the drums. Sheer fucking unadulterated joy’. And all of it expresses ‘the individuality and uniqueness of one human being …. Joy that celebrates being human. A joy that celebrates its own reflection, its own ability to make joy. To reproduce’. As this section of the novel concludes, she hears ‘Bravo’ shouted in the audience and ‘She rose’ (277), a resonant sentence that indicates Catherine’s blooming and partial restoration like the Rose of Jericho, a plant which can suddenly bloom after dry spells. Even though her prenatal depression will come back later, it has ebbed some, and the actual conclusion of the novel features Catherine looking in the mirror, ‘cheek to cheek with her baby’, both smiling (138). Their reflection echoes the symmetry of her composition, of the novel as a whole, and bespeaks the power of creativity to witness suffering and in so doing, make us more fully human, more precious, caught up in community with others.

In the 2000s, MacLaverty’s recourse to memory, a natural one as he has aged, appeared in his semi‐autobiographical novel, The Anatomy School, in his short story collection, Matters of Life and Death (2006b), and in his recent novel, Midwinter Break (2017). The Anatomy School (2001), MacLaverty’s answer of sorts to Joyce’s Bildungsroman A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, is a slighter (albeit longer) but funnier book than Grace Notes. Its two parts track the development of the boy Martin Brennan from his Catholic school days to his time in the science laboratory at Queen’s University, Belfast, around the time the Troubles start. Martin is also an avid photographer‚ and the novel suggests and endorses his artistic, photographic way of apprehending the world, nowhere more so than in its hopeful conclusion, where Martin muses (MacLaverty, 2001, 354), ‘What is a photograph, after all, but an image which invites contemplation’. Staring at the Elizabeth Frink Statues halfway up the wall of the Ulster Bank in Shaftesbury Square, he revises his former perception of them as ‘falling – like angels chucked out of heaven’. Now, he imagines that they are ‘bodies rising – two of them, lofted, buoyed up on thermals of hope. About to come into bodily contact with one another’. He then runs through two scenarios with the girl he has just asked out for coffee – the first, that she does not show up and the second, that in a similarly affirmative fashion to Joyce’s Molly Bloom at the end of Ulysses, she could instead be ‘saying yes, I do want to make my life with you – even before you’ve asked me’ (355). The literally and figuratively buoyant trajectory of this novel surpasses the more qualified but still real triumphs of Catherine McKenna in Grace Notes, even if the power of the prose falters at times in the later novel whereas in the earlier one, it retains its lilting nuance throughout.

Matters of Life and Death might better titled Memories of Life and Death since many of these stories have more reflective qualities – with significant exceptions such as the pounding ‘On the Roundabout’ – in contrast to MacLaverty’s more present‐tense ones in earlier collections. Memory is given full rein in Matters, as the lead character in ‘A Trusted Neighbour’ remembers how his next‐door neighbour’s actions could have killed him and his family; as two boys experience the death of their father, then grandmother, in the two‐part title story; as the memory of Belfast Celtic Football Club plays out in ‘A Belfast Memory’; as the demented protagonist of ‘The Assessment’ and her fuller realization in MacLaverty’s later play The Woman from the North, suggests; and includes the way in which MacLaverty’s memory of other writers’ stories, such as those by Dostoevsky and Chekhov, colours his rendering of stories such as ‘The Clinic’ and ‘Winter Storm’, along with the radio play based on ‘Winter Storm’ all attest.

Both ‘On the Roundabout’ and ‘The Trojan Sofa’, the latter originally published in the prestigious magazine The New Yorker, treat sectarianism in Northern Ireland in serious and much more light‐hearted ways, respectively, but the only other story with such a focus in the volume is ‘A Trusted Neighbour’. This story was excised from Collected Stories like the earlier ‘Some Surrender’, another story with a focus on sectarianism. One can only speculate that MacLaverty removed them to give that collection a more universal appeal and also to guard against unfair criticism that he was an apologist for Irish nationalism or Irish Catholicism. In ‘A Trusted Neighbour’, a Catholic man, Ben, living in a largely middle‐class Protestant neighbourhood, learns that his next‐door neighbour Dawson, a Protestant who works for the security forces, neglects to tell them he fears being killed by a republican bomb blast and actually endangers Ben’s family. While the Protestant neighbours have been personally informed by Dawson about the threat to his life and have been instructed by him to have their children sleep in the back of their houses in order to minimize their danger from a destructive blast, Dawson has purposely not told Ben to do this, and he has even parked his car on Ben’s lawn repeatedly to make republicans think Ben is the target. Ben has already rejected the violence promulgated by the republican sympathizers Paul and Vincent Magill, who leave Paul’s belongings at Ben’s after Paul is burned out of his house by Protestant loyalists. To have done so and still be taken for ‘Fenian bastards’ by Dawson disturbs Ben utterly (MacLaverty 2006b, 86), and the story closes with an image he cannot erase from his mind – that of a little girl he has seen in ‘the Royal Victoria Hospital, sitting straight up in the bed, one side of her face peppered with wounds’ (87). This little girl has been wounded by an IRA bomb‚ and when Ben has seen her in the hospital earlier, he sees only her undamaged cheek first, then is struck by how ‘her face was pocked and pitted on one side but not the other. Like blizzard snow on one side of a tree‐trunk’ (66). Her resulting deafness and her bifurcated face suggest how appearances can be deceiving, especially in the case of Dawson, the trusted neighbour, and how violence’s victims can seem unscathed but still be damaged – just as the narrator’s little girl is in ‘On the Roundabout’ from seeing the hammer attack on the hitchhiker by loyalist paramilitary members on a roundabout and experiencing its bloody aftermath, and just as the woman in the long story ‘Up the Coast’ is, even years after her own disturbing encounter with violence.

‘On The Roundabout’, ‘A Belfast Memory’, and ‘The Clinic’ also demonstrate the truth of Anne Enright’s contention that the volume shows MacLaverty ‘putting a greater emphasis on truth and truth‐telling, leaning in places toward non‐fiction (Enright 2006)’. In this regard, Chekhov’s penchant for truth‐telling remains a major influence on MacLaverty’s short fiction, as ‘The Clinic’ attests. Charles E. May (1994, 199) sees Chekhov as one of the founders of modern short fiction because of these innovations, most of which MacLaverty himself draws upon in this and other stories: ‘character as mood rather than as either symbolic projection or realistic depiction; story as minimal lyricized sketch rather than as elaborately plotted tale; atmosphere as an ambiguous mixture of both external details and psychic projections; and a basic impressionistic apprehension of reality itself as a function of perspectival point of view’. In ‘The Clinic’, the manipulations of the narrator’s mood, the lack of plot, the combination of the external world of the clinic and the narrator’s psychic projections, and his perspectival impressions of reality all suggest that the story works as both a tribute to Chekhov and a testament to the power of imaginative prose in a Chekhovian vein.

Matters of Life and Death comes full circle, as it were, with ‘Winter Storm’, like the much terser but no less thrilling ‘On the Roundabout’. The literal and symbolic circularity of each story captures the protagonists’ frustration in two very different dangerous situations. The last story in Collected Stories, ‘Winter Storm’ is probably inspired by MacLaverty’s memory of Tolstoy’s much longer short story, ‘Master and Man’, a story about a master, Vasily Andreevich Brekhunov, a merchant, who drives over to see a neighbouring piece of land with his servant, Nikita. Both men become lost in a blizzard and the haughty, greedy, Vasily Andreevich finally deserts his freezing servant, but accidentally circles back to him; he then has a change of heart and sacrificially shelters the peasant with his body, saving his life. ‘Winter Storm’ takes as its setting a similarly life‐threatening blizzard and also explores (but more obliquely) the master–servant relationship of the visiting Scottish poet and the departmental custodian, the latter of whom saves the poet’s life in a twist on Tolstoy’s ending. Finally, MacLaverty’s poet, who has previously neglected his girlfriend’s cat by leaving it out in a driving rain, shares Vasily Andreevich’s disregard for those lower than him, and also may experience a similar sense of joy that the dying merchant does, both in his thankfulness to his rescuer and upon hearing from her that his girlfriend has decided to come visit him (MacLaverty 2006b, 232). Presumably, MacLaverty’s poet has now been changed, like Tolstoy’s Nikita, into a forgiving, more human person.

Midwinter Break, MacLaverty’s first novel since 2001 and first new book since Matters of Life and Death, coincides with the fortieth anniversary of Secrets and Other Stories. It is described on the back cover as being ‘For readers of Colm Toíbín’, which gives some indication of how MacLaverty has been eclipsed by the younger writer, but also suggests that his work is now being marketed for adults interested in domestic dramas: ‘A moving portrait of a marriage in crisis and a couple’s search for salvation’. A retired couple, Gerry and Stella, vacation to Amsterdam on what becomes a trip to take stock of their marriage. Stella feels that Gerry, formerly an architect‚ belittles her Catholic faith, while he seems largely a creature now of appetites, including a penchant for too much alcohol. While Amsterdam may seem an exotic locale for a writer from Northern Ireland, MacLaverty has long set stories and novels in places as far‐flung as Iowa and Ukraine, respectively. The central scene of the novel, which intrudes in both Gerry and Stella’s memory repeatedly but separately and in very different ways, involves her being shot in the stomach during the early 1970s while she was pregnant in Belfast. Miraculously, she and the baby survive, but she has carried regret the rest of her life that she did not live up to the bargain she struck with God that day (MacLaverty 2017, 189): ‘Spare the child in my womb and I will devote the rest of my life to You’. After she meets with a woman in an order of sisters, she learns that she is not only too old to join the order now because she is past 65, but also that the order itself is now largely non‐religious.

Towards the end of the novel, while Gerry works on draining a bottle of whisky before they board the plane back to Glasgow, Scotland, where they have lived for many years (just like MacLaverty and his wife Madeline), Stella weeps silently in the women’s room, apparently bereft of hope until she begins outlining a new Catholicism in her mind, one filled with kindness, generosity, justice, humility. Despite the priesthood (201) ‘which had thrown up frequent monsters, right wing control freaks, sexual deviants’, she is hopeful that a new church might emerge ‘which was rational, kind, loving, ritualistic, Christ centred. One that would eventually involve women’, and that ‘has satisfying and beautiful rituals – like Easter. A faith which shows concern and benefits others, a religion of values, always on its toes to help, which in a thousand acts a day looks out for others and their need’. Gerry, on the other hand, is at the same moment remembering again his visit to hospital when Stella has been shot and realizing (207), ‘He wanted to pray but couldn’t because he no longer believed. Prayer was just an intense wishing. For Stella to survive. For her not to be damaged’. Even though they have had separate belief systems for so long, the strength of their love and marriage is symbolized repeatedly throughout the novel by their holding hands, as they did long ago while she recovered in hospital, as they do again now in the airport as he swears to give up drinking. Placated, she then realizes she will not leave him and sell the house, as she stated she wanted to earlier that evening, and the novel ends not with another recall of her being shot, which she has just experienced all over again, but with his realization that for him, she is the real miracle (243): ‘Sitting beside Stella in this grey light seemed to Gerry such a privilege, such a wonderful thing to be doing …. He believed that everything and everybody in the world was worthy of notice but this person beside him was something beyond that’. And then he musingly thinks, ‘If she was an instance of the goodness in this world then passing through by her side was miracle enough’. Midwinter Break represents classic Bernard MacLaverty: It registers all the hurt and hate in the world, yet also makes space for belief, whether in different manifestations of Christianity or in the miracle of lasting love for another.
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Notes


	1 Ibid., p. 22, except for the first sentence, which MacLaverty told me but which I did not include in the published interview.

	2 See Joyce 1977, 150–153 for a series of passages where Stephen attempts to mortify each of his five senses.

	3 Lauren Onkey and Reid Makowsky both offer compelling readings of MacLaverty’s depiction of Cal as ‘black’ in the novel.
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Eavan Boland’s Poetry: The Inoperative Community

PILAR VILLAR‐ARGÁIZ




For me, even when a poem is not apparently communal, even when it seems to be private, it can still commune

(Boland; in Boland and Meehan 2014, 107)




Introduction

In 2014, Ireland’s most renowned woman poet, Eavan Boland, turned 70. Her birthday was publicly commemorated both within and outside Ireland. Selected books by Boland went on discount on the Carcanet webpage for over a week; there was a special supplement on Boland in the PN Review with critical essays by distinguished academics and well‐known voices in the Irish literary sphere. Eavan Boland: A Poet’s Dublin brought together, through juxtaposition of images and texts, Boland’s own photographs of Dublin with some of her most popular poems about her native city (see also https://apoetsdublin.wordpress.com/). This book, co‐edited by Paula Meehan and Jody Allen‐Randolph, concludes with a conversation between Meehan and Boland in which both poets reflect on the role that Dublin has played in their lives and in their work. Whereas Meehan claims to experience poetry as ‘public speech’ and as a ‘communal art’, Boland, by contrast, expresses her reluctance with concepts such as ‘community’ and ‘the public role’ of the Irish poet, claiming that:


I admire that definition of a communal poet and it seems in keeping with how you see poetry as public speech. I hesitate around those issues. […] That adjective ‘communal’ has a related verb – an old‐fashioned one – which is ‘communing’. A word I’ve always loved. […] For me, even when a poem is not apparently communal, even when it seems to be private, it can still commune […]; communion seems to me valuable: truly one of the great possibilities for the poem.

(Boland and Meehan 2014, 107)


Boland’s reflections on the concept of ‘community’ when closing this commemorative publication resonate with particular importance here, as one of her central enterprises throughout her career has been decentring inherited notions of communality and art as exemplified in the traditional political poem written in Ireland. This chapter deals precisely with how this poet offers a renewed thinking of the notion of ‘community’ in Irish poetry, by renegotiating public and private spaces, envisioning new forms of ‘communing’, and providing different ‘mappings’ in which, in Meehan’s words, ‘the suffered histories of the excluded’ can be reconsidered (Boland and Meehan 2014, 98).



Rewriting the Political Poem

Before analyzing the formation of an alternative community in Boland’s work, it is paramount to examine the circumstances which prompted this poet to distance herself from inherited notions of community as perceived in the traditional political poem written in Ireland. This kind of poetry, which was dominant when she began writing in the Dublin of the 1960s (Boland 1995, 92–104), follows the strategy of sublimating and aestheticizing national turmoil, through the use of a communal voice speaking on behalf of a dispossessed community. As such, this kind of poetry tends to be almost limited to the public event and its communal interpretation. It is usually fed by romantic ideas of nationhood and art. Celtic myths and legends tend to be sources of cultural unity and organicity, and there is usually a sentimental veneration of heroes and martyrs in the past. According to Boland, this strong communitarian ethos distinguishes twentieth‐century Irish poetry from its European counterpart. As she claims in an interview, the poetic ‘we’ of European poetry started to vanish in the early twentieth century, as the community it spoke about had disappeared. This communal voice, however, lasted longer in the poetry produced in Ireland, given the influence of the bardic figure of the poet and the movement of the Literary Revival with its insistence in recuperating a Celtic community from the past:


Twentieth century poets began writing in a world in which the we was already beginning to dissolve: organized religion, communities of faith, cartels of power and class had started weakening and turning in on themselves at the end of the nineteenth century. The twentieth century, with its turbulence and communication skills, hastened the process. […] Irish poets were among the last to see that we dissolved.

(Interview with Villar‐Argáiz 2012, 116)


Boland’s collection New Territory (1967) shows the influence of this authoritarian notion of the Irish poet as bard. Imitating prevailing modes of the poetic tradition, the poet writes in remembrance of lost heroes and famous events that have shaped Irish history. These initial poems, as the author explains, were written under the influence of cultural nationalism, especially W.B. Yeats (Boland 2014a, 47). Yeats offered Boland ‘the sense of belonging she was missing’ (Allen‐Randolph 2014, 28), as an individual who had spent most of her childhood away from Ireland, first in London and later in New York.

Such unquestioned attitude towards inherited perceptions of community begins to change in Boland’s second book, The War Horse (1975). The eruption of the Troubles is paramount in the evolution of Boland’s aesthetics. As Boland claims, the impact of the conflict in Northern Ireland is not only reflected in her work but also in the larger framework of Irish poetry, as the communal voice of the bard mentioned above starts to lose its influential power:


One of the many things that happened in Ireland during a painful quarter century of violence was the intense pressure applied to that first person plural. The mythos no longer looked inevitable. The history became a source of fission not fusion. The question that hung in the air – at least for me – was what would happen to Irish poetry now those binding elements were loosed? What would the I of the new Irish poem look like?

(Interview with Villar‐Argáiz 2012, 116)


When composing the poems of The War Horse against this violent background of the Troubles, Boland felt this ‘intense pressure’ in her use of the first person plural. It was at this moment when she explicitly moved away from Yeats’s project of cultural nationalism. A decisive moment for her was the publication of her poem ‘Child of Our Time’, a poem based on an actual photograph on the front page of a newspaper which featured a dead toddler being lifted by a fireman in the aftermath of the Dublin and Monaghan bombings on 17 May 1974. This poem is, as defined by Allen‐Randolph (2014, 50), Boland’s ‘first public political poem of the Troubles’. Here, Boland does not question the conventions of the traditional Irish political poem. The speaker assumes the public role of the spokesperson, speaking on behalf of an organic community unified in ‘our time’ by the grief of escalating violence in the North. Her words reveal her belief that this community should be united by a common language of ‘legends’ and ‘rhythms’ which should provide ‘instruction’, ‘distraction’, and ‘protection’:



We should have known how to instruct

With rhymes for your waking, rhythms for your sleep,

Names for the animals you took to bed,

Tales to distract, legends to protect,

Later an idiom for you to keep

And living, learn, must learn from you, dead,

To make our broken images rebuild

Themselves around your limbs. (Collected, 41)



The speaker visualizes disunity here as an impediment; all ‘broken images’ should be reunited in a common ‘idiom’. This poem would be the last one in which Boland accepts so unconditionally the communal stance of the Irish political poem (Allen‐Randolph 2014, 51). A week after publishing this poem, Boland resiles from it by publishing in The Irish Times the essay ‘The Weasel’s Tooth’, where she explicitly veers away from Yeats’s dream of cultural coherence, which she considers dangerous: ‘there is, and at last I recognize it, no unity whatsoever in this culture of ours. And even more important, I recognize there is no need whatsoever for such unity’ (2007a, 89). The poems written after ‘Child of Our Time’ reflect Boland’s earnest attempt to disrupt this organic myth of a homogenized community. From The War Horse onward, fragmented identities, discordance‚ and ‘broken images’ predominate. What characterizes Ireland, as Boland argues in the essay, is ‘the anguish of disunity’: ‘Let us be rid at last of any longing for cultural unity in a country whose most precious contribution may be precisely its insight into the anguish of disunity’ (Boland 2007a, 88). This new vision of Ireland, as a community based not on organic fusion but on dissent and fragmentation, is made explicit in later poems such as ‘Witness’, where the speaker claims to inherit a national tradition defined in terms of fissure and disjunction: ‘its old divisions are deep within it./// And in me also. / And always will be’ (Collected, 247).

Boland’s estrangement from the bardic communal voice of Irish poetry was not only produced by the eruption of the Troubles and her subsequent interrogation of the traditional political poem. Her reconsideration of the concept of community is also prompted by her personal circumstances in the early 1970s, as she begins to develop a writing career. When Boland moved to the suburb of Dundrum, she distanced herself from the centre of literary activities in Dublin and started to live an ordinary, ‘unliterary’ life as a writer‐mother in charge of raising two children. At this point, Boland finds the need to disrupt the communal voice of Irish poetry in order to explore a more subjective, personal point of view in her poems. The domestic sphere becomes the place where the boundaries between private and public spaces, individual and communal expectations, are reconsidered. Rewriting the traditional pastoral poem (Potts 2011; Frawley 2005; Allen‐Randolph 2014, 72–75), Boland blurs the boundaries between the kitchen and the prairie as she records finding flowers in her children’s faces and nativity stars in suburban windows. She becomes – as she defines herself in A Journey with Two Maps – a ‘lyric poet’, compelled to root her poetry deep in a woman’s personal experience if she wants it to be truthful (Boland 2011, 64).

Boland’s disaffection with the communal voice of the traditional political poem in Ireland and her embracing of the lyric as a suitable form does not mean that she totally discards the concept of ‘community’ in her work. As Sandra M. Gilbert notes, the suburbs are the locus of this writer’s interest in creating ‘a community of communality’, an alternative community outside ‘the centres of literary power’ (2014, 81). The ‘we’ is not entirely vanished in her work, but placed – sometimes uncomfortably – with what Boland defines as ‘the silvery I of the poetic singular’ (2011, 22). It is this interplay (and tension) between individuality and communality, the ‘I’ and the ‘we’, that characterizes Boland’s work. By relying on her private experience, Boland subverts and reinvents new communitarian spaces in her poetry where previously excluded realities are now accommodated.

The following section will examine this aspect of her work in detail, by applying a theoretical perspective derived from the work of Jean‐Luc Nancy, Maurice Blanchot‚ and Georges Bataille. As Nancy (1991, 13–15) and Blanchot (1988, 88, 127) explain, the organic, immanent community appropriates the idea of death, romanticizing it through tropes which conceal the incommensurability of this experience and sustain in an illusory way the immortal condition of the community. In Nancy’s and Blanchot’s inorganic community, by contrast, truthful communication occurs in moments of death and the radical exposure to otherness. Communication is established here not by communion (or the satisfactory fusion to create a whole), but by the sharing of finitude and the ultimate inability to know one another fully. Similarly, for Bataille (1988a, 32; 1988b, 119–120), contemplating the Other’s experience of death or laceration is an ethical act of responsibility, because it allows a truthful communication between the self and the Other. This, in turn, gives birth to a new community, established at the limits of the unknowable, outside the suffocating organic formations and totalitarian demands of hegemonic political formations. Boland’s work can be understood, like that of Bataille, to offer ‘an alternative form of community‐building’, at ‘a historical moment in which concrete political action seemed hopeless and the threat of death pervasive’ (Hollywood 2001, 62).



The Ethical Contemplation of Violence and Death

Two main organic communities can be visualized in Boland’s work, and both of them are usually connected in her critical observations. One of them is defined in terms of nationhood. When Boland started writing poetry at the end of the 1960s, she identifies Ireland as an ‘intensively conservative and Catholic country, with its oppressive doctrines and its narrow outlook – especially on women’s lives’ (Boland 2015a, 303). The other organic community, intrinsically related to the previous one, is constructed upon inherited notions of culture, which either ignored women’s daily lives, or transformed them into what she calls ‘fictive queens and national sibyls’ (Boland 1995, 135). For Boland, both have been oppressive for Irish women in many ways: ‘The narrow nation, sometimes called priest‐ridden, and the literary culture that apparently was a contrast with it’ (ibid).

Boland’s critique of nationhood and art could be examined from the perspective of Nancy’s and Blanchot’s theorizations of the organic community. The poet depicts both as saturated institutions which depend on essentialist tropes of gender, mythical simplifications of historical events, and the idealization of blood sacrifice and martyrdom. As Nancy (1991, 13–15) explains, the organic, immanent community appropriates the idea of death, romanticizing it through tropes which conceal the incommensurability of this experience and sustain in an illusory way the immortal condition of the community. It is precisely this organic appropriation of the concept of death that Boland criticizes in hegemonic art and the national tradition. In ‘Time and Violence’ (Collected, 237–239), the poet condemns the imprisonment of women in art and myth. In particular, she gives voice to ‘a shepherdess’ from the pastoral tradition, the queen Cassiopeia from Greek myth (trapped ‘with the pin‐point of a star’), and a legendary ‘mermaid’(with ‘the desolation of the North Sea in her face’). These women denounce their confinement as solidified artistic icons‚ and they plead to experience mortality. Their advocacy of an earthly, finite existence (in their plea to be made ‘human’ and experience ‘change and mortal pain’) disrupts the immortal quality of myth and paves the way for an inoperative type of community, a new community where they would appear as singularities, sharing their carnality and common mortality. This simplification of women in art as immortal is also a theme in Boland’s recent collection, A Woman Without a Country. In ‘Anonymity’, Boland accuses Irish national poets of transforming women into symbols of the country, lifeless and powerless emblems which distort the actual lived experiences of women:



Powerless queens; stock‐still, enslaved

Girls at the entry to anonymity.

Women without a country

Assembled from the treasures of a country:

A finger of silver. A mineral breast.

An ear poured out in bronze. (35)



As the literary tradition depicted in these poems, Irish nationalism depends on an organic appropriation of the incommensurable experience of death. In poems such as ‘City of Shadows’ and ‘Heroic’, from her 1998 collection The Lost Land, Boland reflects on the rhetoric of the Irish nation, constructed upon the commemoration of immortal heroes, exemplified in the poem by the eloquent statues of male patriots. While in ‘City of Shadows’ the poet records getting lost in ‘a lost land of orators and pedestals’ (Collected, 251), in ‘Heroic’ she narrates her sense of uneasiness, as the hero of her nation does not recognize Boland when she looks at him:



The patriot was made of drenched stone.

His lips were still speaking. The gun

he held has just killed someone.

I looked up. And looked at him again.

He stared past me without recognition. (269)



The imagined community of heroes in Boland’s poems reflects the redeeming language of nationalism in Ireland, which has appropriated the notion of death by means of a “mythico‐religious” discourse constructed around the saturated tropes of blood sacrifice and martyrdom (O’Brien 2002, 33). This heroic narrative provides common substance for the immanence of the community, which perpetuates itself by retelling its foundational myth and remembering its glorious birth in the past. As Nancy claims, such community projects itself as a unified presence (‘presence to self, without flaw and without any outside’) by infinitely communicating the story of its inauguration (Nancy 2003, 24).Boland finds the need to imagine an alternative community which does not hallow death, but exposes finitude in all its rawness. Her poems are constantly exposed to death, either by reflecting on their own finitude or by directly confronting the death of others. This precludes their participation in organic or operative communities in which ‘death tends to be covered, suppressed, almost forgotten’ (Hillis Miller 2005, 14).

Death, therefore, pervades Boland’s poetry without being at any time mystified or ‘worked’. It is this intense experience of death which allows access to alterity, thus opening the possibility of an alternative community. Boland’s poetry places great emphasis on the vulnerability, finitude‚ and death of marginalized figures from the past. In one of her signature poems, ‘Outside History’, the speaker enters a past defined by ordeal, suffering, death‚ and darkness:



Out of myth into history I move to be

part of that ordeal

whose darkness is

only now reaching me from those fields,

those rivers, those roads clotted as

firmaments with the dead.

How slowly they die

as we kneel beside them, whisper in their ear.

And we are too late. We are always too late.

 (Collected, 188)



This poem is representative of Boland’s movement from ‘an individual consciousness to a collective one’ (Allen‐Randolph 2014, 105), as the lyric, personal I in the initial lines gradually gets dissolved into a communal ‘we’. Towards the end of the poem, the speaker enters a brutal past, full of suffering and wretchedness. By witnessing and recording in the poem the adversity and slow death experienced by ghostly figures from the past, this poem opens the possibility of an alternative non‐restrictive ‘community’ for women and other marginalities existing on the edge of nationhood and art. This poem can be set beside the previously analyzed poem ‘Child of Our Time’. Significantly enough‚ both poems were inspired by a photograph taken during the Troubles (Allen‐Randolph 2014, 105), but their approach to issues of community and nationhood is radically different. Whereas in the previous poem, the poet raises herself as a communal voice advocating a common idiom with which to ‘rebuild’ ‘our broken images’ (Collected, 41), in ‘Outside History’ the emphasis is not laid on issues of national unity but rather on the possibility of establishing a more affective encounter with the Other by the act of sharing vulnerability and finitude.

In this sense, as in Nancy and Blanchot’s writings, an alternative community emerges in Boland’s poetry in those moments in which the author records experiences of mortality and powerlessness. In ‘Unheroic’, the poetic voice juxtaposes the organic, saturated emblems of national sculptures (‘iron orators and granite patriots./ Arms wide. Lips apart. Last words’) with the inorganic, fragile figure of a hotel manager, who is said to have ‘a wound/ from war or illness – no one seemed sure –/ which would not heal’ (Collected, 251–252). The poet identifies a dissonance between the Irish nation memorialized in those statues and another nation composed of ordinary people who, like this man, are fragile and wounded. At the end of the poem, the speaker explicitly moves away from that nationalist dream of organic unity (constructed around the saturated tropes of ‘Ireland’, ‘history’, and ‘heroism’), choosing the unheroic figure of the manager as an emblem of her own fragmented experience of nationhood:



How do I know my country? Let me tell you

it has been hard to do. And when I do

go back to difficult knowledge, it is not

to that street or those men raised

high above the certainties they stood on –

Ireland hero history – but how

I went behind the linen room and up

the stone stairs and climbed to the top.

And stood for a moment there, concealed

by shadows. In a hiding place.

Waiting to see.

Wanting to look again.

Into the patient face of the unhealed. (Collected, 252)



In her concealed location in the shadows, the speaker becomes a witness of this ordinary man’s finitude. His wound dismantles the collective fantasy of Irish heroism. Vulnerability and failure, qualities condemned by organic nationalism, become here alternative sources of strength, as they allow the speaker to open up to Others and establish a more humane relationship with them. Exposure to alterity, and to the vulnerability of Others, Boland implies, allows access to a new communitarian formation. This is a new inclusive nation, one which does not exclude the fragmentary story of her childhood and the ‘unheroic’ and ordinary account of a simple hotel receptionist.

For Boland, thus, witnessing and empathizing with the Other’s suffering is an ethical act which allows communication. Such processes can be compared to the contemplative practices of Bataille, inspired by the writings of the medieval mystic Angela of Foligno: moved by her contemplation of Christ on the cross, Bataille turns to the photographic image of a Chinese man being tortured and executed (1988a, 32; 1988b, 119). What Battaille wishes to articulate is that by experiencing the suffering of the Other and consequently identifying with this Other’s bodily laceration, the self is ‘ruined’, that is to say, shattered into pieces. As Hollywood (75) explains when examining Bataille’s reliance on mysticism in his writings, ‘mediation on the fragmented bodies of torture victims gives rise to the dissolution of the subject and to his or her lacerating openness to the other’. Such an approach is clearly illustrated in ‘The Journey’, one of her most quoted poems. This poem originates from the writer’s personal experience, when her second child contracted meningitis and was gravely ill for a week in a hospital in Iowa (Allen‐Randolph 2014, 55). Instead of reserving this private experience to the realm of the lyric, Boland expands the boundaries of the personal in order to mediate on a communal world of women in the past with similar experiences. Towards the end of the poem, the speaker descends to Virgil’s underworld in the Aeneid with the aid of Sappho. Here, she has a mystical vision of unhappy mothers suckling and cradling their children, who were killed by multiple infectious diseases:



‘Cholera, typhus, croup, diphtheria’

she said, ‘in those days they racketed

in every backstreet and alley of old Europe.

Behold the children of the plague’.

(Collected, 148)



This mystical vision allows Boland to share the grief of terrified mothers in the past forced to deal with their children’s death. The Underworld can be understood as a metaphor of an alternative collective unconsciousness transcending both time and space, a place of liminality where the I truly encounters the Other, as boundaries between the dead and the living blur. Communication is established here, not through fusion and immanent communion, but through the sharing of finitude that is opened up by the radical exposure to the Other’s suffering.

The form of ethical contemplation that Boland puts to practice in her work leads to the dissolution of the authority of the subject who contemplates. As the woman poet implores Sappho ‘let me be/ let me at least be their witness’, her literary mentor immediately tells her that what she has seen is ‘beyond speech,/ beyond song, only not beyond love’ (p. 149). As is typical of Boland’s work, ‘The Journey’ concludes with this emphasis on the inability of language to recuperate a communal past which is already lost. As she claims in her recent collection of essays A Journey with Two Maps when reflecting on her initial years as a writer:


For all those acts of naming and re‐naming, it was a complicated territory I was setting up house in. The rift between the past and history was real; but it was not simple. In those shadows, in that past, I was well aware that injustices and griefs had happened without any hope of the saving grace of elegy or expression – those things which an official history can count on. Silence was a condition of that past. I accepted it as a circumstance.

(Boland 2011, 12–13)




Boland reflects on the existence of an inorganic community beyond language; she transforms her poetry into an art of memorialization of women’s presences in the past, but, instead of accepting too readily her ability to speak for the Other, her poems suggest quite the contrary, by defining herself not as an authoritarian communal speaker, but as someone who shares the speechlessness and dissolution of women in the past. Boland does not purport to speak for these women, so much as to establish ‘empathy and recognition’ (Cox 2011, 82; quoted in Allen‐Randolph 2014, 92). This powerlessness characterizes Boland’s poetic stance in her mature work, as her predominant tendency is to depict a lyric voice no longer egocentric and associated with power, in contrast to the traditional authority of the male bard.

The powerlessness exhibited by the poetic voices in Boland’s work deconstructs the dominant power relations that exist in the conventional, organic community. As Nancy (1991, 15) claims, ‘Community is what takes place always through others and for others. It is not the space for the egos’ subjects and substances that are at bottom immortal, but of the I’s who are always others (or else are nothing)’. Similarly, for Bataille, the alternative community must be a community without authority, grounded on the dissolution of the self, whose sovereignty is dismantled. As he claims in Guilty, the subject experiences a similar experience to the object s/he contemplates, that ‘of being lacerated – ripped to pieces’ (1988a, 32).

This ethical contemplation of violence and death with its subsequent dismantling of the ego’s authority is also observed in other poems where Boland returns to the similar tropes of the underworld and the death of children. In ‘The Making of an Irish Goddess’, she uses the mythic image of Ceres as a starting point to reflect on the Great Famine, and women’s involvement in it. In contrast to Ceres, who is positioned in mythical time and inhabits a ‘seasonless’ and ‘unscarred earth’, the speaker identifies herself as a mortal and vulnerable subject. Her body is injured and blemished by childbirth. She is ‘neither young nor fertile’ and she makes ‘gestures’ which show up her ‘scars’. This scarred body becomes a paradigm for women’s history, as its wounds recall the Great Famine of the 1840s and how women suffered in those times. As the speaker argues, the scars of her body



must be

an accurate inscription

of that agony:

the failed harvests,

the fields rotting to the horizon,

the children devoured by their mothers

whose souls, they would have said,

went straight to hell,

followed by their own. 

(Collected, 179)



In ‘The Making of an Irish Goddess’, the speaker is fully aware of her own corporality, and this becomes the turning point for the establishment of a new act of sharing with the Other. By recognizing woundedness in her own body, the Other is revealed in all its fullness. Towards the end of the poem, the poet has a cannibalistic vision of ‘children devoured by their mothers’ and the flesh of rotting corpses. In poems such as this, Boland manages to establish an intimate apprehension of other beings, by visualizing how disease, pain‚ or death is projected onto the human body. Her imaginary encounters with ghostly figures from the past resemble the mystic experiences commented on by Bataille. If we bear in mind Hollywood’s definition of mysticism (as ‘an encounter with human suffering, illness, death, and mortality that is itself an encounter with the sacred or the divine’, 19), then Boland’s journey into the past is certainly mystic in many ways, as this journey allows her to establish a visionary, embodied, affective and emotional relationship with alterity.

This mystical vision is also manifested in her poem ‘Witness’, where Boland, by speaking with the broken language of empire, visualizes a new inorganic community defined by finitude, death, and the ‘brutal’ testimony of ghostly forms from the past:



Out of my mouth they come:

The spurred and booted garrisons.

The men and women

they dispossessed.

What is colony

if not the brutal truth

that when we speak

the graves open.

And the dead walk?

(Collected, 247)



Boland’s poetry, indeed, reawakens the dead who sleep uncomfortably in their graves. In ‘Quarantine’ (Collected, 282), the speaker offers a poetic account of a couple’s violent death, caused by the ‘cold’ and ‘hunger’ of the winter famine. Her ‘merciless inventory’ –a defeated story of death, hunger, and suffering–dismantles the fake images of the traditional love poem, where images of private suffering are traditionally absent. In a more recent poem ‘Silenced’ (Domestic Violence, 2007b, 21), the poetic contemplation of a mythical story of rape (the myth of Philomela, a princess of Athens raped by her brother‐in‐law, Tereus) allows the poet to establish empathy with other cases of real domestic violence, as she listens to ‘(a)n old radio[…]/ telling its own/ unregarded story of violation’.

The fragility of the human body is also underscored in Boland’s most recent collection, A Woman Without a Country. The title poem reverts to one of Boland’s favourite topics, the Irish Famine. It records the artistic process of engraving a woman from the Irish past, who has experienced the Great Famine. Here, Boland is inspired by the drawings ‘A Woman Begging in Clonakilty’ and ‘Bridget O’Donnell and Her Children’, from an 1847 issue of The Illustrated London News (Allen‐Randolph 2014, 179). As Allen‐Randolph points out, in both illustrations, ‘humiliated women stand against a background of inked‐in shadows, without definition of place or circumstance’ (ibid). In the first of these illustrations, the horrors of poverty become palpable in the black‐and‐white gaunt image of a famished woman, holding in her arms the corpse of her baby. The second drawing emphasizes even more powerfully the catastrophic effects of the Famine upon the body of a haggard female figure surrounded by two children, all faces disfigured by starvation, poverty‚ and sickness.

‘A Woman Without a Country’ does not only reflect upon the violence and laceration depicted in both drawings. The poem also underscores, as is characteristic of Boland’s work, the very violence employed in the act of artistic representation itself, revealing a prevailing conflict in her work between aesthetics and ‘the ethical obligations’ of art (Allen‐Randolph 2016, 72). The poetic voice describes how the essence of this ‘whole woman’ is reduced, as her female body is violently shaped into ‘bony line(s)’ by the male engraver, immersed in the process of ‘cutting’, ‘incising’ and ‘severing’ it:



All the news is famine and famine.

The flat graver, the round graver,

The angle tint tool wait for him.

He bends to his work and begins.

He starts with the head, cutting in

To the line of the cheek, finding

The slope of the skull, incising

The shape of a face that becomes

A foundry of shadows, rendering –

With a deeper cut into copper –

The whole woman as a skeleton,

The rags of her skirt, her wrist

Is a bony line forever

severing

Her body from its native air until

She is ready for the page,

For the street vendor, for

A new inventory which now

To loss and to laissez‐faire adds

The odour of acid and the little,

Pitiless tragedy of being imagined.


(Boland 2014b, 36–37)


Towards the end of the poem, the engraver is not the only one complicit in representing this woman. Boland also engages in the ‘pitiless tragedy’ of imaging her ‘bony’ body, as she mediates on the violence implicit in the drawing of the famine woman. By recreating the bits and pieces of her lacerated body, Boland opens up a visionary space of encounter with women from the past, in which she witnesses and empathizes with the Other’s suffering.



A Lost Community No Longer Fusional: Erasures and Silences

The basis for the formation of Boland’s alternative, inorganic community is thus found in the past, which she identifies as ‘the ghostly territory where so much human experience comes to be stored’ (The Lost Land; inside cover text; quoted by Allen‐Randolph 2014, 147). Under the influence of Adrienne Rich’s contention in Your Native Land, Your Life (1986) that ‘a woman poet should claim her nation and speak for it’, Boland sets out for herself the project of including those untold stories left outside history: not only the stories of women, but also the life experiences of other marginal entities such as ‘the victims of sectarian murders in Northern Ireland, the casualties of famine, (and) the unrecorded voice of the national diaspora’, among others (Allen‐Randolph 2014, 106). As seen above, Boland establishes communication with these singularities by an act of sharing experiences of finitude and death. Her entry into this communal world of the past is also facilitated by the author’s personal biography, particularly by the story of her family on her mother’s side (Wall 2009, 62; quoted by Allen‐Randolph 3, 14). In her most recent collection, the story of Boland’s grandmother, a familiar figure in her work, is the turning point for the poet’s retrieval of a whole lost community in the past. In the second sequence of this book, named after the collection’s title, Boland intersperses new poems with old prose fragments from her 1995 book of essays Object Lessons. One of these fragments, ‘Lesson 1’, recuperates her earlier critical observations on her grandmother’s life. For Boland, her grandmother is a victim of empire and colony‚ and she represents those singularities excluded from hegemonic accounts of Irish nationhood:


My grandmother lived outside history. And she died there. A thirty‐one‐year‐old woman, with five daughters, facing death in a hospital far from her home – I doubt that anything around her mattered then. Yet in her lifetime Ireland had gone from oppression to upheaval. And she had existed at the edge of it.

(Boland 2014b, 30)


As an organic community, Irish nationhood is founded on a solid, monolithic history which has excluded women’s ordinary lives. In her poem ‘Art of Empire’, Boland attempts to envision an alternative inorganic community which accommodates the reality of her grandmother, ‘a woman skilled in […] silence’, ‘who never looks up’ (31). However, Boland finds an impossibility when retrieving the world of her grandmother. The inoperative community Boland envisions is, as in the writings of Blanchot and Nancy, a potential possibility; it is always in the process of becoming rather than being. Indeed, her poem – constructed largely on anaphora as a poetic technique – can only articulate her life in the hypothetical form:



If no one ever mentioned how a woman was,

what she did,

what she never did again,

when she lived in a dying Empire

If what was not said was never seen

If what was never seen could not be known (31)



Boland’s alternative community is necessarily constructed in speculative terms, as a ‘sequence of evicted possibilities’ (Collected, 154). This defies the closed organicity of the saturated community, making possible what Blanchot (1988, 56) describes as ‘the always uncertain end inscribed in the destiny of the community’ (italics in the original). In another poem from the same sequence, ‘I Think of Her’, Boland can only imagine her grandmother as a slippery image in terms of water. As the figurehead in the bow of a ship, her female ancestor is ‘doomed/// to weep the harsh weather/ of the Irish Sea out of carved eyes’ (34). As Boland claims in the prose extract ‘Lesson 4’: ‘inasmuch as her adult life had a landscape it was made of the water her husband sailed and not the fractured, much‐claimed piece of earth she was born to’ (34). Indeed, Boland’s poetic endings, in their characteristic emphasis on dissolution and erasure, point towards this utopian community in the making, ‘already under erasure’ (Hill 1997, 196); see also Villar‐Argáiz (2007, 206–223).

In this sense, the inorganic community Boland portrays creates discomfort in its absence of illusory closure, stability‚ and fusion. Furthermore, this community tends to be portrayed as lost and no longer accessible. As the persona claims in a previous poem, ‘What We Lost’, when referring to the stories of her foremothers: ‘The frail connections have been made and are broken’ (Collected, 187). The project of retrieving the past is ultimately impossible, and thus, the speaker’s communication with the Other always occur at the point of erasures and disconnections. By pointing us towards this lack, this inability, Boland opens a new communitarian space outside the limits and impositions of organic formations.

Taking into account the instability upon which Boland constructs her own alternative community, it is not surprising that her roots are usually defined in fluid terms, by means of water and erasure. In her recent poem ‘Sea Change’, Boland reflects on the life of her grandfather, a sea captain who died at the sea. Everything he could have passed on to her is lost; he had no home, and thus ‘He built nothing that I could live on’ (29). Boland defines her inheritance by the image of the sea and her communal legacy is, once again, shaped by what is lost and not recorded in history books:



With his roof of half‐seen stars

His salty walls rising high and higher

To the last inch of the horizon

He built nothing that I could live on.

His door of cresting water,

His low skies skidding on the waves

his seaman’s windows giving on

Iridescent plankton never amounted to home,

And no one lay at night

Seeing these unfold in their minds with

That instinct of amendment history allows

Instead of memory. (29)



Boland’s communal roots are defined by loss and absence; her grandfather lived in the sea, outside land, and furthermore, his life is rendered too insignificant to be considered within the annals of history. Indeed, Boland typically defines her origins in terms of water, as observed in numerous poems of her previous collections, most notably ‘Our Origins are in the Sea’ (OH, 54). As seen above, one of the communitarian delusions of the organic community, as defined by Nancy and Blanchot, is the idea of an identifiable origin, in which to construct a solid national identity. By placing her origins in a fluid rather than solid element (water), Boland dismantles the solid essence of community formations.



Conclusions

This chapter started by considering the public impact of a woman writer in Ireland and outside of Ireland, by reflecting on the multiple commemorations which were carried out on the occasion of her seventieth birthday. It also started by considering the centrality of the concepts of ‘community’ and ‘communing’ in Boland’s work. Even though Boland, in contrast to Meehan, is adamant against her view of poetry as ‘public speech’ (Boland and Meehan 2014, 107), there is a latent communal feeling in her work, which is perceived through her intense desire to establish new affective encounters with Otherness, highlighting the presence of silent, neglected‚ and oppressed communities in the past. A year after her seventieth birthday, Boland published an article in The Irish Times, where she paid homage to the literary figure of W.B. Yeats. As she claims here,


As a teenager I escaped to a Yeatsian world of lakes, of spirits hidden inside mountain winds and of heroic legends. Then I started out on my own struggle to write a poem in which I could hear my own voice.

(Boland 2015b)


Boland’s development as a writer has been shaped by this attempt to move away from the communal aspirations of the Irish traditional political poem and the Revival poem, in order to write a poem which could shelter her private voice. In spite of her critique of the ‘Yeatsian world of legends and spirits’ mentioned above, Boland still recognizes the legacy that Yeats has had, and still has, upon her. As she sees in hindsight, Yeats taught her to have ‘faith in personal utterance’, as his strong use of the lyric showed the possibility of building an alternative poetic form, one which could ‘express the most powerless human state: ageing, mortality and loss’ (ibid). The intensity of private experience is the point of entry for Boland to open a visionary space of an alternative community, one built upon powerlessness, finitude, and the radical exposure to alterity.

In light of Bataille’s reflections on the ‘ethics of violence’ and the theoretical work on community proposed by Nancy and Blanchot, it is plausible to claim that Boland visualizes an alternative inoperative community based on the recognition of human finitude, death‚ and the openness to the Other. When rewriting the traditional Irish political poem, Boland thinks about community in terms of lack, loss, violence‚ and trauma. Her communal roots are founded on images of water, and this sharply dismantles the organic myth of a collective self. Likewise, the poetic contemplation of the suffering of silenced communities in the past allows her to establish an emphatic identification with the Other, revealing the incompleteness of history as a master narrative and opening the possibility of an alternative community, one which challenges the immanence and self‐enclosed ethos of Irish nationhood and art.
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I Am, Therefore I Think: Being and Thinking Inside the World of John Banville’s Fiction

ALISA HEMPHILL



Introduction

Creators, would‐be discoverers, and artists abound in John Banville’s fiction. Writer, astronomer, mathematician, art historian, actor‚ and painter all find a voice in the multi‐layered narratives of Banville’s prose. A strong sense of wanting to create something may also be seen in the career aspirations of the twelve‐year‐old Banville‚ who determined to be a writer before opting, around age fourteen, to be a painter instead. The occupational encumbrance, he decided, of having ‘no talent at all’ (The Elegant Variation, 2005), however, prompted the teen to abandon oil paints and make do with words instead. Born in Wexford in 1945, Banville’s life is characterized by an enviable output of words. Although he is best known for his works of fiction (which includes one collection of short stories and seventeen novels), Banville’s eclectic oeuvre additionally includes the following: ten novels published under the pseudonym Benjamin Black; two works of non‐fiction; six plays; two ekphrastic narratives; and five screenplays. The evident prolificacy displayed here is exemplary, while the skill and discipline required to move between different genres and styles is, frankly, remarkable. Furthermore, Banville worked as a journalist for over thirty years: he joined The Irish Press as subeditor in the late 1960s and later moved to The Irish Times, working first as subeditor before taking on the position of literary editor. Banville maintains journalistic links by continuing to write for The New York Review of Books, something he has done since 1990.

Quantity of published work, of course, is not necessarily synonymous with excellence. In Banville’s case, however, it is. He is one of the most significant fiction writers in contemporary literature, even if his public acknowledgement of such an honour is understated. The same self‐deprecation that harshly judged his childhood painting abilities is a noticeable trait in his many media interviews. ‘I hate them all, you realise that?’ he says of his works of fiction, ‘They’re all a standing embarrassment’ (The Elegant Variation, September 2005). In 2017, when asked which book he would like to be remembered for, he wryly replied, ‘The next one.’ (Interview with John Banville, the Guardian, 29 December 2017). Despite his efforts, Banville’s refreshing modesty and sharp wit cannot diminish his critical acclaim: he won the Booker Prize in 2005 for The Sea and won the Franz Kafka Prize in 2011.

There is an obvious need to be selective about which works to include in this chapter: there simply is not space to comprehensively discuss Banville’s oeuvre in its entirety. In this chapter, it is the fiction that has been published under the name ‘John Banville’ that is the focus. Even within this fiction oeuvre, it is necessary to be selective. In the first section of the chapter, Banville’s first published book, Long Lankin (1970) will be the focus. This book has been chosen because it is the source from which the rest of Banville’s storyworlds spring, providing many motifs for the comparatively more refined and mature works that followed. In the second section‚ a very brief overview of Banville’s fiction oeuvre is provided. Unquestionably, this section grossly oversimplifies the complexity and depth of Banville’s work. The intention is that this section will enable a cursory glance at Banville’s preoccupation with the artistic process and his insistence that literature should be granted the status of art, both of which unite this body of work thematically. Two things motivated the third and final section. The first of these is a desire to present one of Banville’s later novels, one that has moved away from labels such as metafiction and supreme fiction, for no other reason than simply wanting to reflect the nuanced development within this oeuvre. The second motivation is connected to the first: it is a desire to reflect the development of Banvillean criticism and to encourage a contemporary cultural engagement with the richness of his work. In this section, a literary animal studies reading of The Infinities (2009) will be given.



Long Lankin: ‘Where’s the Little Heir of This House?’

Banville’s first book was published in 1970. In some respects, Long Lankin sits uneasily among his other works of prose: it is his only collection of short stories; a republished edition contains significant changes from the original (when it was republished in 1984, the novella, “The Possessed”, was omitted and one of the short stories, “Persona”, was substituted for a new one entitled “De Rerum Natura”); and critical writing on Banville tends to be dismissive of its ‘stand‐alone’ merits. Appraisals by Rudiger Imhof and Joseph McMinn written in 1989 and 1999, respectively, emphasize the emergent writing talent that is evident in Long Lankin, rather than a talent that is fully accomplished. Imhof, for example, perceives an ‘excessive use of metaphors, images and symbols’ (1989, 22) in the short stories, while McMinn considers them to be ‘experimental sketches of larger, more disciplined canvases to follow’ (1999, 23). Neil Murphy echoes the language of Imhof some years later when he argues that Banville’s early fiction ‘suffers somewhat from an excess of postmodern gimmickry’ (Murphy, 2004, 104). Both Imhof and Murphy imply some kind of aesthetic glut within early Banvillean fiction; while the word ‘gimmickry’ suggests a prose that is attention‐grabbing, but which, ultimately, proves to be vacuous. Of course, Banville’s literary output and reputation have grown since these critiques were written by Imhof, McMinn‚ and Murphy. Murphy’s latest book, John Banville: A Critical Study (2018), reflects this by building on his earlier readings of Banville’s fiction and on those by pioneering Banvillean scholars such as, among others, Imhof and McMinn. Additionally, in Murphy’s 2018 work, Long Lankin is read from the new vantage point of being part of a substantially larger body of work than the corpus that was considered in Murphy’s 2004 work. While Murphy continues to acknowledge the abundance of imagery in Long Lankin, he now vehemently stresses the significance of it within Banville’s work of fiction: he argues that this imagery ‘establishes a series of metaphorical patterns which thereafter can be traced throughout Banville’s work in general’ (2018, 27). By adopting a holistic approach in the assessment of Banville’s earliest fiction, Murphy is encouraging an open‐minded attitude towards the issue of re‐evaluation; he is also indirectly warning against the potentially myopic way in which we can read, teach‚ and categorize literature.

Each story in Long Lankin underlines the ephemeral nature of human bonds: the individual plots depict either the collapse of friendships, the breakdown of romantic relationships, or the disintegration of familial concord. Destruction, therefore, is a unifying theme throughout, while an overall structural cohesion is achieved through the intrusion of a third character, an interloper, in each of the short stories. The interloper becomes one of the most recurrent and one of the most significant motifs throughout Banville’s fiction oeuvre. Within Long Lankin, a different interloper acts as a catalyst in the destruction of each of the depicted relationships.

Externally, another interloper pervades the story collection. The preface to the 1970 edition reveals that Long Lankin is the name of a murderous figure whose infamy is recorded in an old English folk song. Long Lankin can be seen as an interloper because, according to the folk song, he interrupts a peaceful domestic setting to ask where the heir of the house is before finding and, subsequently, brutally murdering the young child.

It has been argued that Long Lankin has ‘too heavy a burden thrust upon it’ (Imhof, 1989, 19) by its association with the story from folklore. While it is fair to say that the individual stories are somewhat clumsily framed inside a peripheral story about an interloper, there are also several important things to note about the connection between Long Lankin and the mythical character of the same name. First, this connection presents the initial example of intertextuality in Banville’s work. Banville’s fiction presents a cornucopia of literary and philosophical allusions: Wallace Stevens, Nabokov, Shakespeare, Dickens, Keats, Dostoyevsky, Nietzsche, Heidegger, Goethe, Proust, Descartes, Wittgenstein‚ and Kant, for example, can all be found in his oeuvre. Although successive allusions in Banville’s fiction are more subtly interwoven into their narratives, Long Lankin’s evocation of the character from the myth is still successful, even if the exact connection between the legend and the book is not made explicit. As John Kenny argues, the collection of short stories is ‘informed’ (2008, 125) by the myth. Indeed, the stories are animated by the haunting presence of a cruel and evil figure that hovers over their individual storyworlds. A sustained ‘atmosphere of foreboding and anxiety’, McMinn argues (1999, 18) is the result, while Kenny describes it as, the ‘rawest and eeriest figuration’ of transgression and angst that is present throughout the Banvillean oeuvre (2008, 125). Murphy notes in Banville’s later work that:


existence itself is inherently mysterious in ways that extend far beyond the overt actions of the characters.

(2018, 154)


The intertextuality between Long Lankin and the song from folklore, however, demonstrates that this is also the case in Banville’s earliest fiction. While the multiplicity of narrative layers becomes more complex as his writing develops, Banville establishes this essential quality of his fiction with Long Lankin.

The oblique presence of the mythical character surrounding the collection of short stories contrasts with the obvious stylistic techniques employed by Banville in Long Lankin in order to create a sense of foreboding. In ‘Wild Wood’, for example, two teenage friends are alone in a wood. One, a boy named Horse, is chopping wood; the other, a character referred only to as ‘boy’, is beside their campfire:


He turned up the collar of his jacket and crouched by the fire. He was cold. About him the wood was silent, yet beneath the silence there were movements and strange sounds, strange stirrings and rustlings in the trees. (Long Lankin, 9)


The boy’s sensory responses foreshadow the exposure of a malignant presence: he is cold, therefore he cowers in a submissive and defensive‐like position in an attempt to feel warm; he hears noises, which he implicitly interprets as threatening due to their persistence and unfamiliarity. Additionally, the sibilance within these lines reinforces a sense of foreboding through the susurrating sound it creates, akin to one thing trying to creep up on another without being heard. The juxtaposition of silence with stirrings and rustlings creates an oppositional binary of stillness, quietness‚ and safety, on one hand, and movement, noise‚ and danger on the other. Movement, noise‚ and danger, however, are pinpointed as coming from ‘beneath’ the silence. Thus‚ silence and its associated safety are exposed as a transitory layer that masks potential danger. Despite the conspicuous way in which the sense of foreboding has been created here through Banville’s use of stylistic techniques, ‘Wild Wood’ is not a two‐dimensional tale, neither does it have a predictable outcome. When the interloper figure does arrive out of the woods, this character is not the maleficence the reader has been led to expect. Instead, the interloper is another teenage boy, called Rice‚ and he brings news of a brutal murder that has happened in town. His arrival is an intrusion to the scene and causes a breakdown in the friendship between Horse and the boy because Rice’s news causes Horse to flee. Rice and the boy are left alone and frightened. Horse and the boy will never return to how there were before the arrival of Rice: Horse’s fleeing implies he has done something horrific and, consequently, his friendship with the boy is irrevocably damaged.

There is, what McMinn refers to as, a ‘story withheld’ (1999, 18) in ‘Wild Wood’: the reader neither learns what Horse has done, nor what happens as a result of his actions. The story withheld adds another narrative layer‚ and the story withheld is another feature of Banville’s writing that can be traced throughout the individual stories of Long Lankin and throughout his wider body of work. ‘Island’ in Long Lankin focuses on a writer called Ben and his partner Anna. On the surface, this couple’s relationship appears to be naturally coming to an end. The story withheld, however, implies something extraordinary prompting the breakup rather than something commonplace. As Anna bemoans ever beginning a relationship with Ben, she reveals the unexpected story withheld:


I should have known before we started. I should have known. Because I’m too … too …

She paused, searching for the word.

I’m too innocent for you. Too easy to understand. I’ve never killed anyone. (Long Lankin, ‘Island’, 1970, 87)


The story withheld here produces a multi‐layered narrative in which the mundanity of the overt plot clashes with the remarkability of the concealed plot. Ben’s passiveness throughout ‘Island’ (he sits underneath the olive tree, he is not writing‚ and he lies on the sand) contrasts with Anna’s activeness (she prepares food, she instigates conversation‚ and she swims in the sea). A dichotomy of passive and active is therefore created, producing an authentic tension in the narrative. When Anna begins her ‘I should have’ speech, the reader expects her to attribute the breakdown of their relationship to Ben’s indolence in contrast to her active commitment to making the relationship work. Her moment of revelation, however, reveals Anna’s belief that she and Ben can never stay together because she has never murdered anyone. The original tension created through the presentation of two incompatible people becomes secondary: the story withheld now erupts into the narrative of the overt plot and subdues it. Through an engagement with this story, and indeed with the other stories in the collection, the reader is left with many questions and with the task of independently exploring their own imagination for possible answers.

Long Lankin provides an inheritance for the novels which follow it: it presents a series of motifs, such as the presence of an interloper, which can be traced (albeit in more nuanced forms) throughout Banville’s fiction oeuvre; it establishes an intertextuality which later sees Banville masterfully draw from the worlds of literature and philosophy; and it presents a multi‐layered narrative, encouraging the reader to engage both with the story that is in front them and with the one that is withheld.



The Artistic Process: When We Dead Awaken … We Find That We Have Never Lived

Neil Murphy notes Banville’s insistence in his interviews that literature should be granted the status of art, and that all artists should pursue beauty in their creations (2018, 2). This same insistence is covertly presented throughout Banville’s fiction oeuvre and is seen through the author’s push to define literature, to elevate the status of literature and, crucially, to create art. In his quest to solve the conundrum of what literature and art definitively are, Banville constructs characters and worlds from the fields of science, mathematics‚ and the arts; he presents these characters as artists and presents their diverse quests to solve, discover, explain‚ and create as akin to the production of a work of art. When Banville draws from the world of science, for example, the subject matter of the discipline is of superficial importance; rather, Murphy argues, scientific inquiry becomes a metaphor for what Banville views as a wider artistic process (2018, 18).

It is important to note two further things about Banville’s engagement with the artistic process: the presence of wry humour and an inevitable sense of failure. Banville toys with his artist‐creators by setting each of them up to fail. He has said:


That's what all my narrators are trying to find – some authentic thing. They all know they're not going to. (The Elegant Variation)


The failures experienced by Banville’s narrators are an expression of his own experiences during his artistic process. Characters and author, therefore, are trapped in a shared space of creative frustration. Irene’s words in Henrik Ibsen’s last play and quoted in the heading of this section, express the view that the complex relationship between art, the artist‚ and life will inevitably end in failure. A similar message echoes throughout Banville’s work. In Ibsen’s play, Irene both symbolizes and literally is art. She inspires the sculptor Arnold Rubek’s finest work, ‘The Resurrection Day’, and her physical body is the model for his masterpiece. When Rubek completes the statue both‚ he and Irene experience a figurative death: Irene’s life is suppressed into paralysis‚ and Rubek is unable to recreate anything comparable with his masterpiece. Although Banville makes no allusion to this play, there is a corresponding tension between the sentiment expressed by Irene and the artist‐creators in Banville’s oeuvre: all experience a lack of fulfilment and some kind of paralysis in their quest to create. For example: in Nightspawn, Murphy notes how writer Ben White strives and fails to express ‘things as they are in their essence’ (2018, 46); in Birchwood, Gabriel Godkin tries to write the story of his childhood, but fails, Imhof argues, due to the ‘fictionality of the memories’ (1989, 57) and, McMinn claims, because he is aware that truth is fragmentary (1999, 33); and the titular character in Dr Copernicus loses his perception of reality and no longer wants to share the findings of his work after working on his masterpiece for over thirty years. Despite the acknowledged inevitable failure in the quests of Banville’s characters, both author and characters continue to engage with the artistic process; and continue to do so enthusiastically. While a connection has been made between Ibsen’s character Irene and Banville’s narrators, it is important to note one significance difference: Banville and his narrators maintain a playful approach in their quests even when they know they are hopeless. Indeed, it is the ludic nature of much of Banville’s prose that both helps to establish the self‐reflexive aspect in the works and enables him to push the parameters of what literature itself can be.

Banville’s first novel, Nightspawn (1971), is a flamboyant display of his literary playfulness. Patrick O’Neill notes an ‘overt artificiality’ (1990, 209) to the narrative, whereby the reader is constantly reminded that they are reading, as McMinn puts it, ‘a novel about a novelist trying to write a novel’ (1999, 27). The artist‐creator is a troubled writer called Ben and his characterization is intentionally abstract. He is an apparition of Long Lankin characters‐past: he is the same Ben from the novella ‘The Possessed’ and is implicitly linked to the brother in ‘Summer Voices’ and the character Ben in ‘Island’. Now in Nightspawn, in mid‐twentieth‐century Greece, Ben inhabits a world which has been created out of other imagined worlds. In addition to his own self‐allusive state, Ben’s narrative in this novel contains echoes of Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground, T.S. Eliot’s Prufrock, and The Waste Land as well as Shakespeare’s The Tempest. Nightspawn is Banville’s most conspicuous example of metafiction. The novel parodies conventions that are typically associated with spy and thriller novels; Imhof argues that Banville’s stylistic playfulness successfully shows the exhaustive nature of literary conventions (1989, 46). The farcical plots and absurd characters also ensure that Nightspawn violently rebels against realism by embracing a world of caricature instead.

The satirical tone continues in Banville’s next novel, Birchwood (1973). This feigned big‐house novel is often praised as a significant moment in Banville’s stylistic development. Commended by McMinn for its noticeable ‘refinement of a poetic style’ (1999, 32), Birchwood has been referred to by Murphy as Banville’s ‘first mature fiction’ (2004, 107), partly because of a development in his parodic treatment of literary genre. While parody in Nightspawn demonstrated the exhaustive nature of literary conventions, Banville’s use of parody in Birchwood, Murphy asserts, breathes new life into literary conventions (110).

The artist‐creator of Birchwood is Gabriel Godkin. Like Ben from Long Lankin, he becomes a recurring character of sorts: he is the first Gabriel to appear in Banville’s oeuvre‚ and his family name is the first to be associated with a deity. In the opening of the novel, Gabriel claims he will tell the story of the ‘fall and rise’ (Birchwood, 3) of his ancestral home, an actual big house in nineteenth‐century Ireland called Birchwood; he then describes Birchwood as a ‘lawless house’ (3). Through Gabriel’s words the edifice is both given central significance in his narrative and rendered a sentient being capable of deviant behaviour. Neither of these things turn out to be true. Birchwood is concerned with the character Gabriel’s identity‚ and the lawlessness the novel presents, at the surface level of the plot, comes from the human characters’ behaviour; below the surface, the lawlessness presented comes from the disobedience of human memory and from the uncontrollability of language itself. Gabriel’s first‐person narration is made up of stories‐within‐stories and, therefore, his words constantly draw attention to the potential fallibility of language to convey truth.

Banville embeds philosophy into the manifestly constructed world of Birchwood. The Cartesian proposition, Cogito, ergo sum, is presented at the beginning of the novel through Gabriel’s inversion, ‘I am, therefore I think’ (11). But at the end of novel, Gabriel has exhausted his capacity to think. For all his remembering, imagining‚ and necessary inventing, Gabriel still does not understand the world or his place in it:


This world. I feel that if I could understand it I might then begin to understand the creatures who inhabit it. But I do not understand it. (BW, 171)


Gabriel concludes his narrative with ‘whereof I cannot speak, thereof I must be silent’ (171). This ‘Wittgensteinian gesture of silence’, as O’Neill identifies it, (1990, 210) ends the novel: Gabriel literally has nothing left to say. The reader is thus reminded of the character’s fictionality as Gabriel’s constructed identity disintegrates with the close of the novel. Banville’s own artistic process is also self‐consciously critiqued through the Wittgensteinian proposal: for if there is nothing left for philosophers to do due to much of life being inexplicable, is there anything left for the writer to do when they realize the inadequacy of language to authentically express truth?

It is this question that Banville seeks to answer throughout the rest of his fiction oeuvre. In order to do so and to avoid being silenced like Gabriel Godkin, Banville engages with art through a variety of lenses, all of which become metaphors for the artistic process. In his science tetralogy, Dr Copernicus (1976), Kepler (1981), The Newton Letter (1982), and Mefisto (1986), Banville turns to the worlds of astrology and mathematics and in doing so, Murphy notes, finds ‘rich symbolic parallels’ (116) for his own artistic process. The coda to the tetralogy is Mefisto, and the novel ‘concludes’ with an overriding sense of uncertainty – no answers have been found. In a structural echo of Birchwood, the opening and closing utterances of the novel present a disharmonious discourse with one another. Mefisto features another narrator called Gabriel, providing another link with Birchwood. ‘Chance was in the beginning,’ (3) Gabriel Swan declares at the outset. He closes the novel, however, by contradicting his acceptance of this belief:


In future, I will leave things, I will try to leave things to chance (234).


The narrator’s anxiety about the truthfulness of his own words is shown through the modification of his proclamation from ‘I will’ to ‘I will try’. Thus‚ the authority of his own narrative voice is undermined through the inclusion of the verb ‘try’ in the succeeding clause of the sentence. His ambivalent stance not only destabilizes his position as a reliable narrator, but also reflects Banville’s preoccupation with the tension between art and truthfulness.

While the relationship between science and the imagination is explored in Banville’s tetralogy, The Book of Evidence (1989), Ghosts (1993), and Athena (1995) form a trilogy which contemplates the relationship between art and the imagination. All three novels are narrated by a convicted murderer named Freddie Montgomery: ‘What an actor the world has lost in me!’ (179), he frivolously laments. His incarceration for the brutal murder of Josie Bell, however, enables Freddie to deliver his best performance, McMinn argues, (1999, 102) in The Book of Evidence; Freddie’s eloquent prison‐memoir is intense and would, no doubt, captivate his make‐believe audience. (Banville himself enjoyed a new level of recognition with The Book of Evidence: the novel won the Guinness Peat Aviation Award and was shortlisted for the Booker Prize.) Freddie’s narration becomes progressively insular throughout the three novels as he transports the reader from the confines of his prison cell and into the imagined landscapes of his mind. The novel Ghosts is haunted with characters from Banville’s other works and with characters from works by other writers, making it, McMinn argues, ‘an incestuous world of fiction’ (1999, 116). Athena leads the reader to a new fictional landscape and ends the trilogy. Here Freddie now has adopted a new identity – that of Morrow.

Banville’s engagement with the artistic process continues in impressively imaginative ways. The Untouchable (1997) is set in the world of art and espionage, while Eclipse (2000), Shroud (2002), and Ancient Light (2012) form the Cleave novels and are concerned with acting and impersonation. Banville won the Booker Prize in 2005 for The Sea; this novel infuses the world of literature with mythology and the visual arts. The Infinities (2009) is set in an alternate universe. The Blue Guitar (2015) presents the artistic crisis of narrator and painter, Oliver Ormer; and Mrs Osmond (2017) tells the story of Isabel Archer, a character from Henry James’ The Portrait of a Lady. Banville’s fiction oeuvre provides a plentiful landscape for reader and scholar alike.



The Infinities and The Plight of Being Non‐human

The synopsis on the back cover of The Infinities (2009) describes the novel as an ‘exploration of the terrifying, wonderful, immutable plight of being human’. The word ‘exploration’ resonates with the idea of limitlessness suggested by the novel’s title: ‘exploration’ adds emphasis to the fact that no matter how much we already know, there is still a vastness of unknown waiting to be found and examined. Additionally, the novel’s promised presentation of ‘the immutable plight of being human’ anticipates a link between the fictional characters and the real‐life readers on both linguistic and literal levels. Such matters are quintessential concerns in Banville’s fiction oeuvre; one distinct way he develops these revisited themes in The Infinities, however, is by setting the novel in an alternate universe. Old Adam Godley, a celebrated mathematician, is dying at his home, which is located somewhere in the middle of a vaguely modern Ireland. Obvious Shakespearean allusions reiterate the novel’s comedic tone and remind the reader that the laws governing this universe are not the same as those governing their own (the action of the novel takes place during a midsummer’s day, and the Godley homestead is named ‘Arden’). Furthermore, the playful nature of The Infinities is stressed through the novel’s distorted allusions to actual historic events. Banville plays with the reversal of fortunes in this book. Mary Queen of Scots is constructed as the early‐modern monarch to be remembered as Gloriana; Elizabeth I is cast as the apparently treasonous and the definitely executed royal cousin. In similar fashion, Alfred Russell Wallace is the eminent scientist associated with the thesis on natural selection, while Charles Darwin is overlooked and unmentioned.

In the alternate universe of The Infinities, Banville not only plays with the fates of figures well‐known to the reader, he also toys with the veracity of scientific theories. The aforementioned theory of evolution has been disproved in the world of the Godley kinsfolk, as has the theory of relativity. Such switches have the twofold effect of supporting the pervasive comedic tone of the novel and emphasizing that the world in The Infinities is a constructed one. While this is true, the light‐hearted fictionality of the world in which Arden stands also challenges the seeming truthfulness of our own reality. For how can we be certain that the things we ‘know’ are true and are not merely hypotheses waiting to be discredited? Similarly, the playfulness of Banville’s created world slyly presents the precariousness of human identities. For example, Mary Queen of Scots being the surviving cousin in one universe, but not another, is a hint that coincidence determines the outcome of an individual’s life and not a preordained plan.

Narrators in Banville’s prose, Mark O’ Connell argues, are ‘characterised by a bewildered scepticism about the inner lives of others’ (2013, 181). Uniquely among Banville’s narratives, the discourse on ‘self’ and ‘other’ emerging from the voice of the narrator in The Infinities must include multi‐realmed viewpoints: god, human‚ and animal all give their perspective on events in this novel. Hermes, the Greek god, tells most of the story about comatose Old Adam Godley and his family who have gathered in preparation for his death. Occasionally, Old Adam’s perspective takes up the narrative. O’Connell provides one possible interpretation of this by arguing that Hermes’ voice is in fact the voice of Old Adam as he lies in a coma awaiting death. O’Connell argues that there is:


a point of epiphanic disclosure at which we realise that the narrative that has actually been unfolding is very different to the one we thought we were following: where the things we have been reading about are revealed to have been the inventions of a man alone in a room with his imagination. (200)


While O’Connell expresses a conviction that Old Adam is the true voice behind the narrative, such a certitude is problematic. The identity of the narrator in The Infinites is persistently fluid; it shifts as subtly and convincingly as the shapeshifting gods themselves (during the course of the novel, Hermes takes on the identity of a herdsman‚ and Zeus takes on various identities as the gods try to seduce Ivy Blount and Helen Godley, respectively). The ludic nature of Banville’s prose, in The Infinities and throughout his oeuvre of fiction, purposefully leads the reader away from conclusive interpretations and towards myriad possibilities. Any points of ‘epiphanic disclosure’ are immediately undermined and challenged by the presence of a possible variant. Banville’s comments on literature and meaning reinforce and encourage this view. Art should ‘make vivid for the reader the mysterious predicament of being alive’ (Murphy, 2018, 3) Banville has stated, suggesting that the ‘mysterious’ element of both life and art will always remain. The absence of a concrete interpretation, however, should not be accepted with a sense of defeatism. Rather, Banville invites the reader to see definite meaning as less significant than a personal engagement with art which makes us unleash and explore the potential of our own imaginations. Murphy notes aesthetic philosopher Gordon Graham’s point that:


The literary devices of poetry and the novel can be used to create images which oblige us to view our experience in certain ways and thus illuminate aspects of it.

(2018, 4)


In many respects, such an expression is a re‐utterance of Banville’s inversion of the Cartesian proposition cogito, ergo sum found in Birchwood. Through Gabriel Godkin’s declaration, ‘I am, therefore I think’ (11), the character aligns his identity as a being with his capacity both to think about his life experiences and to transpose them into literary form. ‘I am, therefore I think’ becomes a multi‐layered concept whereby the fictional character is created by the imagination of the author, exists and thinks in his own fictional storyworld, and is transplanted into the unlimited potential of the reader’s imagination. In this regard, Gabriel Godkin has not been silenced, but continues to speak in ghost‐like utterances. One of the most exciting things about Banville’s fiction is the unrestricted opportunity it presents for individual reader response. The Infinities exemplifies this trait through its capacity to capture the imagination and make the world around us vivid.

One way The Infinities captures the imagination of the reader is by presenting the plight of being human as intertwined with an alternate plight: that of being non‐human. On one hand, there are the gods who look and speak exactly like the humans; on the other, there is Rex the Labrador, family pet to the Godkins. While the deities mask their status of ‘other’ with quasi‐human guises, Rex is a physical manifestation of his non‐human status: he has a nose that looks like a wet truffle (137); he sometimes barks in a deep, far‐reaching manner that begins in his belly before it makes his front legs hop (137); and he has a tail that has the ‘elegant sweep of a frond of palm’ (138). Yet, despite the obvious corporeal disparities between himself and humans, Rex fits effortlessly into their world. Likewise, Rex also fits into the wider context of Banville’s fictional world. In one scene, Rex appears alongside the familiar Banvillean motif of the interloper:


Rex the dog is the first to spy the stranger toiling over the crest of the hill from the direction of the railway line. It’s long past noon and a hazy stillness has settled over the fields. The trees stand seething in the heat. The air is grey‐blue and lax. Everything shimmers. (137)


The only movements depicted here are the shimmering heat and the interloper walking over the hill. Monosyllabic words dominate the lines, creating a slow and uncomplicated rhythm that reflects the overpowering lethargy of the scene. The interloper’s movement shatters the harmony between the ‘hazy stillness’ of the hot afternoon and the ‘lax air’ it produces. His ‘toiling’ over the hill emphasizes this disharmony; the word itself presents his simple movement of walking as laborious, while the three disyllable words (‘stranger toiling over’) that interrupt the run of sixteen monosyllabic words have the effect of mirroring the physical effort required on the part of the interloper to climb over the hill. The omniscient narrator at the beginning of this scene is, presumably, Hermes:


The man is short and fat and rather than walk he seems to roll along wobblingly, like a floppy tyre come loose from its wheel … He seems to be in some distress – he must be sweating in that suit. (137)


Hermes, seemingly, is the voice expressing both disbelief at the man’s choice of heavy clothing and empathy for his inevitably sweaty plight – two further examples of the similarities between gods and humans. In contrast, a sudden shift from Hermes’ perspective to that of Rex, brings a new viewpoint:


Rex is not surprised, however, for he has lived among people long enough to be accustomed by now to their frequently inexplicable ways. (137)




Rivkin and Ryan argue that ‘the boundaries that kept realms separate in our minds rarely exist in reality’ (2017, 1419). With reference to the human/animal relationship, the boundaries referred to here signify the limit of power and status that one species (human) grants to another (animal). Such boundaries produce a hierarchal way of thinking whereby the animal is seen as ‘other’ and, therefore, deemed to be ‘less than’. Literary animal studies seeks to challenge such thinking by examining the ways in which animals are presented in literature and tracing ways such attitudes are both supported and contested.

At first glance, Rex the dog’s perspective marks him as alien to both human and the humanlike deity. His status as non‐human is demonstrated through the things he lacks: he has no empathy for the stranger’s physical discomfort; he does not have an understanding of the ways of humans; and he does not possess the desire to explain their ways. Rex is, therefore, presented within a boundary from which he cannot escape, the suggestion being that his enclosure within such a boundary makes him lower in status than those who are outside of it. The identities of human and humanlike deity are, therefore, seemingly presented as higher than that of the animal: the human and deity identities demonstrate noticeable similarities with one another and are not then restricted by their identity boundaries. The presentation of Rex the dog in The Infinities, however, creates a potential tension between the seemingly separate identities of human and animal, thus offering a potential challenge to a human‐biased hierarchy.

The most obvious point to make is that Rex has been anthropomorphized in order to give his perspective in the novel. Additionally, he shows humanlike responses to certain situations. For example, Rex gets embarrassed when he barks at a car approaching the house, only to discover that the vehicle contains a family member (107); he also is astonished when a visitor he does not know addresses him by name (139). But within these obvious examples of humanlike qualities being projected unto the animal‚ there is no sense of sentimentality; the animal is not being used in a didactic way to morally instruct human readers as anthropomorphized animals are used in fables; and the animal is not a parodic representation of a human as in, for example, George Orwell’s Animal Farm. In spite of the fact that he is anthropomorphized, Rex, interestingly, is neither a moral nor a symbol: he still is a dog‚ and while that presents him as something different from humans, significantly it does not in any way make his status lower than theirs. As well as using anthropomorphism in a way that does not lead to an anthropocentric viewpoint, Banville also potentially challenges anthropocentrism through allusion to Montaigne’s famous question:


When I play with my cat, how do I know that she is not playing with me rather than I with her?


This idea resonates in The Infinities through the way Rex watches the humans in his world on a deeper level than they ever watch him. As a result of his observations, Rex recognizes ‘a fear in all humans that they pretend is not there’ (199), and he assesses this fear (mortality is the fear) to be their flaw (200). Thus‚ Rex, through his existence is presented as being able to think. It is through his capacity to think that he is able, not to make his animal status equal to that of a human, but, potentially, to elevate his animal status above that of the human. For when he observes humans and assesses their ways, he is able to spot their universal weakness.

There is a moment of conflict between Rex’s animal nature and his anthropomorphized, rational state when the unknown visitor greets Rex by name. The anthropomorphized, rational Rex is astonished and takes the time to ponder how the man could possibly know his name (138). This moment, however, is beautifully and comically superseded by Rex’s ‘ancient instinct’ (138) which urges the animal to sink his teeth into the man’s ankle by way of response. Rex’s rational self wins‚ and he rejects this seditious impulse, deciding instead to amble after the stranger towards the family home. This juxtaposition of the rational thinking and impulsive thinking is a superficial presentation of the human and animal boundary divide: Rex the humanlike animal thinks rationally and embraces order; while Rex the animal, if he gives in to his animalistic nature, would be uncontrollable, dangerous‚ and bring disorder. But Banville’s work never invites a surface reading. When Rex chooses to amble after the human visitor rather than mauling his ankle, it is not explicit whether the rationality Rex displays is part of his anthropomorphized identity, or part of his animal identity. His animal‐like qualities are so brilliantly vivid in this scene as he strolls towards the house enjoying the cool air on his lolling tongue (139) that to attribute his rational thinking to anything other than his animal nature would surely seem out of place. In fact, the character who is presented as not being able to control their violent outbursts is a human: Old Adam in his pre‐coma days, the reader learns, could be unpredictable and sometimes tried to kick Rex (199).

In the context of Banville’s oeuvre, the status of Rex the animal can further be seen as elevated higher than the status of the human. This is because the reader learns much about Rex in terms of his physicality, his habits and his fears: his eyesight is not as good as it used to be; he has arthritis; he has a square brow and thick‐set shoulders; his claws make a noise on the floor when he walks; he wags his tail to welcome guests, but sometimes cannot be bothered to stand up to greet them; he has a blanket in the corner of the kitchen; he once chewed a red cushion; he is a faithful companion to family members; and he is scared of thunder. In other words, Rex is not an abstract character: this is a tender and intimate portrait of an animal.

Such a character is far removed from the typical characters that pervade Banville’s fiction. These characters are referred to by Murphy as ‘scarecrows’ (2004, 107) as they have been created from other areas within the world of literature. Banville frequently highlights how all of his characters have already been constructed for him, adding that he merely borrows them from somewhere else. But Rex is the exception to this rule. Rex is a realistic and well‐rounded character, making him, potentially, the embodiment of what Banville has always sought to do in his fiction: Rex can be seen as truth expressed authentically in art.

That is not to say that Banville’s engagement with the artistic process did or indeed should have ended with The Infinites. His subsequent novels continue to exhibit the same opulence of imagination and poetic beauty that is characteristic of his craft, while continuing to present a multiplicity of ways with which to engage with them and in which to interpret them. Banville’s fiction tells us stories; it reminds us of stories we have already read; and it propels us forward from its elaborately imaginative storyworld into the one in our own heads.
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Julian Barnes

VANESSA GUIGNERY



Julian Barnes belongs to a generation of British writers who came to prominence in the 1980s at a time when suspicion towards the main tenets of realism, foundational grand narratives‚ and the figure of the stable and reliable narrator led many authors to disrupt and subvert conventional modes, favour historiographical metafiction and postmodernist scepticism‚ and experiment with narrative strategies. Barnes has therefore often been considered a postmodernist writer on the grounds of the metafictional dimension of some of his work, his transgression of realist strategies and reliance on various forms of intertextuality, his mistrust of truth claims and fondness for fragmentation, polyphony‚ and generic hybridity. Several of his books challenge the borders that separate existing genres, texts, arts‚ and languages, so that they oscillate between novel, essay, biography‚ and meditation. As noted by Sebastian Groes and Peter Childs, Barnes’s ‘work was not postmodernist upon its arrival, but nevertheless became central to shaping the moment of British high postmodernism in the 1980s’ (2). One should add‚ however‚ that this restrictive label can only apply to part of Barnes’s production‚ as other novels published throughout his career are inscribed within a more conventional and realistic framework‚ and his most recent production is marked by a less ironic and subversive mood and a more personal, subdued‚ and melancholy tone. In each book, Barnes explores new areas of human experience and experiments with a wide array of narrative modes, but his work is also characterized by underlying recurrent themes such as memory, art, love, longing‚ and Englishness, as well as self‐reflexive questioning relating to the evasiveness of truth, the irretrievability of the past, the construction of national identity‚ or the relationship between fact and fiction.

Since the publication of his first work in 1980, Barnes has published thirteen novels, three collections of short stories‚ and eight books of non‐fiction ranging from collections of essays to memoir and meditation on grief. His work has been widely translated into other languages‚ and he has won several prestigious literary prizes, including the Somerset Maugham Award (1981), the Geoffrey Faber Memorial Prize (1985), the E.M. Forster Award from the American Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters (1986), the Shakespeare Prize (1993), the Booker Prize (2011), the David Cohen Prize for Literature (2011), and the Siegfried Lenz Prize (2016) for his outstanding contributions as a European writer. The international dimension of Barnes’s literary production can be gauged by the fact that he is not only interested in depicting British scenes and discussing what constitutes Englishness (Metroland, Letters from London, England, England, Arthur & George), but he also very often takes France and French culture as the subject or locale of his fiction and essays (Metroland, Flaubert’s Parrot, Cross Channel, Something to Declare, The Man in the Red Coat), and has situated some of his plots in Eastern Europe (The Porcupine), Russia (‘The Revival’ in The Lemon Table, The Noise of Time), Sweden (‘The Story of Mats Israelson’ in The Lemon Table), and many other parts of the world, including a consumerist vision of heaven in the last chapter of A History of the World in 10 ½ Chapters. Barnes’s engagement with various European cultural traditions but also diverse genres testifies to the wide scope of his art.

Julian Barnes was born in Leicester in 1946, moved to the suburbs of London with his parents and older brother when still an infant, attended the City of London School‚ and studied Modern Languages at Magdalen College, Oxford. Raised in a middle‐class, emotionally reticent family (fictionally evoked in his first novel Metroland and in more detail in his partly autobiographical memoir Nothing to be Frightened of), Barnes refers to his mother as ‘politically conservative’ and his father as ‘liberal‐conservative’ (in Guignery and Roberts 164) and considers himself as liberal. After graduation in 1968, he worked as a lexicographer for the Oxford English Dictionary supplement for three years and then became a reviewer, literary editor‚ and television critic for various newspapers and magazines, including the New Statesman, the New Review, and the Observer. In 1980, he published his first novel, Metroland, a witty and partly nostalgic coming‐of‐age story set in middle‐class outer suburbia, followed two years later by Before She Met Me, which records a pathological case of retrospective jealousy in a hybrid mixture of horror and dark comedy. Under the pseudonym of Dan Kavanagh (the surname of his wife), Barnes wrote four detective novels from 1980 to 1987 (brought together in the Duffy Omnibus), in which he indulged in cruder social criticism and sadistic fantasies of violence through the character of a marginal detective, Duffy, who resembles the sleuths of American hard‐boiled crime fiction (except maybe for his bisexuality) more than traditional British detectives. Duffy becomes involved in the circles of prostitution and pornography of the seedy Soho sex clubs (Duffy), illicit drug traffic going through Heathrow (Fiddle City), the corrupt and racist world of football and finance (Putting the Boot In), and the drug‐corrupted milieu of idle parvenus (Going to the Dogs). In 1983, Barnes was selected by the magazine Granta as one of the twenty ‘Best of Young British Novelists’ in a list which included Martin Amis, William Boyd, Kazuo Ishiguro, Ian McEwan, Salman Rushdie‚ and Graham Swift, and in 1984, his ambitious novel about a retired doctor’s obsession with Flaubert, Flaubert’s Parrot, was shortlisted for the Booker Prize and met with immediate success. Both Flaubert’s Parrot and A History of the World in 10 ½ Chapters (1989), a hybrid of fiction and history depicting catastrophes which range over centuries and involve different characters in each chapter, defy categorization and are prominent examples of postmodernist writing for their generic instability, their self‐reflexive features, their epistemological concerns over the inaccessibility of the past‚ and the indeterminacy of signs and their blurring of the boundaries between fact and fiction.

Between these two formally innovative works, Barnes published a fairly conventional novel, Staring at the Sun (1986), which highlights the courage of an ordinary woman over a century and addresses philosophical questions relating to truth, death‚ and religion, eventually pointing to the impossibility of achieving total knowledge and absolute truth. This unattainable goal also forms the background of The Porcupine (1992), a political fable about the trial of a former Communist party leader in Eastern Europe (an unnamed Bulgaria), which exposes the flaws of both Communism and liberalism, and their manipulation not only of truth but also of language which is presented as sterilized, stilted‚ and clichéd in the worn formulas of the Communist regime, and euphemistic and deceptive in the new ideological system. In England, England (1998) – shortlisted for the Booker Prize – a satirical farce about the invention of tradition, the commodification of culture‚ and the triumph of the simulacrum, the Isle of Wight is turned into a gigantic theme park made of replicas of England’s best‐known historical buildings, sites‚ and figures (the topic had been explored in a 1990 non‐fictional piece entitled ‘Fake!’, collected in Letters from London). Fond of narrative experimentation, Barnes played with a polyphony of voices in a love triangle Talking it Over (1991) and its darker and more disillusioned sequel, Love, etc. (2001), in which he chose the form of the dramatic monologue whereby the various characters address the implied reader directly and engage them in an intimate relationship. Arthur & George (2005), shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize, also alternates between the perspectives of the writer Arthur Conan Doyle and the Birmingham solicitor of Indian descent George Edalji‚ who was wrongly convicted of horse mutilation and whose name Doyle helped to clear. The novel, set in Edwardian England, is based upon a historical case (quoting authentic letters, clippings from newspapers‚ and government reports) but mixes the genres of detective story, biographical novel‚ and historical romance, and points to the irretrievability of truth while addressing questions of class animosity and racial prejudice, and complicating definitions of Englishness.

The Man Booker Prize winner The Sense of an Ending (2011), which was not meant to echo Frank Kermode’s 1965 study of narrative theory bearing the same title, The Noise of Time (2016), which only incidentally takes up the title of autobiographical sketches by Osip Mandelstam, and The Only Story (2018) are slimmer volumes which reflect on memory and ‘time’s malleability’ (The Sense of an Ending 3), recurrent themes in Barnes’s work. The Sense of an Ending, focusing on a retired man forced to face the consequences of his misremembered past actions, was turned into a film directed by Ritesh Batra in 2017. The Noise of Time reflects on the collision between art and Power (capitalized in the novel) through a fictionalized version of three periods of humiliation in the life of the Russian composer and pianist Dmitri Shostakovich and of his compromises with the Stalinist regime. In The Only Story, an elderly male protagonist reminisces about his relationship – started when he was nineteen – with a woman nearly thirty years his senior and how this ‘only story’ went terribly wrong.

In his sixties, Barnes published several books dealing with the themes of illness, ageing, grief, loss, remorse‚ and fear of death, all marked by a more melancholy and elegiac mood but also a sense of resilience. The title of the short story collection The Lemon Table (2004) is a reference to the table attended by the Finnish composer Jean Sibelius and others in a restaurant in the 1920s where it was ‘permissible – indeed obligatory – to talk about death’ (206), the lemon being a symbol of death among the Chinese. As for the next collection Pulse (2011), its title (which is also that of the final story in which an acupuncturist points out that in Chinese medicine, there exist six pulses in the human body) conjures up the continued throbbing of the heart for middle‐aged, elderly, sick‚ or widowed characters, even when the pace of their lives is slowing down. In the part‐memoir part‐essay Nothing to be Frightened of (2008), Barnes evokes his parents and brother but also his literary ancestors while discussing his own attitude towards death and religion. In the triptych Levels of Life (2013), the third section entitled ‘The Loss of Depth’ is a poignant meditation on mourning and grief after the death, in 2008, of Barnes’s wife, the literary agent Pat Kavanagh, to whom he had been married since 1979, while the first two parts (‘The Sin of Height’ and ‘On the Level’) are respectively a historical essay on Nadar as pioneer balloonist and aerial photographer and a fictional piece on Colonel Fred Burnaby, an awkward admirer and suitor of the extravagant actress Sarah Bernhardt. The generic puzzle which constitutes Levels of Life (but also several other books by Barnes) can best be summed up by its first sentence: ‘You put together two things that have not been put together before. And the world is changed’ (1). While Barnes abides by the principle of ‘Flaubertian objectivity and suppression of the writer’s personality’ and has no ‘desire to be confessional’ (in Guignery and Roberts 165), some of his work is thus partly autobiographical, more particularly the first section of his first novel Metroland and ‘Parenthesis’ in A History of the World, but also Nothing to be Frightened of – although he protests early on that ‘This is not, by the way, “my autobiography”’ (34) – and the third part of Levels of Life.

Besides being a talented novelist and short story writer, Barnes is a skilled essayist who strikes the reader as being alert and informed, erudite and curious, interested in all forms of artistic expression as well as in the history, customs‚ and culture of foreign countries. This is evidenced by the political and literary essays originally published in the New Yorker and collected in Letters from London (1995), witty and insightful reports on late‐ and post‐Thatcherite England which combine affection and despair for Britain, the British‚ and their follies. Barnes also published The Pedant in the Kitchen (2003), a collection of amusing pieces on Barnes’s anxiety as a cook and finicky use of cookery books, which echoes his earlier essay on the doyenne of food writers, Elizabeth David, reproduced in Something to Declare (2002) and his short story about a lady reading recipes to her Alzheimer‐stricken husband, ‘Appetite’, collected in The Lemon Table. Food and the culinary art are recurrent topics in Barnes’s work, which is not surprising for a writer who was a restaurant critic for the Tatler in the early 1980s under the pseudonym of Basil Seal, and who reviewed restaurants in Tufnell Park, London‚ and in Northern Italy for Times Magazine in 1999. Barnes’s essays often deal with literary topics, as in Through the Window (2012), a selection of pieces on British, French‚ and American writers. Barnes’s deep attachment to French culture, language‚ and literature – and more particularly to Flaubert – was brought to light in Metroland and Flaubert’s Parrot, and then confirmed by his first collection of short stories Cross Channel (1996), which presents British and Irish characters in provincial France from the seventeenth to the twentieth century, as well as by his numerous essays and reviews on Flaubert, some of which were collected in Something to Declare. In Nothing to be Frightened of, Flaubert is regularly evoked and quoted, alongside other French writers such as Montaigne, Jules Renard‚ or Alphonse Daudet‚ whose stunning collection of notes about his syphilis, his symptoms, excruciating pain‚ and various treatments Barnes translated in 2002 under the title In The Land of Pain. Barnes’s question in his introduction to Daudet’s book, ‘How is it best to write about illness, and dying, and death?’ (v), has yielded a variety of answers in both his short stories (The Lemon Table) and his non‐fiction (Nothing to be Frightened of, Levels of Life). In the non‐fictional and hybrid book The Man in the Red Coat (2019), written ‘during the last year or so before Britain’s deluded, masochistic departure from the European Union’, the author explores the life of the talented surgeon and pioneer gynaecologist Samuel Pozzi, who evolved in a brilliant circle of artists and writers in the ‘distant, decadent, hectic, violent, narcissistic and neurotic’ Parisian Belle Epoque (265). Barnes’s collection of essays Keeping an Eye Open (2015) includes pictorially vivid pieces on sixteen painters, most of whom are nineteenth‐ and twentieth‐century French painters (Géricault, Delacroix, Courbet, Manet, Fantin‐Latour, Cézanne, Degas, Redon, Bonnard, Vuillard, Braque), although the collection also focuses on René Magritte, Claes Oldenburg, Howard Hodgkin, Lucian Freud‚ and the Nabis‐school Félix Vallotton. Barnes’s keen eye for colours, proportions‚ and forms, and his interest in the figures and stories behind the scenes, show that the novelist and the art expert consider both painting and literature with the same acute attention to detail and plot.

The writer’s interest in artistic forms (painting, writing‚ and music in particular) is also visible in his works of fiction, which revel in intertextuality and intermediality and offer portraits of writers (Flaubert, Arthur Conan Doyle, but also Turgenev in ‘The Revival’ in The Lemon Table), composers‚ and musicians (a fictional avatar of Frederick Delius in ‘Interference’ in Cross Channel, Jean Sibelius in ‘The Silence’ in The Lemon Table, Shostakovich in The Noise of Time, and a blind pianist in ‘Harmony’ in Pulse), as well as painters (Géricault in A History of the World and a deaf painter in ‘The Limner’ in Pulse). Although Barnes has never tried to write a piece of prose deliberately structured like a piece of classical music, he admits that he sometimes thinks of narrative in a comparable way to musical narrative: ‘I often have a sense of the undercurrent, the pulse and the movement of the section that I am writing’ (in Guignery and Roberts 177). In several books, Barnes suggests that art (and especially fiction) paradoxically tells the greater truths about life‚ and he wonders whether art (but also love) may be more resilient and comforting than religion or history, especially when one is confronted by death. In Nothing to be Frightened of, Barnes notes it is tempting to consider art as a surrogate for religion for its ability to tell us a truth which ‘can save us – up to a point – that’s to say, enlighten us, move us, elevate us, even heal us – though only in this world’ (75). Staring at the Sun, A History of the World, and Nothing to be Frightened of – whose memorable first sentence is ‘I don’t believe in God, but I miss him’ (1) – question the ability of organized religion to offer consolation in the face of the finality of death. And yet, as noted by Andrew Tate, although Barnes’s books are set in an age of decline of Christianity and spirituality, and the author describes himself as a ‘happy atheist’ at twenty and an ‘agnostic at fifty and sixty’ (Nothing to be Frightened of 17, 22), the ‘“God question” persists across his oeuvre in a way that may seem surprising for a novelist who, superficially, seems reconciled to a godless world’ (in Groes and Childs 52). The lack of faith and religion may therefore appear as a source of regret.

Despite the great variety of Barnes’s literary production, correspondences and discreet intratextual dialogues can be perceived between works separated by several decades. Thus, Metroland and The Sense of an Ending, although written thirty years apart, share vivid descriptions of adolescence remembered with nostalgia and a sense of loss. The Porcupine and The Noise of Time twenty‐five years later – the two of them slim but compelling books – both draw from authentic historical figures to reflect on the way the power structures of the state apparatus in Communist Eastern Europe and Russia brutally curbed the freedoms of individuals. England, England and Arthur & George use different approaches to interrogate the constructed nature of national identity and of the myths of Englishness. The short story ‘Knowing French’ in The Lemon Table offers a refreshing perspective on Flaubert’s Parrot through the lively and witty letters an eccentric octogenarian lady sends to ‘Dr Barnes’: having read the author’s book, she wants to share with him her impressions, which leads her to a series of whimsical digressions reminiscent of the chaotic form of the 1984 novel. The fanciful letters address topics which were central to Flaubert’s Parrot (the figure of the parrot, Flaubert’s tale ‘A Simple Heart’, French language, the question of coincidences), thus establishing a dialogic communication between the two texts over thirty years. Structurally, several books echo each other as they follow a seemingly stable tripartite structure relying on a chronological order (Metroland, Staring at the Sun, England, England, Levels of Life, The Noise of Time, The Only Story), but they also contain major temporal ellipses which point to the necessary partiality of any narrative, be it historical, biographical‚ or fictional, and expose the gaps, holes‚ and missing pieces as enticing areas to probe and ponder. Barnes’s work thus explores both what is there (well‐documented facts, historical data, biographical details) and what is not there (the unknown, the unrecorded, the forgotten), as the latter is what leaves room for the author’s imagination and enables him to create enlightening fictions of love, grief‚ and enchantment, in which the comic and the tragic are intertwined. Peter Childs significantly sees Barnes’s work as ‘a balance of moral comedy and skeptical nostalgia in portraits of a fallen human condition’ (10–11).

Among points of interest in Barnes’s production which make it distinctive but also situate it within contemporary trends are his treatment of historiography and biography in fiction (and the blurring of the boundaries between them) and his focus on the fallibility of memory. At the end of the twentieth century, many contemporary British writers took a keen interest in historical events and figures‚ but novelists such as Barnes, Rushdie‚ or Swift did not abide by the rules of traditional historical or biographical novels. Instead of propagating historical facts with confidence, they questioned the means and modes of acquiring any knowledge about the past and threw doubt on the possibility of ever representing past events objectively and faithfully, a process which is particularly visible in Flaubert’s Parrot, A History of the World, The Porcupine, Arthur & George, and The Noise of Time. Barnes’s emphasis on the elusiveness of truth and the indeterminacy of meaning and his fondness for discontinuity testify to his wariness of the certainties of biography and historiography, but also of metanarratives in general, an ‘incredulity’ identified by Jean‐François Lyotard as characteristic of the postmodern condition (xxiv). The originality of Barnes’s work lies in his paradoxically persistent pursuit of truth in a world which has nevertheless lost its faith in the reassuring stability and teleology of grand narratives. Although he undercuts each authoritative discourse in A History of the World with a great deal of irony and recognizes that ‘objective truth is not obtainable’, he also argues that ‘we must still believe that objective truth is obtainable’ (245) so as not to ‘fall into beguiling relativity’ (246) and he therefore maintains the quest for truth and meaning as a valid process. As noted by Matthew Pateman, ‘Barnes’s novels offer a polite rebuke to the platitudinous relativism of postmodern culture as well as to the failed pieties that no longer serve’ (3).

Several of Barnes’s novels could be described as what Linda Hutcheon has called ‘historiographic metafiction’ (5), that is, novels which represent historical characters and events but at the same time keep reflecting within the text on issues relating to the retrieval of the past. Whereas nineteenth‐century novelists such as Sir Walter Scott sought to convey historical knowledge in a lively way without questioning its value and validity, in postmodernist fiction, the historical novel becomes a means for inquiring into the epistemological problems of historiography. To quote Frederick Holmes, Barnes is ‘a quester’ whose novels are ‘vehicles of discovery’ which address epistemological and ethical questions (24). In Flaubert’s Parrot, the recurrence of the interrogation ‘How do we seize the past?’ (14, 90, 100) suggests that the narrator does not take historical or biographical knowledge for granted, but questions the ways in which we come to know the past and seems more interested in the modes by which the past can be grasped than in the facts themselves. Barnes’s fiction repeatedly demonstrates that the past is inaccessible to us in its entirety, that documents are bound to be fragmentary‚ and that the historian or biographer necessarily selects information, arranges data‚ and fills in the gaps in the record but can never actually seize the past. The narrators thereby flaunt the discursive and narrative dimension of historiography, biography‚ and autobiography and dispute any claim to exhaustiveness, objectivity‚ and scientific truthfulness. Instead, Barnes emphasizes the similarities between fiction and history, stories and History, underlining their discursive and narrative dimension, their fictive and constructed character. He deliberately mixes imaginary and historical material so as to shatter the certainties of historical knowledge, and redefines history in the half chapter of A History of the World as ‘soothing fabulation’ (242), while in The Sense of an Ending, an incredulous student quotes an invented definition of history as ‘that certainty produced at the point where the imperfections of memory meet the inadequacies of documentation’ (17).

The same suspicion applies to individual and collective memory‚ whose fallibility and elusive and manipulative nature Barnes keeps highlighting. Several of his books open with reflections about the mechanisms of recollection (Talking it Over, Love, etc., England, England, Arthur & George, The Sense of an Ending, The Noise of Time), and most display an awareness of ‘the impurity and corruption of the memory system’ as mentioned in England, England (7). In that novel, the malleability of history and the unreliability of collective and individual memory are precisely what enable the creators of the theme park on the Isle of Wight to rewrite, simplify‚ and caricature national history so as to meet the expectations of tourists. The short stories ‘Evermore’ and ‘Tunnel’ in Cross Channel, which dwell on the fate of the cemeteries of the First World War, record a fear that ‘history, gross history, daily history, would forget’ (111) as ‘[w]hat history mainly did was eliminate, delete’ (209) while in The Lemon Table and The Sense of an Ending, elderly characters look back on their lives and construct soothing yet deceitful illusions about their pasts. Thus, in The Sense of an Ending, the narrator identifies a specific incident as ‘the beginning of the end of [his] relationship’ with a young woman, but then adds: ‘Or have I just remembered it this way to make it seem so, and to apportion blame?’ (35). As he noted at the beginning of the book, ‘what you end up remembering isn’t always the same as what you have witnessed’ (3), thus pointing to the way time ‘has deformed’ some approximate memories ‘into certainty’ (4). In more recent work (Nothing to be Frightened of, The Sense of an Ending, Levels of Life, The Noise of Time, The Only Story), Barnes has tended to give more importance to the personal and the intimate than to the historical and the collective, but the ‘wisdom of uncertainty’ to take up Kundera’s phrase (Groes and Childs 7) and the relentless questioning about love, death, truth, knowledge‚ and the self continue to prevail in the work of an author who has often been described as a sceptic.

To convey his views on the unattainability of the past, Barnes often relies on a form of narrative which is neither continuous nor stable, but diverging, and at times chaotic and disorderly. The chapters in Flaubert’s Parrot and A History of the World thus resemble the pieces of a jigsaw that readers may try to assemble without ever managing to complete the motif, a process inscribed within the postmodernist aesthetics which favours fragmentation, multiplicity‚ and the refusal of any form of totalization. While in realist fiction, the narrator is traditionally presented as a stable, reliable, unproblematic omniscient figure, in postmodernist fiction, the narrator is often unreliable, self‐conscious‚ and reluctant to tell the whole story. In Flaubert’s Parrot, the narrator’s hesitations and frequent digressions reflect how painful it is for him to confront his wife’s adultery and suicide, and his literary investigation into Flaubert’s life and works is a way of postponing telling the story of his marital life. In The Sense of an Ending, the narrator‚ Tony Webster‚ indulges in self‐delusion to avoid owning to his possible responsibility in his friend Adrian’s suicide and the birth of a mentally disabled child. Another narrative strategy which points to the elusiveness and fragility of truth and memory consists in juxtaposing several narrative voices as in Talking it Over and Love, etc. (but also in Arthur & George), in which the absence of any authorial or authoritative voice lets contradictory or conflicting versions coexist and compete for the reader’s trust. The epigraph to Talking it Over, ‘He lies like an eye‐witness’, a Russian saying quoted by Shostakovich in his memoirs, throws into doubt each speaker’s reliability from the start, and the same proverb is repeated in The Noise of Time when Shostakovich is shown confused about his own memories and ‘no longer kn[owing] which version to trust’ (116).

The technique of multiple narrators was given an original form in the three juxtaposed chronologies in Flaubert’s Parrot, the first insisting on Flaubert’s successes, the second highlighting his failures‚ and the third entirely composed of quotations from the nineteenth‐century writer, which undermines the certainties of monological discourse and points to acute relativism. In ‘Shipwreck’ in A History of the World, the diverging interpretations of the ignorant eye and the informed eye on Géricault’s The Raft of the Medusa underline the subjectivity of viewpoints and the indeterminacy of signs and highlight the vanity of trying to enforce a single discourse, be it visual or textual, that would reveal a supposedly unique and totalizing truth. Barnes’s great skill in juxtaposing all these different voices in various books consists in creating specific styles and idiosyncrasies for each character‚ who becomes recognizable through their specific vocabulary, syntax‚ and rhythm. For instance, Oliver’s voice in Talking it Over and Love, etc. is most memorable for its erudition, flamboyance‚ and sophistication. His literary and musical allusions combined with the use of French, Latin, Italian‚ or German words, all highlight his pedantry and pretentiousness as well as his wit and cleverness. ‘Hygiene’ in The Lemon Table, which deals with a retired Major’s annual trip to London and visit to a prostitute, is written in terse military language, while the various voices in A History of the World switch from fifteenth‐century legal discourse and nineteenth‐century Biblical rhetoric to contemporary American, British‚ and Australian idiosyncrasies. Many critics have emphasized Barnes’s knack for ventriloquism and his deftness at what Mikhail Bakhtin has called polyphony and dialogism. Wojciech Drag has described Barnesian style as ‘wry, erudite, clever, playful, seemingly distanced but deeply personal at heart’ (in Tory and Vesztergom 155). Style and linguistic precision are central to the author whose self‐appointed task is to locate ‘[t]he correct word, the true phrase, the perfect sentence’ (Flaubert’s Parrot 88). As noted by Frederick Holmes, Barnes ‘shares the commitment that Flaubert had to le mot juste, to the precise deployment of individual words in the creation of a style that is perfectly suited for the job at hand’ (17). While fond of memorable epigrams and aphorisms (as evidenced in the third section of The Only Story), Barnes is also suspicious of worn‐out formulas, clichés‚ and dead metaphors. In A History of the World, a character questions such a stale use of language: ‘The apple of my eye. What does it mean? You say words like that and everyone knows what they mean but when you look at them you can’t understand them’ (212).

Formally, Barnes’s work is marked by an ‘inventive and ludic approach to the novel’ (Childs 9), a ‘combination of innovative techniques and strategies with conventional modes and codes’ (Guignery 2006, 5). Walking in the footsteps of Flaubert, Barnes excels in the technique of free indirect discourse‚ which gives access to the characters’ inner lives while maintaining the third‐person omniscient narrator hidden (for instance in Arthur & George), but he also indulges in self‐reflexive intrusive first‐person narrative voices which appeal to the reader and expose the artefact of their creations (Flaubert’s Parrot, A History of the World, Talking it Over, Love, etc.). In The Only Story, he moves from first person (because first love, according to Barnes, exists in the first person and in the present tense) to second person (allowing the narrator to share thoughts confidingly with the reader) to third person when the older narrator observes his life from a distance. As noted by Bianca Leggett, for Barnes, formal inventiveness becomes a way ‘of both highlighting the frailties of the old forms which accommodated meta‐narrative, and pointing forwards towards a favourable alternative’ (in Guignery 2009, 27). In Flaubert’s Parrot, the author renews several possibly exhausted forms and genres (e.g. the biography, the bestiary, the dictionary‚ and the chronology) by mixing and distorting them, which enables the narrator to approach Flaubert through original and varied ways and to avoid the pitfalls of each individual genre. In A History of the World, the lack of a single plot, the disruption of chronology, the absence of narrative cohesion‚ and the generic multiplicity are all part of a quest for new forms to express the multi‐faceted dimension of the world. However, the book’s fragmentation and multiplicity are countered by the numerous echoes, repeated phrases, recurrent motifs, plot links‚ and thematic coherence which weave the different threads together. Although seemingly more conventional in its third‐person narration and historical setting, Arthur & George alternates in the first hundred pages use of the past tense to record Conan Doyle’s childhood (thus making it more remote) and the present tense to relate George Edalji’s childhood (thereby creating a closer proximity for the reader). When he thought of writing about death (in what was to become Nothing to be Frightened of), Barnes remembers looking for an original generic form that would fit his singular project: ‘I didn’t want to write an essay addressing death in a head‐on fashion – what, whither, why, whence’ and ‘sensed that the approach would have to be episodic, discursive, memoir‐ish, flowing between essay and memoir’ (in Guignery and Roberts 163). In The Man in the Red Coat, he opted for a structure similar to that of Nothing to be Frightened of, which he called ‘a kind of controlled wandering’ (in Guignery 2020, 208).

The author also succeeds in renewing the genre of the short story, for instance‚ in the collection The Lemon Table, in which ‘Knowing French’ is entirely written in the epistolary mode and ‘The Silence’ is composed of fragmentary entries in the first person, seemingly extracted from a personal diary. In Pulse, the four pieces entitled ‘Phil & Joanna’ interspersed in the first half of the volume are made of dialogues apart from the brief opening and closing paragraphs in first‐person narration: they record seemingly trivial late night conversations between London liberals over a wide range of topics between the time Barack Obama secured the Democratic nomination for President and October of the next year. The direct mode makes it necessary for the reader to be attentive to the smallest clues and read between the lines of these ordinary discussions to figure out the relationships between the characters and perceive the suppressed emotions and hidden frustrations. In other fictional texts, Barnes abides by more traditional techniques, following for instance the general format of the Bildungsroman in Metroland and Staring at the Sun (but also in England, England), or deploying realistic tools without subverting them or employing irony.

Barnes’s books often deal with personal and historical traumas, be it world catastrophes such as the two World Wars (Staring at the Sun, A History of the World), the Holocaust or the prospect of a nuclear war (A History of the World), a miscarriage of justice (Arthur & George), the infidelity and suicide of a wife (Flaubert’s Parrot), the suicide of a friend (The Sense of an Ending), the death of a spouse (‘Marriage Lines’ in Pulse, ‘The Loss of Depth’ in Levels of Life) or a lover’s slow descent into alcoholism and oblivion (The Only Story). Although the tone of Barnes’s later books might be deemed sombre and melancholy, without however giving in to sentimentality or false emotionality, Barnes also uses humour, irony‚ and comedy to convey sometimes dire truths. In the first chapter of A History of the World, a cheeky woodworm presents a revisionist version of the episodes of Noah’s Ark and the Flood and subverts the language of authority in colloquial and humorous terms, evoking the manner of a stand‐up comedian. England, England deals in a farcical way with the serious topic of the rewriting of national myths and the dominance of hyperreality (the blurring of reality and fantasy) and the simulacrum, in particular through such colourful characters as the provocative gay historian Dr Max or the truthful replica of Dr Johnson‚ who is convinced he is the real melancholy essayist. Nothing to be Frightened of approaches the topic of death through sometimes amusing anecdotes‚ and although Before She Met Me recounts a morbid and pathological obsession ending in tragedy, most reviewers were conscious of the book’s comic edge and bleak humour. The Noise of Time depicts Shostakovich’s torment at the fact that he can only stay alive by committing various acts of cowardice and compromise, but it also includes such incongruous sentences as ‘He swam in honours like a shrimp in shrimp‐cocktail sauce’ (118, 135), confirming Barnes’s fondness for striking similes and metaphors.

According to Merritt Moseley, ‘the truths of the human heart are the real center of [Barnes’s] art’ (171), and love is indeed a recurrent topic in his novels and short stories. It is particularly extolled in the ‘Parenthesis’ of A History of the World, in which a first‐person narrator (probably Barnes himself) reflects about love and history in a philosophical, linguistic but also at times scientific way, connecting love to truth. According to Frederick Holmes, most of Barnes’s fictions ‘treat romantic love as a source of confusion and anguish, not of ethical guidance’ (103), and in Levels of Life, a narrator indeed notes that ‘Every love story is a potential grief story’ (39). This is confirmed in The Only Story, in which the main protagonist wonders whether an entry in his notebook is true or false: ‘It is better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all’ (165). Thirty‐five years earlier in Before She Met Me, Barnes disrupted the genre of the classical romantic tragedy staging the conventional characters of husband, wife‚ and lover by proposing an original variation on the love triangle (husband, wife‚ and her past) and on the age‐old theme of jealousy degenerating into madness and murder. In Talking it Over and Love, etc., the characters oscillate between obsessional love (as in Before She Met Me) and reasonable love, and the two novels offer countless maxims, reflections, epigrams‚ and metaphors on love, infidelity, jealousy‚ and betrayal, with ambivalent conclusions in both cases. The two books elaborate on aphorisms on love and marriage by French eighteenth‐century moralist Chamfort, but also offer contemporary metaphors better suited to the current capitalist world, for instance‚ when Oliver offers an analogy between love and money in Talking it Over: ‘Love rises and falls in value like any currency’ (158). In The Lemon Table – whose working title was Rage and Age – stories such as ‘Trespass’, ‘Marriage Lines’, and ‘East Wind’ are deeply moving explorations of love and loss, told in subdued and intimate tones. In the same volume, ‘The Revival’ relates the platonic passion of sixty‐year‐old Turgenev for an actress who is thirty‐five years younger than him, and, like ‘The Story of Mats Israelson’ and ‘Bark’, dwells on notions of renunciation, unfulfilled dreams‚ and missed opportunities in subtle and moving terms. In The Lemon Table, love is considered from the perspective of elderly people who remember it nostalgically after having experienced it or renounced it, but are also living it in the present (as in ‘The Fruit Cage’ and ‘Bark’), thus demonstrating that old age is not synonymous with resignation, acceptance‚ and serenity, but marks the persistence of heartfelt emotions and desire. According to Peter Childs, Barnes’s latest short story collection, Pulse, also represents ‘a largely affirmative collection of positive connections despite the disappointments, misunderstandings, and failings that Barnes presents as pauses between the hopeful heartbeats’ (in Groes and Childs 116).

Over almost forty years, Barnes has varied the tones of his novels from the amusing and fresh in Metroland to the bleak and disturbing in Before She Met Me, from the cheeky and subversive in A History of the World to the sober and balanced in Arthur & George, from the playful, erudite‚ and ironical in Flaubert’s Parrot to the resigned and pained in The Noise of Time. He has experimented with many genres, voices‚ and styles and has covered a wide range of historical, political, biographical‚ and fictional topics, ambitiously aiming for another departure with each new book. There is no ‘sense of an ending’ in Barnes’s work‚ which playfully prefers ‘beginning with an ending’ and ‘ending with a beginning’ as in Arthur & George (65, 289) and deliberately leaves the doors of interpretation open, sidestepping clear resolutions and privileging thought‐provoking ambivalence. And there is no ‘sense of an ending’ to Barnes’s work as the writer, who has proved particularly productive in his publication of a book every year or every other year for almost four decades will undoubtedly continue to charm, surprise‚ and provoke readers with new creations.
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Where They Are: Language and Place in James Kelman’s Fiction

JOHNNY RODGER



James Kelman is a prize‐winning writer of fiction in various genres who was born in 1946. The biographical blurbs he provides for publishers of his works are often terse and brief. In the inside page of the 1987 paperback edition of his novel The Chancer, published by Picador, for example, these two lines appear:


James Kelman lives in Glasgow

with his wife and two children. (TC 1)


The tone is unexpectedly confrontational with the conventions and protocols of the author’s biography: it is almost of a form appropriate for the discipline of Logic, in the sense of it being a probing of what can be said, what it is legitimate to assert. Explicit and concise also, is the question of where that can be said, from where, and of where, and of course, more awkwardly, how where? This chapter takes Kelman’s lead on that declaration of his evident literary priorities: language and place. For those readers who might require some more information to apprehend at the start of this chapter, there is this: Kelman published his first collection of fiction An Old Pub Near the Angel in 1973, and he has spent most of his writing life in Glasgow. At an earlier period‚ he worked in a number of odd labouring jobs in various cities in England, and as a young adult he emigrated to California with his parents for a short while. Both those experiences have some substantial representation in his work – notably in the many works set in England, and in the two novels You Have to Be Careful in the Land of the Free and Dirt Road set in the United States.

In sheer quantity of output, James Kelman’s literary achievements can be assessed as extensive by any standard. Since first appearing in print in 1973‚ he has published nine novels, ten collections of short stories, two volumes of critical writings‚ and a collection of plays, besides numerous other articles and chapters contributed to other collections. Despite the fact that he has been most prolific in the production of short stories, and that he himself has declared that ‘short stories are my first love’ (Kelman), it is as a novelist that he is most recognized and arguably has been most successful, winning the Man Booker Prize for his novel How Late It Was, How Late in 1994, the James Tait Black Memorial Prize for the novel The Disaffection in 1989,and the Saltire Award for another novel Kieron Smith, Boy in 2008. Prizes for those novels notwithstanding, in terms of quality, the nature of his work does, however, appear to be hotly disputed.

While from some quarters Kelman has received the highest compliments and uncompromising praise of his literary achievements – the writer, academic and critic Amit Chaudhuri has referred to him as ‘the greatest living British novelist’ (Liu) – from others, a diametrically opposed assessment of his value has made its presence felt. Julia Neuberger, a Booker judge, claimed that Kelman’s winning of the prize in 1994 was a ‘disgrace’ (Wood); three days later‚ journalist Simon Jenkins wrote that Kelman was ‘acting the part of an illiterate savage’ (Jordison) in his writing, while critic Terry Eagleton accused Kelman of ‘truculent self‐indulgence’ (Eagleton 265) in his critical works. Kelman himself has often been sanguine and robust in his own defence, and indeed has been ready to launch attacks on writers and writings he perceives not to share concerns immediate and local to his own, such as his dismissal of ‘writers of fucking detective fiction’ (Wroe). Perhaps more interesting and telling than those more abrasive and unsubtle attacks are his assessment of the motives for, or indeed provenance of the attacks on himself. In one interview‚ Kelman seems to locate a media hostility to his work in a particular place. Referring to interviews that go ‘sour’, he says:


Well, it doesn't tend to happen abroad, nor in Scotland. It's just in England, really. It can be a case that an interviewer doesn't know the work very well, but is very familiar with the response to my work – generally speaking, of hostility. Or they make assumptions based on a perception of my work, rather than the work itself. (Aitkenhead)


Despite appearances, his intention here is not to take a nationalist stance – Scotland against England, but to point out that it is a middle class establishment metropolitan London media which so often misunderstands and/or attacks his work, and that is because they ‘pigeon‐hole’ a nonmetropolitan standard English work containing many ‘swear’ words as not belonging to the canon of ‘English Literature’:


They assume that the intellectual content of my work is minimal, shall we say. They tend to see me as part of a working class‐ness. (Aitkenhead)


One Booker Prize judge reportedly said that the novel How Late It Was, How Late should never have won because his wife had said that it wasn’t written in English, and a more localized edge was given to that assessment by Simon Jenkins’ sneering comment that the book was indeed written in the language of ‘merely Glaswegian alcoholic with very few borrowings’ (Kovesi, 67).

Kelman’s reaction to such criticism has ranged over almost the full spectrum of possibilities. He has at times ignored it. He has answered it directly, as in his Booker Prize‐winning speech which contextualized and rejected the critic Gerald Warner’s assessment of his novel as ‘primeval’ (Warner), saying that


This sort of prejudice, in one guise or another, has been around for a very long time and for the sake of clarity we are better employing the contemporary label, which is racism. A fine line can exist between elitism and racism and on matters concerning language and culture the distinction can sometimes cease to exist altogether. (Kovesi 159)


As noted above with writers of detective fiction, Kelman has also indulged in attacks himself, and he has sometimes appeared to have felt vulnerable, to have been simply disappointed, and even apparently, depressed. As he admitted of those critical attacks after the Booker prize win:


… but there were so many, and it lasted so long. (Gardiner)


Yet whether Kelman has been angered or disappointed, or fired up critically, or moved to turn the other cheek; and regardless of how accurate or sustainable these attacks have been –and they will be examined in more detail below – such criticism does always seem to focus, rightly or wrongly, on two particular areas, namely‚ language and place. Ever‐present in these criticisms, that is to say, is an attempted engagement with Kelman’s type of and use of language, and with the place to which he and or his language are thought to belong: Scotland, or more specifically, Glasgow.

Even if some of these writings hostile to Kelman’s work can be shown to have grabbed the wrong end of the critical stick, as it were, the thesis here is that they are on to something in the fields they choose to engage with. The intention here then will be to show that the language Kelman chooses to write and the particular way he uses place are key to understanding his oeuvre and what he aims to achieve in it. These two aspects will also be of great use in testing and understanding the relationship between Kelman’s political and social activism and his writing of fiction and criticism. In the following exploration of these aspects‚ the material for analysis is largely drawn from Kelman’s novels. Kelman’s preference for the short story form and his prolificity in it notwithstanding, the novels are understood here as incorporating a more sustained work which elaborates themes and standpoints at length, and indeed the chronological sequence of novels can be treated as milestones in the development of his style.



Language

The non‐’standard’ appearance of Kelman’s prose is often categorized by commentators as ‘dialect’. Kelman is said to write in Scottish or Glaswegian dialect by both commentators who apparently wish to assert this is a positive thing, and also, by those who mean to imply that this might cause difficulties for the reader. Thus‚ in an article in the Guardian in 2014, titled ‘A Difficulty with Dialect’ the writer asserts that Kelman is ‘dialect heavy’ (Taylor), while on the Scottish Language Centre website Kelman is claimed with pride as a writer in Scottish and Glaswegian dialect (Scots Language Centre). A real examination of the prose‚ however, in terms of vocabulary used and orthography, will reveal to any knowledgeable reader that Kelman’s prose is very rarely a straightforward attempt to reproduce the Scottish or Glaswegian dialect. In one short story‚ ‘Nice to Be Nice’ (PNA), Kelman does attempt to produce a more or less phonetic transcription of the dialect, but study of his broader oeuvre will show that this is a relatively isolated experiment in his prose writing and stands out as such. Carruthers and McMunnigle draw attention to an otherwise radical ‘fluidity’ in Kelman’s language, and point out that in each story or novel the relationship between orthography, speech‚ and writing has to be rebuilt and re‐established from the ground with the authentic expression of the character. They show how the Scottish negative of the verb ‘did’, usually rendered in standard central lowland Scots orthography as ‘didnae’, is variously rendered by Kelman as ‘didny’ (AD), ‘didni’ (HLIWHL), and ‘did not’ (NNWG). Carruthers and McMunnigle comment that ‘for Kelman, language and reality are never to be rendered with absolute certitude’ (Carruthers).

The radical ‘fluidity’ in Kelman’s prose doesn’t simply extend to varieties of dialect and of orthographies of one dialect. He employs a seemingly endless range of dialects and idiolects, tones, registers, and importantly, grammars and syntax in his prose. Thus‚ he avoids not only any type of standard language, but also by rebuilding and re‐establishing, as McMunnigle and Carruthers say, the authentic expression of each character, Kelman avoids creating a standard ‘Kelman prose’ too. As he says of that short story ‘Nice to Be Nice’:


I’ve come to realise in later work the importance of the grammar itself. It’s not just syntax. In a novel like my Translated Accounts – again, it’s a position that Chomsky and the linguists would understand – there are different grammars. The grammar of a child is different from the grammar of an adult. They will say and express what they mean, but they can have a very elongated way of doing it. There are many, many different grammars – an indefinite number of grammars. (Kravitz)


Thus‚ particular syntaxes for specific characters are worked out by Kelman, such as the evolving child’s grammar seen in the book KSB. That novel was published (2008) not long after Kelman made the above comment, and an excerpt of the protagonist’s monologue can exemplify what Kelman describes as his ‘position’ on different grammars:


Pat called it a veranda, ye were out on the veranda. Other ones called it that. No just RC’s. So if it was a kitchenette balcony it was a kitchenette veranda. My maw did not like veranda, it was a balcony to her. Some houses had front ones, they came out the living room at the front of yer building. But back balconies were best, people all said it. (KSB 135)


Kelman often claims to have found an affinity for this operation with a fluidity of language in his extensive reading of, and comradely engagement‚ with postcolonial writers. In the 1980s and 1990s, Kelman became involved in several black rights campaigns and with African and Caribbean cultural and pressure groups and institutions based in London like the George Padmore Institute, the New Beacon bookshop‚ and the International Book Fair of Radical, Black and Third World Books (Miller 141–154). Kelman clearly positions himself in relation to this postcolonial tradition, and sees parallels in his operation under some type of similar set of circumstances as a working‐class Scot within the class system in Britain. As already noted above, in his Booker acceptance speech in 1994‚ for example, Kelman made this explicit, commenting that ‘a fine line can exist between elitism and racism. On matters concerning language and culture the distinction can sometimes cease altogether’ (Wroe).

Nicholas Wroe writes of Kelman in the Guardian:


He has said that even the use of words like ‘vernacular’ or ‘dialect’ are just another way of inferiorising the language by indicating there is a standard, citing Trinidad‐born writer Earl Lovelace, the Nigerian Ken Saro‐Wiwa, and 1985 Booker winner Keri Hulme, a New Zealand Maori, as artists who have suffered from this approach.


Wroe then quotes Kelman as he goes on to say of these writers:


It's not recognised how great their work is. The richness of how they use language is not even acknowledged. People like this are subversive and dangerous and so their writing is treated as some kind of fluke. It's treated in quite a racist way. (Wroe)


Kelman has also referred specifically to the similarities in approach between himself and one particular Caribbean writer, Sam Sevlon, writing in one essay that when he discovered Sevlon’s writing, ‘I thought his approach was similar to where I was myself’ (AJS 226).

In both Kelman and Sevlon’s prose work‚ there is no separate language for the narrator marking them off from the direct speech of the characters, but perhaps an even deeper comparison can be made. An understanding of what Kelman is denoting by ‘similar’ might be found in the introduction to Sevlon’s novel The Lonely Londoners (1956) by Prof Kenneth Ramchand:


… the narrating voice varies in vocabulary and in grammar and in syntax to suit differing situations. To make up this flexible language, Selvon draws expertly upon the whole linguistic spectrum available to the literate West Indian, ranging from English Standard English to West Indian Standard English, to differing degrees of dialect, inventing new combinations and adding his own emphases. The language of The Lonely Londoners is not the language of one stratum in society, not the language of the ‘folk’ meaning the people or the peasantry, but a careful fabrication, a modified dialect which contains and expresses the sensibility of a whole society. (Selvon 13)


Simple substitution of the term ‘Glaswegian’ for ‘West Indian’ in that paragraph could arguably translate the whole into an adequate description of Kelman’s own ‘flexible’ use of language.

Kovesi notes that ‘rarely are marginalised varieties of English, especially working class forms, allowed a dominant position in fiction’ (Kovesi 13). He refers to Kelman’s ‘flattening of the usual hierarchies’ (Kovesi 12) in published novels where the omniscient narrator uses a so‐called ‘standard’ variety of English. As regards that ‘flexibility’ of language, Kovesi points out that for writers like Kelman and his friend, the late poet Tom Leonard, the fact that spoken language is often inconsistent in tone, quality‚ and register is a positive value which is not reproduced in ‘standard print’. Kovesi then expands upon the qualities that ‘flatten’ out their prose, and we see a description very similar, if more in depth, to Ramchand’s description of Sevlon above:


For these writers, speakers and narrators flip between pronunciations, registers, lexis and code‐switch depending on all manner of shifts in contexts, intentions, moods and audiences. (Kovesi 26)


For Kovesi, this means that a range and variety of people and their language, who are normally excluded from any dominant position in literary culture, can stake a place through the work of writers like Kelman and Leonard. He cites Tom Leonard on the psychiatrist R.D. Laing to reinforce this point


Laing demonstrated how language is used to invalidate the access of others to an agreed universal present supposedly shared exclusively by people in related positions of power. In other words to deny people their full presence. (Kovesi 27)


This clear relation between literary form and literary aesthetics and the political is elaborated even further in the work on Kelman by critic Aaron Kelly. By examining Kelman’s work principally through the lens of Adorno and French philosopher Jacques Rancière, Kelly outlines by step the political choices Kelman makes in his prose and the payload that delivers. Kelly begins by denying that there can be any formal autonomy or purity of art separate from political consequence or significance:


… the escape supposedly offered by art is already socially mediated by the world’s constitutive inequalities that make both society and art possible in their current forms. (Kelly 6)


With Adorno, Kelly then avers that with the use of the ‘standard’ English voice in the novel as omniscient narrator, what we see is a mere mask of clarity and accessibility (no ‘difficult’ dialects) covering the compliant logic of liberal democracy whereby the bourgeois subject claims the right to speak through and for all subjects. Kelly suggests that ‘traditional’ realist prose whereby that ‘standard’ narrative voice introduces the lower‐class personalities and their language is not a form of democracy with everyone allowed a voice, but a framing and domination by the politics of the ‘standard’ voice and its viewpoint. He writes:


Instead of alternating equally between the perspectives of the upper and lower classes, novels such as Middlemarch may instead be translating the experiences of the latter into the register of the former. This is not democracy but domination, and suggests realism may be less representation than ruse. (Kelly 151)


Kelman resists such realist representations of character, and thus unlike say‚ for example, Walter Scott in his representations of lower‐class characters, a democracy of voice is performed in Kelman’s prose, whereby through that ‘flattening’ of the prose style, which includes a blurring of the difference between the narrating voice and the character’s voice, the character remains unreconciled to the inequalities of the world, and does not assent to becoming an object in the narrative of bourgeois progress. As Kelly puts it:


… a refusal to partake in a governing consensus that would allow the disempowered to speak only through a supervening language that simultaneously silences them and erases their antagonism. (Kelly 92)


If Kelly rejects the bourgeois realist notion of democracy in prose for a democracy of voice introduced by Kelman‚ then he looks to Rancière for a refinement of that latter notion of democracy. For Rancière‚ democracy is a ‘partage du sensible’ or a distribution or sharing of the sensible or perceptible, meaning that everyone has a right to represent the world on their own terms. Rancière thus introduces an aesthetic dimension to the notion of democracy.

This aesthetic component plays a vital part in Kelman’s political choices of the language his characters use. Indeed‚ as we see in the excerpt above from Kieron Smith, Boy, the choice of a grammar or syntax is a poetic one which is political because it does not conform to dominant aesthetic codes, and use of that grammar opens the reader up to a whole and particular world view of one individual character. Kelman’s novels and stories are thus not just political tracts, not stories and characters chosen simply as vehicles for a political message, although they inescapably carry such a message. Thus‚ this poetic impulse is always primary in Kelman’s work; it is inseparable from the political. James Wood, writing in The New Yorker (Wood), points to one particular sentence in the story ‘The One with the Dog’ in Kelman’s collection ‘If It Is Your Life’ and notes that Kelman invents his ‘own rhythms’ and ‘with subtle daring’:


One thing I’m finding but it makes it a wee bit easier getting a turn. (IIYL)


Wood picks out the placing of the word ‘but’ in that sentence as an example of the ‘surprising things’ that Kelman does in his prose with that word. According to Wood not only does the insertion of that word here in this sentence cause a break in the ‘normative’ rhythm of such a phrase, but it also allows for a ‘musical pitching’ together with the later word ‘bit’, which provides a euphony and poetry that would be missing in what he calls a ‘formal version’ of that sentence – that is, a ‘standard’ English one missing all the idiosyncratic and dialectical elements. For the interesting point is surely that Wood seems to be unaware here that this syntactical use of the word ‘but’ here by Kelman is in fact a fairly common construction in Glaswegian speech. That’s not to lessen the value of Wood’s appreciation, nor to say that Kelman’s work can just be dismissed (as he writes of postcolonial writers above), as a ‘fluke’: at worst a mere transliteration of speech patterns, or at best an example of art trouvé (although there must be an element of that in all writers and poets’ works). In the latter case‚ would Kelman not deserve credit in any case for bringing the distinctive syntactical and euphonious qualities of an otherwise repressed and unheard of speech into the acknowledged resources of written English expression anyway? But the fact is that Kelman chooses the language of his characters very carefully. Indeed‚ this one cited sentence itself is a fine demonstration of how every language and grammar presents its own distinctively valid view of the world and can do so within its own expressive parameters and with its own scope for originality and dignity.



Place

In the sense that there is a prominent place in Kelman’s variegated prose style occupied by the vocabulary and grammars and syntax of the Glaswegian dialect, and Glaswegian in particular, and Scottish in general, modes of expression, then to a variable extent the questions of language and place overlap and are inseparable in his work. Most of the works, novels‚ and short stories take place in Glasgow; from the protagonist of The Busconductor Hines who spends his working days being driven around the actual streets of the city interacting with the people going about their daily business; to the engagement with the big shift of working‐class folk from residence in inner city tenements to peripheral 1950s and 1960s housing schemes, as experienced in the language of a child in Kieron Smith, Boy; to the newly blinded, middle‐aged man Sammy in How Late It Was How Late, who suddenly and inexplicably, has to feel his way around the city streets he knows using his hands and feet. The engagement with the actual forms – urban, civic‚ and social – of the city found across his works are thus multiform and polyvocal. There are‚ however, also many of his works which do not take place in Glasgow, but in other cities and countries that Kelman knows well, has worked or lived in, like London, Manchester, and the United States. Yet even in those works which are not situated in Glasgow, there tends to be always some relation to the place: the female main character in his London novel Mo Said She Was Quirky, and those in his two North American situated novels Dirt Road and You Have To Be Careful in the Land of the Free are all originally from Glasgow or at least from the West of Scotland. Thus‚ in these latter works, the language of the characters persists as a testimony to the personal and social histories of these working‐class characters in the place called Glasgow.

For Kelman’s own explicit testimony of the central role of that place in his work, we apparently need look no further than the title of an essay published in 1993, which was given as a talk to Glasgow University and Thanet College, Kent, namely‚ ‘The Importance of Glasgow in My Work’. Yet again, however, as with the complicated and evidently paradoxical case of his use of language, we find that the notion of what is Glasgow and why it might be important is not at all straightforward for Kelman and in his work. Indeed‚ it seems almost to spite the full‐blown assertion of his own title that Kelman begins that essay with the sentence ‘In coming to terms with the title of this talk I could maybe start by saying why Glasgow isn’t important’. He then launches into an example of definition by ‘negative apprehension’, a technique which he claims to have learned from Kafka (amongst others) (SRA 6) and which consists in defining or describing something by first treating of everything which it is not. Kelman then makes a fair case over the initial two pages (SRA 78–80) for why it might have been more important if he had been born elsewhere, for example‚ in some city or country where his writing would have been censored or he would have been prevented from writing somehow. After thus initially negating any standard type of writerly attachment to place which might involve parochialism or a vague sentimentality, Kelman comes to a particularized description of the society or community which was ‘my own background, my own socio‐cultural experience’ and of which he writes that he ‘wanted to write and remain a member of my own community’ (SRA 81). He then lists the sort of places where that community is to be met: ‘snooker halls and betting shops and DHSS offices and waiting in the queue in the Council House office’ (SRA 83).

Kelman writes most often then about characters and events that take place in particular places in Glasgow, but which are not necessarily uniquely Glaswegian types of places. Yet it is more complicated than that. The critic Simon Kovesi discovered in a box of Kelman’s papers which is held in the Mitchell Library in Glasgow an undated typed draft of the novel The Busconductor Hines which included the following paragraph as a ‘Foreword’:


That which you are about to read is a work of fiction. Thus the ‘city of Glasgow’ referred to by the author is not the actual city of Glasgow which is situated on the west coast of Central Scotland, it is simply a part of the fiction. This applies to other geographical locations as well as individual characters and the rest of the named detail. (Kovesi 55)


As Kovesi points out‚ Kelman seems to be forcing a distance between a textual Glasgow and an actual Glasgow here (Kovesi 55), but to what end? For sure, this Foreword was only in a draft and did not appear in the final published form of the book, but nevertheless Kelman employs other techniques in the published book that seem aimed at a similar differentiation. As the protagonist Hines travels through the city‚ he engages in a type of word play whereby he refers to particular zones by eliding their name into an initial letter, though often accompanied by an attribute or alliterative accompaniment, for example, ‘the district of D’, ‘Y’ and ‘High Amenity Zone K’ as seen here:


At times like the present 1 or 2 items cannot be dwelt upon. Especially when cutting through from Y to D because of the route taking on to the Outer Skirts of High Amenity Zone K. (BH 110)


This not only allows for the protagonist to indulge in a playful remaking of the city after his own fancy and in his own language – another textual Glasgow, of a sort – but it also subverts and resists any imposition of a standard version of Glasgow, a clichéd or banal everyday normality. It allows furthermore, for the reader to engage and collaborate, in a Barthesian manner, in creating the meaning of text, and not just to accept a meaning as handed down by the authority of the author. For those readers who are from Glasgow or knowledgeable about the city, it might seem a fairly straightforward matter to recognize from the contexts in which he speaks that Y stands for the district of Yoker, D for Drumchapel‚ and K either Kelvinside or Knightswood. This reader is‚ of course‚ likely to derive satisfaction from their positive and active engagement with the text‚ making it coherent and assigning real correspondences to the textual references. For the reader who doesn’t know Glasgow, they can either remain in ignorance about these areas, or they can imagine their way into what type of place the peripheral housing estate of D might be, and what is the significance of Hines’s references to it in the text. Either way the reader – as well as the protagonist – is left with an interpretative freedom as to what to make of those elided proper names, rather than just provided by authority with a factual piece of urban information.

With this technique‚ however, Kelman is not simply replacing a unique actual Glasgow with his own unique textual Glasgow. For again, in other works, we see Glasgow represented with other techniques in other forms – in the child’s language and particular grammar of Kieron Smith, and in the enforced haptic experiencing of the city’s streets and surfaces by the blinded protagonist Sammy in How Late it Was How Late. Accordingly there is a polyvocality to Kelman’s creation of Glasgow, it is full of a variety of viewpoints, experiences, understandings‚ and engagements by different people; it is full of difference, and as with the case of language as above, everyone has a right to their perceptions of the city, or as Rancière would put it, democracy consists in ‘partager de sensible’, in all – writer, readers, characters, narrator – having their share in the experience of the world.

It is noted, however, that Kelman is nonetheless particular about the types of places within Glasgow that he depicts. He refers to his discovery of foreign literature‚ which ironically revealed to him how to write from his own experience:


Now I could create stories based on things I knew about: snooker halls and betting shops and pubs and DHSS offices and waiting in the queue at the Council Housing office … (SRA 83)


Thus‚ although Kelman may leave space for others to share experience in creating a city of diversity, nonetheless he delimits the places of his own characters, all working class, who are


… marginalised, confined below stairs, kept out of reach in a housing scheme, stuck in a closet, on a reservation, a homeland, a ghetto, an inner or outer city slum, whatever. (SRA 15)




It is thus, not just in the sense that Kelman works in major language but undermines it or ‘deterritorialises’ the notion of a ‘standard’ of that language with his use of polyvalence, inconsistency, fluidity‚ and variability that sees him in conformity with Deleuze and Guattari’s definition of a minoritarian writer (like the Czech Jew Kafka, writing in German), but also that his characters live and operate in a world of ‘cramped space’. Deleuze and Guattari explain that in minor literature, the individual is always connected directly to the political because of this ‘cramped space’ in which as a marginalized culture it is forced to operate, and because collective or national consciousness is ‘often inactive in external life and always in the process of breakdown’ (Deleuze 17). Indeed, the sense that Kelman’s characters are trapped and spend much time in meditation on escape from oppressive social situations where desire is repressed is encountered again and again: in‚ for example‚ the case of Hines returning to a crumbling tenement due for demolition from a job scuttling back and forth across the city which is rumoured to be liable for redundancy any day; or the child Kieron Smith and his family removed from their familiar and close family setting in an inner city tenement to the alien and remote peripheral housing scheme; the repetitive drudgery of the protagonists life in Mo Said She Was Quirky, seared with the agony of guilt in a hopeless quest for a lost and faltered sibling; or Jeremiah stuck in a no‐man’s land between an exploitative authoritarian United States and the unbearable sentimentality his native land of no return in Skallin (Scotland) in You Have to be Careful in the Land of the Free.

Yet, as proposed at length in the article ‘The Writer as Tactician’ (Miller), a reflection of how Kelman’s characters not only cope with that sense of being trapped but resist it and its repressions can be gained by viewing his fiction through the lens of the work of French philosopher De Certeau. In his work The Practice of Everyday Life, De Certeau shows how individuals and communities who otherwise constitute the ‘dominated element in society’ (De Certeau 11), can ‘incessantly undermine and reinscribe conventional paths of social power’. ‘Everyday users’ in De Certeau’s terminology (who may be compared with Kelman’s ‘ordinary women and men’ (East End Anthology 4)) are able to exploit a series of tactics, which is ‘characterised by its ruses, its fragmentation, its poaching, its clandestine nature, its tireless but quiet activity’ (De Certeau 32) in order to undermine, subvert‚ and overturn the order and the plans of authority, or as Kelman would put it ‘those in control’ (SRA 28).

So while Kieron Smith finds himself not only powerless as a very young boy and alienated in the new housing estate distant from his familiar and comfortable inner city territory, he is also accorded the least power and spatial rights as the youngest child in the micropolitics of the family home. Thus‚ in the quotation above he discusses the nomination of a semi‐private space which annexes for himself from outside via some daring climbing skills which he develops, finally deciding to side with his mother as an ally in referring to it as a ‘balcony’ rather than as a ‘verandah’. As the youngest child he feels he is squeezed out and denied a space of his own, while his father dominates the sitting room, his mother the kitchen, and his elder brother their shared bedroom. Nonetheless Kieron inhabits and pushes back from the margins assigned to him against this spatio‐politics, tests the bounds of its authority‚ and refuses to simply accept the comprehensive authority of the way things are and its restrictions placed on his activities like reading in his bed, and so on:


I made all fidgeting noises and just was a complete pest, that was when he said [ …] But I found out how I could read in the bedroom and not lie on the bed. It was just a wee place down between my bed and the wall where the door was. The bed was pressed against the wall but ye could just squash down and under. My da kept all suitcases under my bed but I shifted them the gether and it was easy to squash in [ … ] If it was after tea and Matt was going in to swot, I just went in first and got my place comfy. I had the book against the wall and it got the light. When he came in he knew I was there but he did not say nothing. Because if it was my side of the room.

I liked it there. Nobody saw you and it was yours. But Matt did not like me doing it. (KSB 99–100)


Hines’ recalcitrance also kicks back against the same type of spatial marginalization, but as an adult, his techniques are more elaborate and sophisticated linguistically, and he has a broader repertoire. This includes his satire of the voice of authority and control when he mimics the detached scientific mode as he describes the backcourt of his building, letting his own voice, and the social reality from which it emerges, ultimately encroach upon and refuse to be silenced by the tone of authority.


The rectangle is formed by the backsides of the buildings – in fact it’s maybe even a square. A square: 4 sides of equal length and each 2 lines being angled into each other at 90. Okay now: this backcourt a square and for each unit of dwellers up each tenement there exists the 1/3 midden containing six dustbins. For every 3 closes you have the 1 midden containing 6 dustbins. But then you’ve got the prowlers coming around when every cunt’s asleep. They go exchanging holey dustbins for nice new yins. Holey dustbins: the bottom only portionally there so the rubbish remains on the ground when said dustbins are being uplifted. What a bastard. (BH 88)


Equally, when it seems the right to the whole city has been denied Sammy in HLIWHL by the ultimate spatial authority of the ‘sodjers’, or police, via a blinding beating, he refuses to accept that apparent exclusion, and bereft of visual clues he develops new ways of engaging with his environment:


There was the steps. He poked his way forward to the right and to the left jesus christ man that’s fine, to the right and to the left, okay; down the steps sideways and turning right, his hands along the wall, step by step reminding ye of that patacake game ye play when ye’re a wean, slapping yer hands on top of each other then speeding up. (HLIWHL 33)




Conclusion

Throughout James Kelman’s adult life he has been involved in activism and political campaigning. This work has not been party political; he has been involved in workers’ rights campaigns, social justice and right to the city campaigns, black rights and anti‐racist campaigns‚ and assorted other civic and national struggles for democracy and justice. On the face of it, much of this work may appear to be unrelated to his writing of literary fiction, and several critics – including Terry Eagleton, Mia Carter‚ and Alan Freeman – have pointed to the ‘doctrinaire’ (Carter in Hames), ‘truculent’ (Eagleton 265), and lack of ‘nuance(d)’ (Freeman) attitude that marks Kelman’s tone in his critical writing about politics and his political work, in contrast with his fiction. Kelman, however, insists that his political and activist work is inseparable from his fiction, and says:


I’ve nothing to say to writers who aren’t committed … I have much more to talk about with folk who aren’t writers or artists, but whose commitment leads them to live their lives in ways I approve. (SRA 80)


A full account of Kelman’s own commitment and the interrelationships between his activism, his political, critical‚ and polemical writings and his fiction is to be found in the Red Cockatoo: James Kelman and the Art of Commitment, but perhaps an insight into the democratic attitude (after Rancière’s definition) that is found in common across Kelman’s use of language, his treatment of place‚ and his sanguine attitude to the possibility of success of a political campaign as an activist is to be found in this paragraph in the introduction to his second published book of critical essays:


Most campaigns fail. But what does it mean to win? All campaigns concern miscarriage of justice in one form or another. They can involve the worst cases of brutality. In many instances ‘to win’ a campaign is simply to have acknowledged by those in authority that a miscarriage of justice has occurred. (AJS 11)


For Kelman, the aim with his ‘radical fluidity’ in language, as defined above, is not to replace one language of authority with another. He does not share the aim of some Scots Language activists to make a new dialect the standard, but to undermine the very notion of a standard, and to expose how such a notion limits the possibility of diversity and difference, and imposes, again, as Kelly says:


… a governing consensus that would allow the disempowered to speak only through a supervening language that simultaneously silences them and erases their antagonism. (Kelly 92)




Equally in the quotations above from Kieron Smith, Hines‚ and Sammy, we see that their aim is not to ‘win’ through to the ranks of authority, to be ‘those in control’ themselves through their techniques of fightback over the marginal places to which they have been confined, but to establish that they exist, to have it acknowledged that they have a right to exist, and have a right to their own experiences, their own perceptions and conceptions of the places where they are.



James Kelman: Published Novels and Short Story Collections




	1973 An Old Pub Near the Angel (stories)
	PNA  


	1976 Three Glasgow Writers (with Alex Hamilton and Tom Leonard; stories)
	TGW  


	1978 Short Tales from the Night Shift (stories)
	TNS  


	1983 Not Not While the Giro (stories)
	NNWG  


	1984 The Busconductor Hines (novel)
	BH  


	1985 A Chancer (novel)
	TC  


	1985 Lean Tales (with Agnes Owens and Alasdair Gray) (stories)
	LT  


	1987 Greyhound for Breakfast (stories)
	GB  


	1989 A Disaffection (novel)
	AD  


	1991 The Burn (stories)
	TB  


	1991 Hardie & Baird and Other Plays (plays)
	HB  


	1992 Some Recent Attacks: Essays Cultural and Political (essays)
	SRA  


	1994 How Late It Was, How Late (novel)
	HLIWHL  


	1998 The Good Times (stories)
	TGT  


	2001 Translated Accounts: A Novel (novel)
	TA  


	2002 “And the Judges Said …”: Essays (essays)
	AGS  


	2004 You Have to be Careful in the Land of the Free (novel)
	YHTBC  


	2008 Kieron Smith, Boy (novel)
	KSB  


	2011 If It is Your Life (stories)
	IIYL  


	2016 Dirt Road (novel)
	DR  


	2017 That Was a Shiver, and Other Stories (stories)
	TWS  
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Howard Barker (and « the Art of Theatre »)

ELISABETH ANGEL‐PEREZ AND VANASAY KHAMPHOMMALA



Biographical Landmarks

Howard Barker was born in 1946 in Dulwich (Greater London). He describes his family background as proletarian (his father worked in a small bookbinding factory), a context that influenced his first cultural references and his early political commitment to a communism that he was later to reject (A Style and Its Origins, 16–17). Under the pen name of his alter ego Eduardo Houth (whom he presents as a photographer), Barker has described his childhood and the early years of his career in A Style and Its Origins.

After studying history (which was to leave a strong imprint on his work), he soon turned to writing, first considering fiction, but then moving to dramatic writing. As early as 1970, at the age of 24, his first known play One Afternoon on the 63rd Level of the North Face of the Pyramid of Cheops The Great was produced and broadcast by the BBC. After this promising start, he was supported by famed publisher John Calder, and produced both on the radio and on stage. By the beginning of the 1980s, he was something of a dramatic wunderkind, regularly performed at the Royal Court, staged by budding young directors on the rise, such as Danny Boyle, Bill Alexander‚ or William Gaskill. This quick ascension culminated in the writing of Scenes from an Execution, his most popular play to this day, first performed with Glenda Jackson as Galactia, and in a ‘Barker at the Pit season’ organized by the Royal Shakespeare Company in 1985–1986.

Due to a growing discontentment with the way his plays were staged and produced, Howard Barker progressively cut ties with the theatrical establishment and in 1988 founded his own company, The Wrestling School, dedicated to the sole creation of his works. With this company, he progressively asserted himself not only as a playwright but also as a director. The Wrestling School stayed at the forefront of the theatrical avant‐garde in England for about twenty years, in spite of progressively restricted means of production, while Howard Barker continued to put forth an impressive body of work and progressively gained international recognition and scholarly attention.

The development of the company suffered an almost lethal blow when the Wrestling School lost its public funding in 2007. It has managed to survive since then with the support of private donors, but their production work on stage is becoming increasingly rare. This does not prevent Howard Barker from maintaining a strong and multifaceted creativity.

Indeed, Howard Barker is such a prolific and protean artist that it is difficult to try and categorize him. He has produced an impressive body of work as a painter, a stage director, a film maker, a photographer even, and of course as a poet for the stage: about a hundred plays, seven collections of poems, four books of theory, opera librettos, plays for puppets … Most of the arts he practises echo a number of common themes so that a fascinating dialogue between the arts is what characterizes his multi‐talented authorship. His paintings, almost all of them 36 inches × 36 inches canvases featuring faceless characters against an ochre backdrop, often capture a moment of one play or another and epitomize what is at stake on the stage.

His photographs, credited to the imaginary Eduardo Houth, are systematically black and white, and use a deliberately archaic style. He analyses his interest in photography in his essay Death, the One and the Art of Theatre, and dramatizes it, among others, in 13 Objects (‘Cracked Lens’). His photographs make frequent use of overexposure in compositions that fragment the human body (an obsessive motif in all aspects of his work) and associate it with objects, in a manner that is reminiscent of contemporary still‐life or vanitas imagery. Besides Eduardo Houth, Barker also uses a number of other names to credit his work as a set designer (Thomas Leipzig), costume designer (Billie Kaiser), or sound designer (Paula Sezno) in his productions with the Wrestling School.

Whether in his texts, in his paintings, his photographs‚ or his work as a director, most of Barker’s output is characterized by a strong sense of repetition, resulting in the impression of a carefully elaborated, autonomous aesthetic system. Self‐references, borrowings from previous texts, recurrent motifs and phrases abound, while characters invented for one play reappear in others, sometimes in radically opposed contexts. Tenna, ‘a very young woman’ in The Twelfth Battle of Isonzo becomes a much less naïve Danish woman in Animals in Paradise. Conversely, several characters seem to be mere variations on a similar theme: Gertrude, in Gertrude – the Cry, the Queen in Knowledge and a Girl, Sleev in A Wounded Knife all experience a late pregnancy. Aesthetic coherence thus replaces rational, logical continuity, and the relatively few themes Barker approaches are conversely explored unceasingly, from a seemingly endless number of angles. Plethora and stark minimalism thus go hand in hand in a work that constantly strives to investigate contradiction, as a means less to reach an equilibrium than to generate irreconcilable tensions.

Barker’s theatre is both inscribed in a long and rich tradition and radically new. Like his predecessors John Arden, Harold Pinter‚ or Edward Bond, Barker has spent time in the company of Shakespeare, Chekhov‚ and Beckett. He is also familiar with the theoretical works of Edward Gordon Craig, Antonin Artaud‚ or Bertolt Brecht. Yet, Barker has not followed in the footsteps of his elders. He has also broken away from his immediate contemporaries (Howard Brenton, David Hare‚ or David Edgar) and from their explicitly political not to say militant commitment.

Barker advocates a demanding theatre that expects a lot from its audience, a theatre that considers its spectators as adults who do not need to be spoon‐fed ready‐made ideas, a theatre that rejects all sorts of doxa. A poet at heart, Barker places language at the centre of a new dramatic form better adapted to express the complexity of the modern man: the Theatre of Catastrophe. This concept, polished in the successive editions of his first book of theory, Arguments for a Theatre, reconfigures the genre of tragedy and aims at re‐empowering it. Tragedy needs a new language, a language that can account for the inhumanity of humankind. The Theatre of Catastrophe, which sounds like a remote and assonantic echo of Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty, aims precisely at inventing this new language.

Three periods can be identified in Barker’s production that enable one to grasp the genesis, consolidation and evolution of this concept.



The Sociopolitical Premises of the Theatre of Catastrophe

Barker starts writing at the beginning of the 1970s, immediately after the abolition of censorship.This is a crucial moment of regeneration for the political theatre‚ whose figureheads are Caryl Churchill, Howard Brenton, David Hare‚ and David Edgar, all of them belonging to the second generation of sociopolitical dramatists (the first generation was led by John Arden, Arnold Wesker, Harold Pinter‚ and Edward Bond).

Barker’s early plays could at first sight be compared to sociopolitical theatre and manifest a clear Brechtian influence, a testimony to the long‐lasting impact of the Berliner Ensemble’s visit to England in 1956. Claw (1975) is certainly the most representative play of this category, in which the political legacy Barker inherited from his working‐class family (he clearly identified as communist at the beginning of his career as a playwright) can still be strongly felt. The themes addressed by these first plays concern politics, class struggle (Claw, That Good Between Us, 1977), war (The Love of a Good Man, 1978), or the decline of British society (The Hang of the Gaol, 1982). Barker holds it that ‘conflict is the most powerful element in the theatre’ and that ‘class conflict is the essential truth of English society’ (Itzin 250). However, if Barker claims he cannot ‘think how a serious writer could not place his characters in a political context’ (‘it’s irresponsible if he’s not continually brushing against politics, the quality of society and how individuals respond to it’, [ibid. 251]), and if his first plays are very much a manner of State of the Nation Plays, it is definitely a new sort of political theatre that he endeavours to invent.

Right from the outset, Barker stands out as no moralizer – unlike a large number of his contemporaries – he does not militate for a didactic theatre that would be motivated by the necessity to pass on a message, neither does he pose as a satirist whose aim would be to mock or to denounce. On the contrary, even when comedy dominates as a mode as is the case with his early plays, his work is penetrated by a great sense of tragedy. The Love of a Good Man (1978), which reads as a variation on the cemetery scene in Hamlet, illustrates just this: Barker engraves death at the heart of laughter and, not unlike Shakespeare, develops his own brand of grotesque poetics based on the macabre and on abjection. With Claw and The Love of a Good Man, Barker delineates the contours of a new political theatre, a political theatre having little in common with the ‘kitchen sink drama’ preferred by Arnold Wesker or Joe Osborne. Barker soon claims he rejects all kind of realism, and, to the domestic scenes characteristic of kitchen sink aesthetics, he much prefers broad epics, often historical large‐scale dramas with a great number of characters and a complex and rich network of plots and subplots. He systematically denounces a supposedly naturalistic popular language characterized by its poverty, which to him corresponds to a judgemental stance of the upper class, and betrays the actual beauty, richness‚ and style of actual popular language.

For Barker, theatre is stylized by essence: he explicitly asserts his disdain for naturalistic situations and his taste for metaphors. In 1978, Barker writes The Hang of the Gaol for the Royal Shakespeare Company: the prison is a powerful metaphor to speak of England. His political theatre, therefore, draws on situations of theatre – such as‚ for instance‚ trying to find a dead body in a gigantic battlefield littered with corpses (The Love of a Good Man) – that are not totally unlike what Bond calls ‘Theatre Events’: Barker invents metaphors for the stage that allow the spectator to grasp the gist of humanity.

Not abstaining from exaggeration and even caricature, Barker subverts the political play and turns it into some sort of ‘savage tragedy’. Here again, Claw may be the best illustration of Barker’s deviation of the genre: the play reads as a manner of Agit‐Prop play, a form which was very fashionable in the 1970s. Didactic by nature, with moments of direct address to the audience fragmenting the linear development of the narrative and therefore preventing identification, Agit‐Prop plays are militant plays whose aim is to convince or even to indoctrinate. Barker resorts to this poetics but subverts its functioning and its effects:


Mrs BILEDEW:Noel, are you living off … of girls? (Distraught, she rises to her feet, speaks out to the audience.) I could have ripped the clothes off me, I could have chucked my handbag, crocodile skin shoes and silk gloves in the gutter. (28)


Comparable to a mourner in an ancient chorus, Mrs Biledew comments on the action yet she playacts her commentaries: didacticism is therefore defeated from within‚ and the play is elaborated like a political anti‐Morality play, with Noel in the role of Everyman.

Such a subversion of the genre makes it clear that Barker is not interested in passing on a message or in edifying the audience: for him, ‘[a] theatre of social analysis, dependent on the communication of ideas and, consequently, on a permanent narrative of meaning, treats its audience like a dog on a lead’ (Arguments, 77). Barker stands up against a theatre that would revile the audience and consider them unable to think. This is what leads him to propose an ‘Art of Theatre’ as opposed to simply ‘theatre’, the term being considered by him to cover unworthy forms. This leitmotiv constitutes the guideline of his aphoristic ars poetica or poetic manifesto: Death, the One and the Art of Theatre (2005).

As Barker states in Arguments for a Theatre: ‘The expectations aroused by three decades of political theatre have produced an intellectual servility in audiences. This servility is expressed in the desperate ache for the message, which denigrates the experience of art’ (75). These are the certainties that lie at the basis of the Theatre of Catastrophe‚ which is elaborated both as a concept and as a praxis in the 1980s: Victory (1983) and Scenes from an Execution (1985) are immediately followed by the publication of the first edition of Arguments for a Theatre in 1989.



The Theatre of Catastrophe: The Necessity of Tragedy

With Victory and Scenes from an Execution, Barker radicalizes his will to opt out of a set category of drama, be it political or moral, so as to favour what he calls a ‘necessary’ theatre: ‘Our task is to make theatre a necessity. This can be achieved only when what it provides ceases to be entertainment on the one hand, or moral or political instruction on the other’ (Arguments, 79). Barker situates his drama right at the heart of the spiritual, moral‚ and aesthetic crisis of a post‐Adornian world that endeavours to emerge from the major traumatisms of the second twentieth century: such plays as Und, Only Some Can Take the Strain, or Found in the Ground address the traumas that have made us aware of the inhumanity of man, of the ‘banality of evil’ such as formulated by Hannah Arendt. Barker’s preoccupations – to delineate the new contours of what it means to be human – testify to the emergency there is to outgrow the ethical and therefore aesthetic aporias characterizing the post‐Auschwitz world. At the end of the 1980s‚ therefore, Barker’s plays are all governed by a number of almost obsessive interrogations: can one represent inhumanity without aestheticizing it? How can one continue using a language thought to guarantee the humanistic world, whereas – and barbaric historical events prove it – humanism has collapsed?


Towards a New Poetry for the Stage

The ethical reflexion, in Barker’s work, is intrinsically linked to the artistic quest for a new form: the omnipresence of the figure of the artist in his plays – Galactia in Scenes from an Execution, the Weaver in The Possibilities, Milton and Homer respectively in Victory and The Bite of the Night, prove it. When faced with the necessity of finding a new form to express a humanity that has discovered their inhumanity, to stage the human being who, in George Steiner’s striking formula, ‘come[s] after’ (Steiner 1967, 4), Barker invents a new language for the stage, a language just as red as the new red the Weaver or Galactia have to invent. ‘Got to find a new red for all that blood. A red that smells’, says Galactia in Scenes from an Execution (226), while the Weaver of The Possibilities marvels at his creation: ‘Look, as soon as it is dry, we shall have a different red. I feel certain this is a different red’ (164).

The man ‘who comes after’ is complex, too complex and new for any already devised theatrical form. Moreover, postmodernism has turned all set forms into obsolete models: Barker soon renounces writing comedies, in spite of a real and recognized comic talent; he keeps away from the Brechtian model just as he declines taking his inspiration from the theatre of derision after the Beckettian fashion. Tragedy, in the manner of Aristotle, vilified as ‘the critical policeman’ in Death, the One and the Art of Theatre (68), is not an option, nor is the Shakespearean model‚ because they both bring consolation with the promise of a renewed and re‐established order: ‘The Theatre of Catastrophe is more painful than tragedy, since tragedy consoles with restoration, the reassertion of moral values’ (Arguments, 63).

Barker’s new tragedy is ‘Catastrophic’ in the etymological sense of the term because it rests on a dramaturgy based on reversal: not the kind of reversal that would affect the diegesis (the Aristotelian catastrophe reverses good into evil) but a reversal of all set patterns and models. Barker’s Theatre of Catastrophe therefore is a theatre of reaction or of opposition to all types of pre‐existing dramatic forms. It is resolutely anti‐Aristotelian and anti‐Brechtian. As there is no purgation of the passions in this theatre, no catharsis, no distantiation either, theatre – or as Barker would put it ‘the Art of Theatre’ – places the actor and the spectator in a position where they can experience art viscerally before they experience it intellectually.

The Catastrophic plays are mature plays‚ and they stand out as much darker than those of the previous period: their humour is more cynical‚ and Barker replaces the grotesque aesthetics he favoured in his early plays by moments of pure Kristevian abjection. The epic breadth of his plays is confirmed by a constant resort to history (Victory, The Castle, Hated Nightfall) and to myths, be they biblical, mythological (The Last Supper is subtitled ‘A New Testament’, and The Bite of the Night revisits Homer’s Trojan war), or literary ([Uncle] Vanya, Seven Lears, Gertrude – The Cry). Barker’s use of intertexts, or, as he calls them, his ‘conversations with dead poets’ (Arguments, 13), is systematic in this period, as opposed to a preference for original narratives that he was later to develop. This tendency has encouraged a number of critics to associate his work with postmodern aesthetics, something that Barker himself strongly refutes (Arguments, 189). As much as his plays deconstruct traditional narratives, they do not give up on the necessity or the possibility of reinventing new ones. As much as they passionately reject the values attached to them, they seldom use the mode of irony. The confrontation of this variety of sources brings in itself a criticism of the ontological status that is usually attached to them. In his plays that revel in historical inaccuracy, history has no superior claim to truth than myths, literature, or any other form of fiction, and is given the same aesthetic treatment.

The ‘Catastrophic’ spectator has to dismiss their certainties, to unlearn what they know so as to be ready to make the experience of art for good, an experience in which there is no going back. When they submit themselves to this irreversible experience, the spectators are engaged viscerally and intellectually in an experience which is both fascinating and ultimately traumatic. One does not live through it unhurt or unaffected. Barker holds it that ‘It’s an artist’s job to be coarse. Preserving coarseness. That’s the problem’ (Scenes from an Execution, 242).



The Modalities of Catastrophe

How does Barker implement his theory of a Catastrophic theatre? His strategy consists first in jeopardizing our epistemological and moral system, in putting down the spectators’ references. Barker iconoclastically assaults our certainties so as to have the spectator experience ‘meaninglessness’ and the sense of loss it creates (Arguments, 75). Barker’s ambition consists in creating radically different, intuitive structures, in complete opposition to what a mimetic or comparative approach offers. Structures in both language and plot do not owe their legitimacy to the representation of the world beyond the stage: ‘The audience must feel that what it witnesses is beyond what it conceives to be common experience’ (Arguments, 81). As he writes elsewhere, in Death, the One and the Art of Theatre: ‘The theatre is often contrasted with the street, as if it were false, and the street real. The art of theatre asserts its absolute independence of the street. […] In any case, who says the street is real? It pretends to be real. The fact so many persist in the fiction that it is real is of no concern to us’ (3).

Barker therefore deprives the audience of every reference they could cling to: an identifiable space, a recognizable temporality, psychologically defined characters. The catastrophic space is often ‘swept by a wind of desolation’ (The Last Supper), and the stage always reveals some sort of post‐cataclysmic scenery: what is offered to the spectator’s eyesight consists of vestiges or ruins of identifiable referents (the ruins of a university, a battlefield after the battle). Time is no better specified: Catastrophic temporality does not care for historical accuracy, and anachronisms are abundant. As for the characters, they are often coded a contrario: Barker’s world is a place where nurses steal food from orphanages or madly exhibit their breasts to the passing trains, a place where thinkers don’t think but sleep, and where soldiers ‘kill nobody’ (The Last Supper). Finally, the text itself is a prey to all possible deconstructions: when elaborated on well‐known myths or stories (Seven Lears, The Last Supper, Gertrude the Cry, etc.), Barker systematically questions the audience’s confidence in what they know: in Gertrude, the main character is Hamlet’s 43 year old, highly sexual mother, not the suffering adolescent we expect to find at the centre of a rewriting of Hamlet. In The Last Supper, Jesus is replaced by the guru Lvov‚ whose name both evokes not the Lamb but the wolf and the most victimized Jewish town of Poland. In Knowledge and a Girl, Snow White is no innocent maid and invites her daddy to come and see her ‘garden’ while the dwarfs are not maintained in the pre‐Oedipal state that characterizes them in the traditional tale. Furthermore, the text’s narrativity and its linearity are interrupted both at the level of the global structure of the play (arch‐level) and at the microstructural level of the sentence and of the word. Parables that frequently chop up the linearity of the narrative or plays that often take the shape of variations on one theme (Wounds to the Face, The Possibilities, 13 Objects) find a replica at the microstructural level in the stumps of unfinished sentences left on their own, thanks to the over‐frequent use of aposiopesis. The text is deconstructed as well as reconstructed according to different principles: those of a‐narrativity, of a‐morality‚ and of poetry. Visually, a poetic (and paradigmatic) verticality of the text on the page is substituted for horizontal (syntagmatic) linearity. Barker writes his poetry (both dramatic and non‐dramatic) as a visual artist with a flair for the composition of the text on the page.



Reception

The effect of this Derridean deconstructionist enterprise on the spectator is impressive: the Catastrophic audience have their cultural, mental, moral‚ and ethical certainties (both their ethos and their episteme) radically questioned. Barker’s plays expose a world which, as a mirrored image of the individual mind, is always at war, always in crisis – a cataclysmic world in all respects: the Turkish Weaver’s family during the war between the Christians and the Muslims; Emperor Alexander on a battlefield; terrorists searching for a man in wartime; a Polish executioner in The Possibilities – a world in which torture sounds like a ‘necessary evil’ because it places the human being in an extremist situation which, alone, takes the human being out of its ‘normal’ and normative stand. This cataclysmic world helps create a ‘condition of moral suspension’ (Arguments, 101), which is the only condition enabling the human subject to find themselves, to know who they are for good. Suffering and pain are the only experiences that can lead one to discover the true nature of humanity and to have access to knowledge: ‘Suffering as the place of the subject. Where it emerges, where it is differentiated from chaos’ (Kristeva 149). In The Last Supper, one of the soldiers, MacAttlee, puts the question in a naïve but clear way: ‘They say it is terrible to lift your hand against your brother, but what's your evidence?’ (14). It is precisely this undecidability that Barker conceptualizes in his Arguments for a Theatre:


The abolition of routine distinctions between good and bad actions, the sense that good and evil co‐exist within the same psyche, that freedom and kindness may not be compatible, that pity is both a poison and an erotic stimulant, that laughter might be as often oppressive as it is rarely liberating, all these constitute the territory of a new theatrical practice, which lends its audience the potential of a personal re‐assessment in the light of dramatic action. The consequence of this is a modern form of tragedy which I call Catastrophism. (41–42)


Confronted with this negation of all known landmarks, the spectator experiences an anxiety that Barker describes as being necessary to authentic beauty: ‘Death in the art of theatre is the condition of beauty and anxiety the price of its revelation’ (Death, 26). Disoriented, on their own, the spectators find themselves alone and in pain. No answer is provided for them. Barker strongly criticizes theatres that give solutions instead of raising questions. Giving a solution implies a critical choice and therefore a clear decision to be imposed to the audience. For Barker, clarity is considered a fascistic form of oppression:



	Clarity

	Meaning

	Logic

	And Consistency

	None of it

	None (Arguments, 31–32)




An individualistic art, the Theatre of Catastrophe is no truth deliverer: it invents a place where the spectators are invited to access their own individual truth, their ‘savage ego’, their ‘real me’ (Scenes from an Execution, 236).




The Art of Theatre: Tragedy and Intimacy

What characterizes the end of the millennium and a third phase in Barker’s manner of writing is precisely that the Theatre of Catastrophe shifts from the historical epic focus we have just analyzed to a more intimate form of theatre. Catastrophe focuses on the crisis of the subject proper inasmuch as the subject crystallizes the anxieties of the age. In Und (1999), The Twelfth Battle of Isonzo (2000) or Slowly (2010), Barker’s poetic universe refocuses on the body in all its corporeality as the locus of history: the major frescoes of the previous period are progressively replaced – for both economic and aesthetic reasons – by more intimate plays that delve into the actor’s genius to promote the idea of a subject‐world, a subject whose intimate disasters echo the larger tragedies of the universe.

In these plays, the historical and political stakes are somehow transposed not only onto the domestic sphere (what Harold Pinter does so well) but onto the intimate. The political is somehow reterritorialized in the intimate and in the sensuous. In Knowledge and a Girl, the Queen’s body is sculpted and visited like a territory: ‘the cliff of her sterility’, ‘[her] barren walled womb’ (100), ‘the Queen’s estate“, ‘her dark fields’ (132) construct her as a woman‐landscape whose body, far from delineating a Carte du Tendre, offers a ravaged, craggy yet spell‐binding topography. In Animals in Paradise (2000), Taxis, the Swedish prince, and Machinist, the Danish philosopher, start a merciless war for Tenna’s landscape‐body. As in Hamlet, the war takes place on a political and erotic level at the same time; the war is waged on the battlefield – where the profusion of atrociously mutilated bodies reads as an echo to the genocidal and often fratricidal conflicts devastating the world in recent history – as well as on the terrain of the erotic body as a land to be conquered. As conceptualized by Georges Bataille, ecstasy and death are indissociable: ‘Eroticism, it may be said, is assenting to life up to the point of death. […] Eroticism opens the way to death’ (Bataille 11).

Gertrude’s cry in the eponymous play – a cry of pain and of orgasmic jouissance (little death) – operates the fusion between the two contraries and summarizes the tragic essence of existence:


Claudius. The cry Gertrude […] / I must drag that cry from you again if it weighs fifty bells or one thousand carcasses I must / IT KILLS GOD (97)


In a very Blakeian urge to marry Heaven and Hell, beauty appears as emerging from suffering:


Snow White. You are magnificent and vile and beautiful and terrible … (Knowledge and a Girl, 129)


The (female) body is soiled and then purified through an almost Christian ritual: such is Cascan’s purification of Gertrude’s body, or Askew’s for the Queen’s in Knowledge and a Girl. This fetishist approach to the female body has spurred the creation of a number of very strong female parts, endorsed by such actresses as Glenda Jackson, Victoria Wicks‚ or Fiona Shaw. It has also been the object of strong scrutiny and downright criticism, especially from feminist critics (Dahl, Finburgh). The body as represented by Barker is not only, however, a place of pain, and never exclusively female. It is also a place of revelation and transcendence:


It is impossible – now, at this point in the long journey of human culture – to avoid the sense that pain is necessity, that it is neither accident, nor malformation, nor malice, nor misunderstanding, that it is integral to the human character both in its inflicting and its suffering. This terrible sense tragedy alone has and will continue to articulate, and in so doing, make beautiful …


Such is Barker’s credo as magnificently expressed in Death, the One and the Art of Theatre (105).

In his more recent plays, Barker continues to develop a strikingly original poetry for the stage, and goes as far as to describe such plays as Dead Hands, The Twelfth Battle of Isonzo or Und as ‘dramatized poems’. The more concentrated scope of these works with fewer characters, in contradistinction to the epic dimensions of the works from the previous period, can be read as a shift from opera to chamber music. Barker himself compares the Wrestling School with whom he premieres most of his plays to ‘an orchestra of various voices and pitches’ and acknowledges his admiration for Bartók’s string quartets, which he strives to emulate in his writing (Brown 170–172).

Further rejecting any kinship between his dramatic language and naturalistic speech, this period, however, marks a strong departure from the eloquent, metaphoric, often fascinating rhetoric so characteristic of the great Catastrophic plays such as Victory or Scenes from an Execution. Hurts Given and Received (2010) significantly features a mute poet, Bach, whose name reads both as a shortened version of the playwright’s name and as a reference to the German composer. Bach’s refusal or impossibility to speak (he writes blank pages throughout the play‚ and none of his work is ever pronounced out loud) is emblematic of a language whose significance is progressively threatened, and for which silence becomes a lethal seduction, in a manner that seems to echo Beckett’s poetics.

On the page, these poetic experiments take the form of a highly idiosyncratic text that resorts to a creative use of punctuation and versification, expressing the playwright’s obsession with rhythm, as well as his staunch opposition to naturalistic language. Besides the use of dashes, slants, and other diacritic markers (small capitals, bold fonts), Barker indeed makes a frequent use of blank verse, conjuring up memories of classical drama the better to discard such affiliations. No regular metre will be found in his lines‚ which create a carefully crafted rhythmical chaos in which lines often consist of a single word. This results in a highly recognizable style, tone‚ and rhythm, best described by Barker himself in the opening chapter of A Style and Its Origins:


And on this sheet of white, the ordering of the speeches so peculiar to Barker, the lines separated according to their rhythms of


	Word

	Placed

	Under

	Word



to indicate the burden of pain with which each syllable is to be uttered … (15)


Baffling though Barker’s texts may appear at first, they have proven to be a highly stimulating and productive field of exploration for the actors, who often advocate the challenges of such dramatic writing, earning Barker a reputation as an actors’ writer (and as a director). In fact, his texts encourage a lyricism, a vocal research to match the originality of the written texts that is quite unique in the production of contemporary dramatists, and it comes as no surprise that Barker has been solicited to write opera librettos (Terrible Mouth, 1992; Stalingrad, 2000; Dead, Dead and Very Dead, 2005). A closer look at his poetry reveals, however, that it is in their silences as much as in their vocal expansions, in the tension between the trivial and the sublime that Barker’s texts root their fascinating power.

Barker’s originality, his uncompromising ethical and aesthetic ambition for the stage have been both to his benefit and detriment in the more than forty years that he has now worked for the theatre. It has contributed to shaping a highly recognizable voice, of implacable consistency, that Barker has further refined in his work as a director for his company, The Wrestling School. There, Barker has been able to create a shell according to his desires for his texts to resonate, characterized by stark minimalism, a strong pictorial sense marked by chiaroscuro, an intrication of often mechanistic set designs and exuberant acting delivered in pristine voices and an unflinching precision in both thought and delivery.

It has also, however, contributed to isolating Barker in a marginal position, that has been his signature and in which he has thrived, on the one hand, but that has also made it increasingly more difficult for him to have his work produced and presented professionally in satisfactory conditions. On the other hand, Barker’s excellence in his staging of his work, his reluctance to have his plays directed by others has led to a monopoly of Barker on his own plays, especially those of the later period. The 2012 production of Scenes from an Execution at the National Theatre directed by Tom Cairns and starring Fiona Shaw is a notable exception. The fact that the National Theatre chose Barker’s most consensual play and did not entrust him with the direction all point‚ however‚ to the ongoing difficulties for Barker to find support for his more recent work. This is confirmed by the debate sparked one of the Wrestling School’s latest production, In the Depths of Dead Love (2017), whose criticism was drowned in a controversy over the company’s use of Caucasian actors to play Asian characters.

Barker’s difficulties in England are somewhat compensated for by the interest he has managed to raise abroad. The most impressive manifestation of that international interest has to be the Festival 21 for 21, coordinated by the Wrestling School, that took place on 21 October, 2009. On that day, to celebrate the 21st anniversary of the company, 46 performances took place in 18 countries, involving more than 200 actors playing in seven languages. While some of these events were confidential, they confirm Barker’s far‐reaching presence and influence. Several countries, including the United States, Portugal, Italy, Germany, Greece‚ and Denmark‚ have shown a continuous interest in his work, often supported by the academic community. In France, the Odéon – Théâtre de l’Europe (one of France’s foremost theatrical institution) dedicated their 2008–2009 season to Howard Barker, who was also invited on several occasions to direct his own plays (Animaux en paradis, Rouen, 2005; Innocence, Théâtre des Célestins, Lyons, 2014). French soprano Natalie Dessay chose Und for her first play as an actress in a critically acclaimed production by director Jacques Vincey (2015).

While Barker’s struggle with production may have made it difficult for audiences to see his work on stage, his texts, now published by Oberon Books, are more accessible than ever. In fact, regardless of criticism, whether positive or negative, the playwright continues to deliver play after play, true to the epigraph of his play The Forty (2006).


I do these things

Oh how I persist I am at least persistent

And I ask

Does anybody want them?

The answer comes back

Nobody at all

So I go on (280)


This confinement to the page may in fact have triggered a new movement in the latest texts of the playwright, who seems to have given up on any care for the feasibility of his plays, thus enabling him to reach further freedom in his creative imagination. Plays such as The Ecstatic Bible (2000), Blok/Eko (2009), or At Her Age and Hers (2014) all exhibit an ambition in terms of format, length‚ and content, that, while reminiscent of the great Catastrophic plays, testify to Barker’s continuing effort to explore unchartered dramatic, ethic‚ and aesthetic territory, and his relentless ability to challenge, captivate‚ and surprise his audiences and readers.
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Marina Lewycka

HEATHER FIELDING



Marina Lewycka is a contemporary novelist known for her comedies about multicultural Britain. In the five novels she has published to date, Lewycka has established herself as a major voice in writing about immigrant experiences in the United Kingdom. Her novels are deeply humanist, and portray characters who initially seem to be strange outsiders, but are eventually integrated into the community, as others learn to identify and sympathize with them. While her work is only beginning to attract academic interest, her novels are a rich potential field for scholars researching British ethnic fiction, the literature of immigration, postcolonial approaches to post‐Soviet European culture, and the contemporary political novel.

Lewycka was born in a British‐run refugee camp in Germany in 1946, after her parents were taken to Germany from Ukraine as forced labourers by Nazis during World War Two. Her family moved to Britain when she was a year old, and she grew up in and around Doncaster, Yorkshire, speaking Ukrainian as her first language (Tonkin 2007). She studied English and Philosophy at Keele University, graduating in the politically tumultuous environment of 1968. After earning a BPhil in English at the University of York, she began a PhD on the Levellers and Diggers at King’s College London, though she never completed the degree (Lewycka, 2012a). For much of her career, Lewycka taught public relations as a media studies lecturer at Sheffield Hallam University (Lechner 2010). She published her first novel, A Short History of Tractors in Ukrainian, in 2005 at the age of 59.

Lewycka’s first novel was both a bestseller and a critical success: it was longlisted for the Booker Prize, shortlisted for the Orange Prize, and became the first novel by a woman to win the Bollinger Everyman Wodehouse prize for comedic writing in English. While none of her more recent novels have been as favoured by critics, both her second novel, Two Caravans, and her most recent novel, The Lubetkin Legacy, were shortlisted for the Wodehouse prize. Two Caravans was also shortlisted for the Orwell Prize for political writing.

Lewycka’s novels characteristically focus on immigrant communities, especially but not exclusively those of Eastern Europeans in the United Kingdom. Her novels intervened in a historical moment when Eastern European immigration was a particularly fraught topic in Britain, as Poland, Romania, Bulgaria, and other nations joined the European Union, sparking xenophobic fears of mass immigration from the poorer East to the wealthier West. In the years between the 2004 and 2007 enlargements of the EU and the United Kingdom’s 2016 vote for ‘Brexit’, Lewycka’s novels offered sympathetic accounts of British communities growing or developing to accommodate and value migrants. Lewycka has often been described as a ‘warm and humane writer’ (Manzoor 2012). As one reviewer notes, Lewycka’s works are about ‘the vital importance of tolerance and community’: ‘kindness and inclusivity lie at the core of all Lewycka’s books, and are the keys to her popularity’ (Atkins 2016).

Lewycka’s novels chart the diversity of immigrant experiences as well as the changing meaning of immigration in British culture. The quasi‐autobiographical Short History juxtaposes three historically distinct stories of immigration from Ukraine to Britain: Nikolai, an elderly Ukrainian man, immigrated to Britain just after World War Two; his middle‐aged daughters, Nadezhda and Vera, were raised in a Ukrainian community in Britain; Valentina recently immigrated and marries Nikolai for his money and a British passport. One of the novel’s central ideas is that Nikolai, the mid‐century war refugee, and Valentina, the contemporary economic migrant, face significantly different situations, opportunities, and attitudes once they arrive in Britain: the country welcomed Nikolai, but even Nikolai’s daughters regard Valentina with suspicion. Two Caravans (2007, titled Strawberry Fields in the American edition) looks not at historical change but at the similarities and differences between the experiences of immigrants from different national origins. This novel features a diverse group of contemporary migrants from Poland, Ukraine, the Czech Republic, Malawi, Malaysia, and China, who meet while working at a strawberry farm in Kent and living together in the two broken down caravans of the title. Even when that novel eventually narrows its focus to its two Ukrainian protagonists, it insists on the incommensurable diversity of even their origins: aspiring novelist Irina is from cosmopolitan, Orange Revolution‐supporting Kyiv, while former miner Andriy is from the coal mining region of Donetsk, which would become the site of fighting between Ukrainian troops and Russian‐supported rebels beginning in 2014.

While Lewycka has been described as ‘the figurehead of Eastern‐European‐British writing’ (Korte 2010, 16), she has worked to make such characterizations inadequate. In an interview, Lewycka noted that ‘I don’t want to be an author just about Ukrainians. Nothing could interest me less. I’m actually interested in writing about human beings’ (Lechner 2010, 455). Her more recent novels increasingly explore immigrant perspectives beyond those from Eastern Europe. We Are All Made of Glue (2009) narrates the linked experiences of an elderly Jewish‐German refugee who moved to London during World War Two, the Israeli man who legally owns her house, and the recent refugees from Palestine who help them renovate it. Half of Lewycka’s most recent novel, The Lubetkin Legacy (2016), is narrated by Violet, a Kenyan‐born young woman raised in Bakewell who has just taken her first professional job in the London insurance business and returns to Nairobi to work during the last quarter of the novel. Violet’s point of view is paired with a very different account of the immigrant experience: that of her neighbour‚ Berthold, an unemployed, London‐born, middle‐aged actor, who has hired an elderly Ukrainian woman to live with him and pose as his dead mother. By portraying such a diverse range of perspectives, Lewycka insists on the complexity of immigration and the impossibility of generalizing about immigrants’ pasts and motivations.

Only one of Lewycka’s novels does not focus primarily on immigrant experiences: Various Pets Alive and Dead (2012), her book about the 2008 financial collapse. While this novel is largely not about literal immigrants from foreign countries, it tells the story of a sort of internal immigration: its central characters are members of a leftist family that lived on a commune in the 1970s and 1980s, rejecting private property and agitating for the rights of miners. The novel focuses on their experiences a decade after leaving the commune, as they realign themselves with a culture that operates according to a completely different set of values. Serge, the son, takes a job in the financial industry, where he resembles a foreigner in a radically capitalist setting. Clara, the daughter, is a caring teacher who struggles with students who steal money, while Doro, their mother, fights to save her allotment garden from the hands of developers. The members of this family feel like outsiders in their own English town in the twenty‐first century.

Lewycka’s novels generally follow the structure of the bildungsroman: they tell the stories of outsiders who, by novel’s end, find a community where they belong, a home (Fielding 2011). These communities open up when Lewycka’s characters undergo a process of growth: they learn to sympathize with those who appear different, to put themselves in each other’s shoes, and to understand why they act and feel the way they do. In Short History, Nadezhda, Nikolai’s daughter and the narrator of the novel, must undertake some detective work to comprehend Valentina as something other than a stock villain, the merely manipulative, evil caricature she had seemed to be. By the novel’s end, Nadezhda finally begins to see Valentina as a complex, three‐dimensional character whose behaviours and motivations are rational and understandable. Ultimately, Nadezhda comes to feel sympathy for Valentina: the narrator finally comes to fully understand the perspective of the immigrant outsider, who can then be incorporated into a new community. Valentina leaves Britain at the end of the novel to return to her real husband in Ukraine, but not before she and her family are made part of a British‐Ukrainian diaspora, as Nikolai gives Valentina’s husband the text of his life’s work, the Short History of Tractors in Ukrainian of the novel’s title, to publish in Ukraine‚ and Valentina gives birth to a beautiful baby who she names Margaritka, after Margaret Thatcher. In the sequel – an e‐book novella – Valentina’s children return to Sheffield.

Two Caravans further develops the narrative arc of the outsider who finds a home by omitting any British point of view. This novel alternates between eight narrators, seven recent immigrants who meet while working on a strawberry farm and the stray dog who joins them. Here, without the perspective of the British insider, the outsiders learn to understand each other’s different viewpoints and ultimately form their own fully transnational community that stretches across Europe, as characters move across Britain and the EU. At the novel’s end, Irina and Andriy, who represent opposite sides of Ukrainian political history, form their own nuclear family and imagine settling in Sheffield. They even find a new dog, replacing Dog, one of the novel’s points of view who was killed in a struggle with the novel’s villain. Like Valentina’s newborn daughter Margaritka in Short History, the new dog signals the formation of a healthy, reproducible new community – a particularly comedic version of the Victorian trope of ending a novel with marriage and the birth of children.

In many of her novels, Lewycka doubles the immigrant character’s status as outsider by also making him or her elderly. For Lewycka, who wrote a series of books about elder care for Age Concern in the 1990s and 2000s before publishing any novels, the elderly are parallel to immigrants in that they may seem not to fit into the contemporary world and are often disconnected from the society around them. In several of her novels, elderly immigrants are a particularly vulnerable group: they initially seem both abject and inexplicable, both because of their age and their foreign pasts, and her other characters must work to extend empathy and understanding to them and to see them as more than just objects of pity. We Are All Made of Glue takes up this theme most fully, with a narrative that resembles a multicultural, immigrant‐centred version of Doris Lessing’s 1984 novel The Diary of Jane Somers. The narrator, middle‐aged copywriter Georgie, becomes involved with her neighbour, Jewish‐German immigrant Mrs Shapiro, who lives in a filthy, dilapidated North London mansion with many cats and makes Georgie ill with her cooking of marked‐down, mouldy food. Gradually, Georgie bonds with Mrs Shapiro, who is completely alone and lives in poverty. When Mrs Shapiro becomes ill, Georgie cares for her and her cats, navigates social services, and helps to protect her house from the intrusions of a series of rapacious property developers. By the novel’s end, Georgie has assembled a new surrogate family to take care of Mrs Shapiro, knitting her into the social fabric of her neighbourhood.

Short History and The Lubetkin Legacy both offer different versions of this narrative in which the elderly immigrant is returned to a community as their families or neighbours gradually learn their histories and understand their behaviour. In Short History, Nadezhda learns to sympathize not only with Valentina but also with her elderly father, an immigrant who is less assimilated than his child’s generation. Initially, Nadezhda and her sister are appalled and shocked by Nikolai’s decision to marry Valentina, and they realize how little they understand him or his history: he seems so foreign that he does not fit in with his own family. Over the course of the novel, Nadezhda listens to Nikolai tell the story of his life in Ukraine and what happened to him during the war. Gradually, she comes to a deeper, more complex understanding of his past, his relationship to his mother country, and his hopes for his family. In The Lubetkin Legacy, Berthold comes to see Inna, the elderly Ukrainian woman who he has convinced to impersonate his mother, as much more than the strange, dirty, racist old woman he at first thinks her to be. He thinks that he is using her, but it turns out that she has been renting out her own flat and pocketing her housing allowance while living with Berthold, making a profit large enough to attract the attention of the authorities. Berthold discovers that Inna is a rational economic actor who is working the system to survive, just as he is: she earns his respect and becomes a three‐dimensional character.

Lewycka’s novels imagine a version of British identity that is ‘convivial’ in Paul Gilroy’s sense, emphasizing openness, empathy, and identification (Fielding 2011). Gilroy associates conviviality with urban spaces where people from a diverse array of backgrounds must engage with each other on a daily basis in ‘the processes of cohabitation and interaction that have made multiculture an ordinary feature of social life’ (Gilroy 2005, xv). A convivial version of national identity rejects ideas of purity or ownership: individuals identify with others who are not like them, and remain open to future identifications, rather than asserting any possessive or exclusive definition of what it means to be a part of a family, community, or nation. At the beginnings of Lewycka’s novels, characters often assert exclusive versions of identity and emphasize untranslatable difference and incompatibility: this is how Irina sees Andriy at the beginning of Two Caravans, how Nadezhda sees Valentina in Short History, how Georgie sees her neighbour Mrs. Shapiro in We Are All Made of Glue. It is no coincidence that Lewycka’s outsiders are neighbours, co‐workers, or family members of her narrators. As these characters live daily experience together and negotiate shared spaces, they gradually come to understand each other.

Her novels often focus on the literal sites where this convivial multicultural life is forged: for example, the two caravans of that novel’s title. In We Are All Made of Glue, Canaan House is a rotting mansion inhabited by Mrs Shapiro – or, more accurately, by Mr Shaprio’s childhood friend who has impersonated his wife to keep possession of the house. By the end of the novel, the mansion houses not only the fake Mrs Shapiro, but also the young sons of her Palestinian handyman and the Israeli son of the real Mrs Shapiro. Perhaps the best example is Madeley Court, the threatened block of council flats at the centre of The Lubetkin Legacy. These flats represent the moment of ‘postwar consensus’: designed by celebrated architect Berthold Lubetkin, a Russian émigré and colleague of Le Corbusier, they are the remnants of the moment when the NHS was created, when modernist architects designed housing ‘good enough for ordinary people’ (Lewycka 2016a, 246). While that moment is clearly gone in the present of the novel, as developers attempt to seize control of council housing, the building is still the site of a certain kind of utopia of ‘love, friendship and mutuality’ (223). The novel’s two narrators – Berthold the unemployed, middle‐aged actor, and Violet, the young Kenyan‐British woman – have nothing in common except that they both live there. As they begin meeting their neighbours and mobilize to save the cherry trees outside their flats, Violet realizes that ‘[b]ehind each door, it seems there’s someone from a different continent […] What do all these people have in common to bind them together? Yes, it’s a bit different to Bakewell here. In fact it reminds her of Nairobi – dynamic and precarious, as if it could all fall apart at any minute’ (120). Madeley Court is in decline, but yet it maintains some part of Lubetkin’s optimism: it is the site of a temporary, convivial community, a new kind of multicultural Britishness that is what Lewycka presents as compensation for the loss of postwar consensus.

Lewycka’s novels suggest that contemporary global capitalism uproots people, unmooring them from their homes, and celebrate the provisional homes they nonetheless establish in places such as Madeley Court and Canaan House. Both Short History and Two Caravans focus on this uprooting by taking up the issue of economic migration, narrating the emotional struggles of characters who choose to leave their home countries because the flow of global capital has made it difficult for them to survive without leaving to work in the West. The members of this new class of economic migrants find themselves thrown into an unfamiliar culture that threatens, at the beginnings of these novels, to treat them poorly, because they have migrated to find jobs rather than to flee persecution. These migrants are regarded to be parasitic opportunists, as in the case of Valentina the gold‐digger, who is initially opposed to Nikolai, the former World War Two refugee. By the end of Short History, though, Nadezhda’s opposition between heroic war refugees and advantage‐seeking contemporary economic migrants breaks down when she realizes that even her father’s immigration story has a layer of economic opportunity‐seeking and cannot be simply understood as a desperate flight from oppression: ‘Now as an adult I see that they were not heroic. They survived, that’s all’ (Lewycka 2005, 284). Two Caravans takes up another aspect of contemporary disregard for the humanity of economic migrants, when they are exploited for profit: farmers and ‘mobilfonmen’ recruit migrant workers from beyond the EU, subjecting them to inhumane conditions and paying them illegally low wages. The novel’s conclusion stages the dramatic rejection of the ‘mobilfonmen’ and the economy they represent: Irina and Andriy stand up to Vulk, who has pursued them to steal Irina into a life of forced prostitution. Their dog jumps in front of Vulk’s bullet and knocks him unconscious, saving Irina and Andriy, who earn a temporary respite from exploitation.

If global capitalism uproots people who must migrate to find economic opportunity, it has also threatened the ‘home’ which her characters seek in Britain, as Lewycka’s most recent novels insist. Both The Lubetkin Legacy and Various Pets focus on British, non‐immigrant protagonists who no longer feel at home in their own country. The values embodied in Madeley Court are increasingly supplanted by greed and corruption that Violet recognizes from her childhood in Nairobi, when her grandfather was killed for reporting corruption at a hospital. Inna and Violet bond over the corruption they have both seen at opposite ends of the world: ‘Money flies into Vest, but people cannot follow!’ (Lewycka 2016a, 165). Not only are the British complicit in this exploitation of the postcolonial world, as Violet learns when one of her first tasks at her new London insurance job is to facilitate a shady deal that will take advantage of a Kenyan hospital, but that corruption has spread back to the metropole as well. In Various Pets, Lewycka reverses the trope of immigrant‐as‐outsider to make this point: the immigrant in this novel is Maroushka, a beautiful, young Ukrainian financial analyst who rises to the top, her values forged in post‐Soviet Ukraine aligning perfectly with the rapacious capitalism that offends commune‐raised Serge. In all of these novels, the values of an older British left are threatened by a global capitalism that has already infected the rest of the world. Certainly, Lewycka’s novels do not claim to solve such a problem, but they achieve temporary happy endings by reasserting the values of empathy and understanding. In Various Pets, Serge abandons his pursuit of Maroushka and takes up instead with a harried NHS general practitioner who shares his values, but not before his sister Oolie, who has Down’s syndrome, falls in love with the son of his boss at the financial firm. It turns out that the boss’s son also has Down’s syndrome, and Serge and his mother find Oolie and the boy curled up together, after they accidentally shut down the power to the building and momentarily bring the firm’s capitalist greed to a halt with their innocent love.

Comedy is critical to Lewycka’s convivial version of British identity and to her humanism, which aims towards sympathetic identification and the formation of inclusive communities. Her warm humour has been compared to that of Tom Sharpe and Sue Townshend and could be distinguished from the sharp wit of Muriel Spark or the rage‐fuelled satire of Fay Weldon. Farce is Lewycka’s primary comic mode: she depicts improbable, exaggerated situations that rapidly spiral out of control as mayhem ensues. Rather than generating tragedy, the catastrophes she depicts instead show that her characters are adaptable and can learn to accept what they initially reject. As Lucy Atkins (2012) puts it in a review, Lewycka’s characters ‘just get on with whatever life throws at them’.

In her novel’s riskiest and most provocative moments, Lewycka pushes farcical situations to the point that they are barely contained by her comedic tone. Two Caravans, in particular, contains a series of graphic scenes of animal abuse at a chicken farm that push the boundaries of black comedy and nearly spiral into horror. These scenes develop a comparison between the abuse of migrant workers and of animals, and explicitly link both to the horrors of Holocaust death camps. In another example from that novel, the two most minor narrators are young women from Malaysia and China, who eagerly take jobs in Amsterdam after the group flees the strawberry farm. They are told by Vitaly, one of the novel’s corrupt human traffickers, that they will work as nannies for diplomats, but the novel makes it clear that they are being sold into prostitution. Their lack of comprehension, their giggling, the fact that their African and Eastern European friends cannot learn their names and think of them as Chinese Girls One and Two – all of this renders their desperate situation comic. Lewycka takes the novel to the brink of heartbreaking tragedy, but does not push it over the edge because the novel proceeds to abandon those characters and move on. In both cases, Lewycka uses comedy to draw attention to the borders beyond which the novel cannot go: it can ensure the creation of community and the closure of a happy ending only by circumscribing its view, by not fully tackling the problems it cannot solve.

The sex farce is a common feature of these novels, drawing especially on the comic potential for sexual adventures by unlikely characters. The elderly are a particular target: Short History features a running joke on Nikolai’s ‘squishy squashy’ and his accompanying predilection for oral sex, while Inna in The Lubetkin Legacy is a source of humour largely because she expects that every man who comes to her flat wants to have sex with her, despite the fact that she is an old woman (Lewycka 2005, 177). Lewycka applies the same treatment to middle‐aged, married women, who often have affairs and experiment sexually in these novels as part of their process of learning about themselves and others as they form new communities. We Are All Made of Glue shows Georgie, the staid middle‐aged copywriter, having an affair with a real estate developer who will not have sex with her unless she wears gussetless panties and handcuffs. In one of the book’s farcical climaxes, Georgie finds herself handcuffed to her bed after her lover has left, and she struggles to escape her bonds before her hyper‐religious teenage son walks in on her. The bulk of A Short History of Tractors in Ukrainian with Handcuffs, Lewycka’s 2013 follow‐up to her debut novel, is devoted to narrating the torrid, bondage‐filled one‐night stand that Nikolai’s middle‐aged female lawyer has with the judge in his case, fifteen years later. In each of these examples, Lewycka uses the sex farce as an opportunity to establish the three‐dimensional, full humanity of each of these characters, whose sexual exploration is an explicit opportunity for personal growth or self‐expression even though it goes against what society expects of them.

The weirdness of her outsider characters is also a continual source of humour. In particular, she repurposes two devices that could be used for racist or xenophobic purposes –making fun of the broken English of nonnative speakers and imagining characters who embody ridiculous stereotypes. Indeed, the review of Two Caravans in The Economist (2007) is titled ‘Foreigners with funny accents’. Rather than confirming a perfect ‘native’ English or establishing the legitimacy of stereotypes, in Lewycka’s hands these tropes instead provide an occasion to model a convivial inclusivity: broken English and stereotyped behaviours can be just funny when they are revealed to be merely a surface that is ultimately supplanted by deeper understanding of motivations, and when it is the normative subject, the insider, who must grow and learn to be able to see past the surface. Thus, in Short History, we laugh at Valentina’s ridiculous clothing, her love of bad British packaged food, and her propensity to start sentences with verbs, but like Nadezhda, we then come to understand that behind this surface is a desperately disappointed woman who has come to Britain because ‘[i]s no opportunity in Ukraina […] Is only opportunity for gangster prostitute’ (Lewycka 2005, 100). As with Lewycka’s sex farces, the surface comedy reveals a layer of common humanity underneath.

Her comedic use of stereotypes has also drawn criticism. One early review of Short History in the Guardian alleged that the novel relied on shallow caricatures, a charge also levied by a review of Two Caravans in The New York Times (Kurkov 2005; Schillinger 2007). In interviews, Lewycka has also reported that the letters she receives from Ukrainian readers often criticize her for perpetuating negative stereotypes, and she suggests that this accounts for the fact that her first novel was only translated into Ukrainian after first appearing in 29 other languages (Tonkin 2007). Because she writes about Ukrainian characters more than any other contemporary British writer, Lewycka faces a particular demand to be the ‘face’ of Ukraine in British fiction and to make her characters positive representations of a nation and its diaspora. However, her comic mode and her incessant exploitation of stereotypes for comic effect makes it difficult for her to fulfil that role, so often demanded of ethnic writers.

Lewycka’s novels offer a potential field of interest for scholars writing on the linked topics of ethnic literature in the United Kingdom and the literature of immigration. While her work has not seen nearly as much scholarly interest as that of Monica Ali, Andrea Levy, or Zadie Smith, reviewers often cite Lewycka alongside these writers as ‘perceptive observer[s] of the multicultural mosaic of modern Britain’ (Vine 2007). Lewycka herself mentions Levy’s Small Island as a key context for Short History: the success of such a ‘very popular and very gentle account of that Windrush generation’ established a ‘receptive atmosphere’ for other humanist immigration stories (Lechner 2010, 454). Most of the scholarly interest in Lewycka’s work to date has focused on her depiction of immigration. Pietro Deandrea (2015), for example, discusses Two Caravans as a significant depiction of what he calls the ‘new slaveries’ to which immigrant communities in Britain are vulnerable. Oliver Lindner (2010) analyzes how Two Caravans undermines the idea of Britain as a contact zone in its portrayal of deep segregation of migrants from British communities. In particular, Lewycka’s novels offer significant portraits of how gender inflects immigration and take up the problems faced by Western feminism in dealing with Eastern Europe, something Monica Manolachi (2014) analyzes in the relationship between Nadezhda and the hyper‐feminine Valentina in Short History.

Lewycka’s novels have also begun to attract the attention of scholars working in the growing field of postcolonial approaches to post‐Soviet Europe. These scholars analyze the overlap between postcolonial and post‐Soviet experiences, something that Lewycka’s novels have increasingly explored, by juxtaposing Eastern European, Middle Eastern, and African immigration stories. As Lucienne Loh (2015, 119) points out in a brief analysis of Two Caravans, contemporary postcolonial approaches also help to make Eastern European immigrant stories visible as part of British ethnic fiction and to situate British multiethnic writing in its fully global context.

Lewycka’s novels might also be considered significant examples of what Caren Irr has called the contemporary geopolitical novel. Irr argues that contemporary writers have reimagined the genre of the political novel in an international vein. Such novels are centrally about political problems and forms of collective resistance, and they tend to ‘present[] detailed descriptions of ordinary, dedicated people wrestling with the problems of the new millennium’ (Irr 2013, 3). This kind of novel ‘shatters isolationist myths, updates national narratives, provides points of access for global identifications, and perhaps most important, allows reflection on the emerging subjects of consensus’ (4). While Irr focuses on American novels, she does mention Lewycka as a British point of comparison to Francine Prose’s My New American Life.

Lewycka’s status as one of a new generation of political novelists is confirmed by her own frequent contributions to British newspapers. Lewycka’s editorials often translate her novels into an explicitly political rhetoric. She wrote articles for the Guardian that take up the question of ethnic and political purity in relation to the emerging conflict in Ukraine (Lewycka 2013a, 2014). Lewycka argues, as she had in Two Caravans, that there is no single Ukrainian identity and that any pure opposition between Russia and Ukraine is likely to be a Western construction that falls apart in lived experience in Ukraine, where ethnic Russians and ethnic Ukrainians live side by side and move freely between languages. In The Independent, Lewycka (2015) reframed the portrayals of the London financial world from Various Pets, arguing that the ‘economic miracle’ of the city led not only to vast income inequality but also to diminished authority of local government councils.

Two of her editorials in particular address the political function of her novels. In the Guardian in 2011, Lewycka compares herself to Charles Dickens. She suggests that just as Dickens’s fictional portrayals of workhouses helped to create the political climate that led to Victorian labour reform, so does she hope that her own sympathetic accounts of the lives of migrant workers will help to create a ‘wake‐up call’ about their exploitation. In another Guardian article, Lewycka (2016b) considers the causes of Britain’s vote to exit the EU. Her essay returns to the territory covered by The Lubetkin Legacy, which had just been published in the United Kingdom. She blames the Brexit vote on nostalgia for ‘a Britain that was kinder, more equal, less complicated, bathed in the after‐glow of postwar consensus’ (Lewycka 2016b), combined with lack of empathy for migrants and blindness to the impact of neoliberal economic policies. ‘You can't hear the sound of tax‐revenues draining quietly away offshore’, she quips. Drawing connections between her own parents’ refugee experience and those of contemporary Syrians, Lewycka suggests that Brexit is the result of a press‐ and politician‐fuelled theatre of hatred: ‘Soon the stage is seething with people who hate one another’. Her own novels narrate an alternative possibility of empathy and conviviality.
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Dermot Healy

KEITH HOPPER



Dermot Healy was born in Finea, Co. Westmeath‚ in 1947, and grew up in Cavan town near the border with Northern Ireland. After leaving school‚ he moved to London, where he worked a series of manual jobs while beginning to write poetry and short stories. Healy returned to Cavan in the late 1970s where he co‐founded the Hacklers Theatre Group and edited the regional magazine The Drumlin (1978–1980). Following various stints in London, Dublin‚ and Belfast, he eventually settled in Ballyconnell, Co. Sligo, where he founded and edited Force 10: A Journal of the Northwest (1989–2008). His debut collection, Banished Misfortune and Other Stories, first appeared in 1982, and this was followed by four novels: Fighting with Shadows (1984), A Goat’s Song (1994), Sudden Times (1999), and Long Time, No See (2011). An acclaimed memoir, The Bend for Home, was published in 1996. Healy wrote the screenplay for Cathal Black’s short docudrama Our Boys (1981) and played the lead role in Nichola Bruce’s 1999 film, I Could Read the Sky. He also wrote five collections of poetry: The Ballyconnell Colours (1992), What the Hammer (1998), The Reed Bed (2001), A Fool’s Errand (2010), and The Travels of Sorrow, which appeared posthumously in 2015. That same year saw the posthumous publication of The Collected Short Stories and an edited reprint of Fighting with Shadows. The Collected Plays – comprising all thirteen of his stage plays – appeared in 2016, along with a volume of writerly tributes and critical essays about his work entitled Writing the Sky: Observations and Essays on Dermot Healy. Elected to Aosdána in 1986, he was the recipient of two Hennessy Literary Awards, the Tom‐Gallon Award, the Encore Award, and the AWB Vincent American Ireland Fund Literary Award. Dermot Healy died at his home in Sligo in 29 June 2014. He is survived by his children, Dallan and Inor, and by his wife, Helen Gillard.

In Aidan Higgins’s view, Healy was the natural heir to the experimental narrative tradition in Irish literature – a counter‐realist mode of writing which includes Joyce, Beckett, Flann O’Brien, and Higgins himself (Higgins 2008, 21). As such, Healy’s work continually extended the technical range of fiction and drama, and he repeatedly explored questions of knowing and being in a lyrical, earthy, and deeply contemplative fashion. Many other writers have offered similar testament to the importance of Healy’s work. Timothy O’Grady, for instance, claims that A Goat’s Song is Ireland’s ‘most ambitious novel since Beckett’s Trilogy’ (2010, 26) while Annie Proulx calls it ‘an exceptional novel, one of those rare books that permanently colour one’s ideational map of place and human behaviour’ (2016, 121). More generally, Patrick McCabe considers Healy’s fiction to be ‘truly revolutionary work, and high literary art’ (see O’Grady 2016, 21), while Anne Enright declared that ‘among the Irish, Dermot Healy is the writer’s writer. He is the man’ (see Jarman 2011).

Despite these accolades, Healy has not yet received proper international attention for his varied and ambitious body of work. In their introduction to Writing the Sky: Observations and Essays on Dermot Healy, the editors speculate as to the reasons for this relative neglect. First, ‘Healy’s writing was consistently overlooked for the major literary prizes’, which limited his wider media appeal; second, his ‘prolific fluency across a range of forms and genres made him difficult to pigeonhole’; and third, Healy is often considered to be a ‘writer’s writer’, with all the perceived ‘difficulties’ that this dubious label can sometimes confer:


In all of Healy’s writings there is a productive tension between the representation of complex lives and events, and the modernist desire to find new ways of expressing the rich subjectivity of these lives. Though usually set in small provincial towns, Healy’s fictional worlds perpetually approach the edge of myth, and his vivid sense of place is rendered with an almost shamanistic intensity. These strange landscapes and fractured lives can sometimes appear rather alien to metropolitan critics, which may well account for some of the more tentative and confused responses to his fiction.

(Murphy and Hopper 2016, xii)


Throughout his career, Healy remained fascinated by borderlands and liminal states of mind, and he frequently transgressed the formal boundaries between poetry, fiction‚ and drama, while also foregrounding the gap between representation and reality. In his memoir The Bend for Home (1996), for example, he describes his birth on the opening page, but by the end of the passage he owns up to the Shandyesque lie:


As for the child, it did not grow up to be me, although till recently I believed this was how I was born. Family stories were told so often that I always thought I was there. In fact, all of this took place in a neighbour’s house up the road […]. It’s in a neighbour’s house fiction begins. (1996, 3)


The slipperiness of memory and the bonds of community and place are key themes in Healy’s work, but there is often a darker thread to these preoccupations. As Catriona Crowe has remarked, ‘With writers such as Eugene McCabe, Tom Mac Intyre and Michael Harding, [Healy] shares a commitment to local territories of the imagination and their distinct idioms […]. They all deal in an oblique way with the ever‐present darkness of Northern Ireland; living close to the Border provides special insights into that intractable situation’ (1997, 25).

The title story of Healy’s first collection, Banished Misfortune and Other Stories (1982), centres around a young Northern Irish family, the McFarlands, who journey from the border county of Fermanagh to the west of Ireland on their summer holidays. ‘Banished Misfortune’ (first published in the Irish Press in 1975) is set in the mid‐1970s, and although the Troubles are only fleetingly alluded to, the brooding force of the conflict thrums away in the background, colouring everyone and everything. By the time McFarland, a traditional musician, and his wife Judy, a schoolteacher, finally get to Galway with their two children, the more relaxed atmosphere in the South gradually allows their repressed fears and desires to rise to the surface: ‘they had burrowed down so deep in anxiety that happiness was nearly hysterical’ (The Collected Stories 2015, 117). After a night of manic and drunken carousing, the primary mimetic narrative ends with Judy and McFarland cautiously re‐pledging themselves to a shared future, in a world where the burden of history, and the ordinary trials of everyday living, can so easily grind people down:


Fear was so addictive, consuming all of a body’s time and she wanted so much to share this vigil with him in Fermanagh but what could you give the young if they were barricaded from the present by our lyrical, stifling past? She said nothing, knowing she shared this empty ecstasy with a thousand others who had let their laziness go on too long.

‘I left home too young, that’s what bothers me’, he spoke again. ‘There must be a thousand stories and songs about my own place that I hardly know. But when we return, woman, we’ll try’.

(The Collected Stories, 123–24)


However, unbeknownst to the couple – and, indeed, to many readers (the point is quietly embedded within the imagistic brickwork of the text) – their home in Fermanagh has been burned down that very night, yet another casualty of the Troubles. The reason for the arson attack is left unsaid, although Seán Golden, in a perceptive reading of the story, has speculated that theirs is a ‘mixed marriage’, that is, the marriage of a Catholic and a Protestant, and so the motive is most likely sectarian (1979, 21). Throughout ‘Banished Misfortune’, the narrative cross‐cuts between multiple viewpoints, but it also flickers backwards and forwards in time and space, and as John Wilson Foster notes, ‘The journey through history and geography becomes a form of meditation on Ireland’s violent present and broken past’ (1992, 1093). At the end of the story, the diegetic narrative suddenly shifts back in time to 1910, when the house was first built by McFarland’s ancestor, Saul. In the poignant closing lines, we hear of Saul’s hopes and dreams for the future, lovingly built into the design of his new home:


In a foot of land there’s a square mile of learning, Saul had said, and he had learned to build from a sense of duty to the beauty of the hilly Erne. […] And folks wondered about the ornamented porch that was built out front with the stained‐glass windows, and there was talk of a church but when the last stones dried and you could hear the knock‐knock of a thrush breaking a snail in his new garden Saul was a proud man. Always before daylight a man thinks of his destiny, as Saul did that last morning talking with the travellers in the half‐light of the chestnut hill and he was glad to see that the cream‐coloured mare of the gypsies was loath to leave the fine grass now that her time had come.

(The Collected Stories 2015, 124–125)


Throughout Banished Misfortune and Other Stories, Healy demonstrates a deep sense of empathy towards the marginalized and the dispossessed, and the language is finely attuned to distressed and beleaguered states of mind. The stories are largely set in the borderlands of rural Ireland or in the diasporic communities of 1970s London (in fact, five of the twelve stories take place in England). As Flore Coulouma has observed:


Healy expresses his characters’ sense of place and longing for home through the recurring opposition between drifters, travellers and immigrants, on the one hand, and the imagery of houses and dwellings rooted in timeless landscapes, on the other hand. While the uncertain status of the drifter translates in the nostalgic longing for a home real or imagined, Healy also depicts movements in space and time as reflections of the cosmic motion of the universe. His contemplative, wandering subject finds wholeness in nature and transcends his exilic sense of place to reach a universal sense of home.

(Coulouma 2016, 241)


Healy’s debut novel, Fighting with Shadows (1984; reissued 2015), extends this fascination with borderlands, both technically and thematically. The novel is essentially structured in two parts, each part mirroring or shadowing the other. The first part is set in the border village of Fanacross in Co. Fermanagh, and follows the fortunes (and misfortunes) of the Allen family at the height of the Troubles in the 1970s. In the second part, several of the characters move across the border for refuge and work, in what appears to be a fictional version of Cavan town. Thus‚ the world of the novel is literally divided by the political border between North and South, but Healy also explores the deeper divisions – social, sectarian‚ and sexual – which simmer away beneath the surface: ‘They talked politics out of fear, taking their vengeance on names out there in the real world for what happened here in their own’ (Fighting with Shadows 2015, 80).

Midway through Fighting with Shadows, Healy’s brooding obsession with place finds its fullest expression in a strange and uncanny funeral sequence. Following the brutal and unexpected murder of Frank Allen (hitherto one of the main characters), his family bring his body to an island graveyard on a lake near Fanacross, where generations of the Allens are buried. In a moment reminiscent of ‘Banished Misfortune’, the naturalistic flow of the primary mimetic narrative is suddenly interrupted – without signpost or warning – by a diegetic digression, as if history itself seems determined to have its say beyond the characters or the exigencies of plot:


Seabirds’ droppings, white as shingle, covered the other Allen graves. Geraldine, and around her the recent deaths buttressed with stone, and beyond that, the unmarked grave from the Famine. For when the lazy beds failed and the first boatloads of skeletons took to the sea looking for grain, the villagers were too tired to bring any new corpses up to the old burial ground at the deserted village in the mountains. […] So they turned their funeral boats up the river, across the freshwater lake to the Island.

(Fighting with Shadows 2015, 149)




This dramatic slippage into the dark Famine past continues on for another two pages. Then, just as suddenly, we return to the present moment, and to Frank’s distraught father, Pop:


Water‐lilies lifted up like a mat before the cut of the boat.

The black depths followed them.

Two weeks later the [coastguard] cutter passed again. This time they had biscuits, Indian meal and salt. Again they had been saved. They cursed the dead for not having hung on just one day longer. So Pop took leave of his son.

(Fighting with Shadows 2015, 150–151)


It is difficult to locate with any real certainty the source of the diegetic narrative voice: is it simply an authorial amplification of Pop’s grief‐stricken imagination, or some kind of collective unconscious channelling itself through Pop and the other mourners? Or is it, perhaps, the melancholy voice of the island itself – a ghostly enunciation of past traumas coming back to haunt? In any case, it is a bold and unsettling moment, one where the lived environment seems to bear witness to the memories and desires of a troubled people, and to the terrible burden of Irish history. As the critic Jack Fennell suggests, ‘Healy gives us a milieu wherein identities are malleable, time does not flow in a straight line and images from the past are superimposed on the present like the ghostly artefacts of double‐exposure’. In the chaotic context of the Troubles, Fennell argues, ‘Healy depicts the everyday lives of everyday people, but he fractures this normality with nonlinear narratives and ambiguous spaces’ (2016, 257).

This modernist concern with memory and desire finds its objective correlative in Healy’s 1994 novel, A Goat’s Song, which many critics and writers regard as his masterpiece (see, for instance, O’Hagan 2014; Proulx 2016). Set largely in the west of Ireland but with some terrifying sorties into the heart of sectarian Belfast, A Goat’s Song charts the conflict between Jack Ferris, a Catholic playwright from the South, and his lover Catherine Adams, a Protestant actress from the North. Driven apart by dreadful alcoholic rows, the playwright tries to recreate their broken relationship in his imagination, and this act of creative contrition – which constitutes the bulk of the narrative – becomes a sustained meditation on the vexed relationship between longing and belonging in a divided country. The allegorical conceit is striking but never feels contrived, and Healy’s ability to empathize with his characters is superb. For example, when the Northern Protestant family at the heart of the novel cross the Irish border for the first time, the landscape itself – dynamically perceived through the windows of a moving car – mirrors their individual fears and dreams:


They drove from Erris Head in Broad Haven Bay down to Blacksod in the south, amazed at the isolation, the white sandy roads that ran by the sea; the Inishkea Islands, holy, absolute; the wind‐glazed violent cliffs; the meteorological stations; the endless bogs; the rips and cracks through the huge dunes; the black curraghs; the lighthouse that sat perched on Eagle Island like a castle in a fairy story; the piers, the harbour, the sea.

(A Goat’s Song 1994, 119)


The novel ends as it begins, with Jack standing on a bridge waiting for Catherine to return home. However, the reader, having just read Jack’s fictional account of their tragic relationship, knows that this is indeed a fiction, and that she will never materialize. As Dermot McCarthy commented, ‘A Goat’s Song is a novel about “the duality of things”, or the way things are and the way they might have been. Tragic, romantic, melodramatic, it shimmers in the light of reading like the elusive salmon the quester lures to the surface’ (2000, 149).

Sudden Times, Healy’s 1999 novel, is a subtle variation on this borderland format, focussing on a young man, Ollie Ewing, who has returned home to Sligo from England. Ollie exists in a twilight zone of casual labour and drunkenness, traumatized by the memory of what happened to him on the building sites of London. Ollie’s solipsist confusion and almost schizophrenic estrangement from reality is reflected in the sequencing and shape of the narrative – constantly jumping forwards and backwards in time, all the while circling around the unspoken and unspeakable horror of what happened (we eventually learn that Ollie’s brother, Redmond, and his best friend, Marty, were brutally murdered after falling foul of some violent criminals in London).

As in Healy’s previous novels, the ear for regional dialogue is finely tuned‚ and the evocation of place is pungent and authentic. However, the description of the world is filtered through the unstable perspective of a highly unreliable protagonist, and so the various streetscapes, though realistically rendered and geographically accurate, take on an unsettling, expressionistic quality as well. As the narrative progresses, it becomes more and more apparent that Ollie’s sense of dislocation will not easily be overcome. In Chapter 12, for instance, he tells us that ‘I went back to London’ (85), but given his heightened state of existential displacement‚ it is impossible to say with any certainty whether he has literally returned to the scene of the crime, or if he is just imagining this scenario and replaying past events in his head. Either way, Ollie is unable to cope with the sheer uncanniness of the material world, which is both familiar and unfamiliar at the same time:


I catch a glimpse of a vague place I once was daily. The vagueness hurts. It has no name. I try the streets and smells that lead there, but they taper off. […] I search for a familiar place, a place I’d be most days. I have to try very hard. No one’s there but ghosts, fast‐receding ghosts. Voices recede, nothing really except for the briefest knowledge that I was once there, wherever that is.

(Sudden Times 1999, 86)


At the end of the novel, Ollie attends a wake in Sligo held in memory of Marty and Redmond. In the final lines, he hears his father’s accusing voice (again, it’s unclear whether this voice is inside or outside of Ollie’s head, or both): ‘I don’t forgive you, I heard him saying again. I don’t forgive you’ (133). Finally, in a typically audacious move, the last unpunctuated line of the text deliberately evokes the famous ending of Joyce’s Finnegans Wake (1939):


I pulled the hood of my sweater over my head and sat on the bed waiting until the listening stopped

(Sudden Times 1999, 331)


If Finnegans Wake is the model here, then it suggests an endlessly circular narrative where the ending brings us back to the beginning, and to Ollie’s lonely bedsit in Sligo town. A sense of place, Healy seems to imply, is the most grounding force in a person’s life – but once that ground is lost it proves difficult to recover.

In many ways, Healy’s final novel, Long Time, No See (2011), is a subtle variation on the themes and tonal patterns of Sudden Times, but one which shows how a strong sense of place can help to restore a damaged and distressed psyche. The story is set in the coastal townland of Ballintra in the northwest of Ireland, and is told from the point of view of Philip Feeney, a young school‐leaver suffering from an unspoken trauma (the death of a friend in a car crash, which remains unspecified for most of the novel). Philip – known locally as ‘Mister Psyche’ – awaits the results of his Leaving Cert exam and an uncertain future, and spends most of his time doing odd jobs and looking after his granduncle, Joejoe, and Joejoe’s best friend The Blackbird, both of whom are beginning to show signs of senility. The action, which takes place over the months of August and September, is deliberately muted and low‐key, a direct consequence of Philip’s gentle but raddled perspective, and the addled reminiscences of his elderly companions.

Instead of a structured plot, the narrative is constructed around a series of patterned set pieces: building a dry‐stone wall, digging gardens, sweeping chimneys, hosting a Station Mass, attending wakes. Although the novel is set in 2006, towards the end of the ill‐fated Celtic Tiger era, Healy seems keen to record some of these more archaic rituals for posterity. Above all, Healy cherishes the communal activities of a predominantly rural people, who prefer to define themselves through work and community rather than through politics, religion‚ or consumerism. As Joejoe says, after a memorable Sunday dinner with his family, ‘We forget what we owe to what we’ve forgotten till we encounter it again out of the corner of the eye, in passing’ (Long Time, No See 2011, 132).

Although the narrative structure is deliberately (and deceptively) loose and baggy, the montage of set pieces and vignettes allow Healy’s various gifts as a dramatist, storyteller‚ and poet to shine. He has a pitch‐perfect ear not just for the cadences of individual speech but for the interwoven rhythms of conversation, what Patrick Kavanagh in ‘Inniskeen Road’ (1935) called the ‘half‐talk code of mysteries / And the wink‐and‐elbow language of delight’ (Kavanagh 1984, 18). As in Sudden Times, Healy’s dialogue is stripped of intrusive quotation marks and dashes, but despite the lack of visual signposts the reader never loses their way. Take, for example, the playful and cagey encounter between Philip and Joejoe on the opening page:


I took the handle and slid through with a couple of newspapers under my arm. He stepped back as I stepped in, the table cloth rose, Timmy the dog done a turn and I swung the door shut. Joejoe studied me with his back against the shaking panels.


	I was expecting my dear neighbour Mister Blackbird.

	Sorry about that.

	And I said to myself that’s him.

	And it was me.

	It was you, but it was his knock, you see a knock can carry anyone’s signature on a day like that. I could have sworn. You know what it is son – memory is a stranger who comes to call less and less.

	Aye.



(Long Time, No See 2011, 3)


Similes are used sparingly – ‘Grass from a mown lawn […] lifted and fell like sympathy cards among the graves’ (289); ‘away in the distance the mountain looked like a dark circus tent’ (289) – in favour of describing the thing‐in‐itself, and Healy takes great pleasure in detailing simple rituals, such as the lighting of a fire:


All the news – the traffic congestion, business and financial affairs, houses for sale, wage and pension increases, obituaries, racing and soccer pages – shot up the chimney. We sat back and watched the flames, and then when the fire was at full tempo, he set the oil lamp on the window and studied the storm. He sang the song of the dog. Rain pounded the asbestos roof. We stepped out, slamming the door behind us, and he took the rusted spade to dig up some onions. The stalks were bent low and swinging in a frenzy of wind. (Long Time, No See 2011, 6)


Throughout the novel, everyday chores and familial obligations are elevated to the level of epiphany; as the elderly scion of the local Big House, Miss Jilly, says: ‘It’s extraordinary how ordinary life is’ (80). Indeed, at the end of the story, it is the accumulation of these ordinary things, punctuated by the sanctifying rituals of manual labour, which allow Philip the chance to break out of his traumatic narrative loop. In the final lines, as Philip heads off to attend Joejoe’s wake, there is a quiet sense of reawakening through his easy and sure‐footed negotiation of the familiar terrain: ‘I said goodnight, and went out and took the Bog road, and started the walk, with the torch, through the smell of dung, back down through the cut fields, past the rushes and whins and grey shuffling reeds, to the Wake’ (438). Significantly, the word ‘Wake’ is capitalized, drawing attention to the importance of this particular wake for Philip, but also evoking – as in Sudden Times – Joyce’s Finnegans Wake, and its endlessly repeating cycle of life. Unlike Ollie Ewing‚ though, Philip choses to takes comfort in his sense of place, and allows himself to be guided by the memory of those who came before him.

At its core, as I have argued elsewhere, ‘Long Time, No See is a quiet hymn to the troubled ecstasy of life on the Atlantic seaboard, and a celebration of the whole gift of existence’ (Hopper 2011, 20). Not everyone was so enamoured‚ though. In a highly contentious review in the Irish Times, Eileen Battersby wrote:


[Long Time, No See] is slow moving and complacent, and at times dangerously relaxed […]. There is no doubting that Healy is a writer’s writer, and writers will appreciate the difficulty in establishing the continuity that runs through the extravagant narrative. But for a reader it is hard going. […] Healy, an experienced writer, has attempted to write a young man’s book. It doesn’t quite work. His narrator is too wise, the story too obvious.

(Battersby 2011, 10)


Battersby’s review provoked a great deal of commentary in the letters pages of the Irish Times, including a rebarbative counterattack by the writer Eugene McCabe: ‘That this person has the temerity to sit in negative judgment on one of the great masters of Irish writing should not pass without comment’ (McCabe 2011). Younger writers, too, were keen to have their say; as Kevin Barry later argued, ‘It is impossible to situate [Long Time, No See] in any canon. We are neither in the dreary kitchens of social realism nor in the heritage park of late modernism. Healy is something very unexpected and rare in the literature now: he is original’ (Barry 2016, 101). Whatever one makes of this particular novel, the disparate reviews and their partisan responses demonstrate the manifold difficulties in assessing Healy’s singular contribution to Irish fiction. Indeed, the same thing might be said of Healy’s poetry, which, though generally admired, has also attracted its fair share of adverse criticism.

In an award‐winning RTÉ television documentary about Healy’s poetry, The Writing in the Sky (dir. Garry Keane, 2011), Seamus Heaney notably hailed him as the poetic heir to Patrick Kavanagh: ‘Kavanagh was the poet of, as he said, “the passionate transitory”, bits and pieces of the everyday snatched out of time. He was the poet of praise for those things. It isn’t just nature poetry, it’s gratitude for the whole gift of existence in Healy’ (see Keane, 2011). Heaney’s shrewd comparison is more than just rhetorical: much like Heaney himself, both Kavanagh and Healy share a powerful sense of place, which is rooted in the practical rather than the picturesque; both revel in the rhythms of colloquial speech as well as the rhythms of seasonal labour; and both transform a tarnished system of faith into a fragile poetics of transcendental humanism.

In Healy’s first collection of poetry, The Ballyconnell Colours (1992), Kavanagh’s early poem ‘A Prayer for Faith’ (1933) – ‘O give me faith / That I may be / Alive when April’s / Ecstasy / Dances in every / White‐thorn tree’ (1984, 8) – has echoes in Healy’s ‘Prayer’, where contingent matter is gradually stripped away until the poem becomes a meditation on the nature of prayer itself:



I search the words for it

And would break out

Into prayer,

If I could.

Or if I knew

One prayer to the sea

I’d say it. Instead

I remember

Your definition

Of prayer—

To wish another well.

This is all we can do.
 

(The Ballyconnell Colours 1992, 65–66)


Conscious that this reverence for ordinary things can easily slip into earnestness, Healy counterbalances the drift towards mysticism with a series of ironic palinodes, as in his three‐line imagistic squib, ‘Two Moons’: ‘The moon above Sligo / Is not / The moon above Mayo’ (The Ballyconnell Colours 1992, 55). However, this dry mischievousness did not always appeal to critics, some of whom found its Zen‐like wit a little too flippant. Richard Hayes in The Poetry Ireland Review, for instance, felt that some of the poems in the volume ‘seem unaware of themselves as reductions, distillations of some greater noise. Significantly, many of the poems in the book take “place” in the “cracks between worlds”, perhaps in a vain attempt to deny themselves presence’. For Hayes, ‘The “real” in Healy’s book seems to be what happens before the book is opened and after it is closed’ (1993, 119). Similarly, in Books Ireland, Fred Johnston argued that ‘Poem try‐outs such as “Two Moons” […] have a Durcanesque wink‐and‐nod quality to them and shouldn’t have been included in this collection. They outsmart themselves’. For Johnston, ‘That is the problem with so many of these poems, however well‐constructed and emotionally engineered. They are about the known (to Healy), the familiar, the poet’s home ground. They do not rise above this ground, merely describe it’ (1993, 137).

However, it can be argued that the problem with a poem like ‘Two Moons’ is not that it fails to rise above familiar ground, but rather that it remains a static snapshot of an abstract thought. At his best, Healy is a maker of moving images, in both senses of the phrase: his images are poignant, often weighed down with melancholy, but they are also deeply rooted in the real (however unknowable that ‘real’ may be) and constantly in motion, moving tentatively towards some ineffable future. Or as he says in his conclusion to the title poem of The Ballyconnell Colours:



Trying to find

Space for it all—

Yourself, the silence of gales,

The unyielding stars,

And the white seal pup on the rocks

Thrown up here,

Like myself,

In a storm.


(The Ballyconnell Colours 1992, 74–75)


This cinematic quality greatly enlivens Healy’s fourth and penultimate collection, A Fool’s Errand (2010), a linked sequence of eighty‐nine sonnets which centres on the annual migration and return of the barnacle geese near Healy’s home in Ballyconnell, Co. Sligo. Every October the geese make the journey from Greenland, and for the next six months they nest on Inishmurray Island, five miles off the Sligo coast. Every morning, five minutes after first light, they fly over Healy’s house to their feeding grounds, and every evening they return to Inishmurray, five minutes before dark: ‘They’re like an ancient clock’, Healy says in The Writing in the Sky, ‘and I’ve been trying all these years to learn to wind the hands’ (see Keane, 2011).

The migration of the wild geese is a familiar theme in Irish poetry, but part of what distinguishes this collection is its tight formal structure: each sonnet is presented in a strict 2‐2‐3‐3‐2‐2 pattern, mirroring the V‐shape of the flock in flight. This ceremonial elegance allows for repetition and variation, which stays true to the cyclical nature of the phenomenon described, but it also enables the poet to speak about time, memory‚ and loss in a way that is rarely sentimental or self‐pitying, as in the final sonnet of the collection, where the geese are preparing to migrate once again:



Today

they’ve grown tidy,

the wave of the line is perfect,

the cries

are not fearful, they know

where they are going:

the weather is right.

What more could you ask for?

And when they hit the sea

the chorus stops.

We do not hear them.

They take their song with them.

This is the one certainty—

that ebbing song.


(A Fool’s Errand 2010, 97)


As Colm Tóibín remarked, in an essay on Healy’s poetry:


In the ways he chooses and chisels an image and keeps his tone in check, in the clear‐eyed tone of the poems, in the balance between the evocative, the spiritual, and the exact thing described by an exacting eye, Healy displays not only an astonishing gift as a poet, but also a poet’s conscience, manifested in the way he will not wander into easy poetic spaces, or manipulate feeling, or strike a pose. Instead he will remain reticent and eloquent, maintaining equilibrium between what is mysterious and what is material.

(Tóibín 2016, 14)


This poetic tension between the mysterious and the material is also at work in Healy’s plays. Although Healy is best known as a novelist and poet, he was also a prolific playwright, screenwriter, director‚ and actor. Between 1985 and 2010‚ he wrote thirteen stage plays, all of which were published for the first time in 2016. In a review of The Collected Plays, Ondřej Pilný commented on the ‘stylistic versatility’ of Healy’s dramatic oeuvre, and usefully compared him to the Northern Irish playwright Stewart Parker (1941–1988):


Healy wrote psychological drama, absurdist metatheatre, domestic drama, a history play, a poetic docudrama, a theatrical folk tale, a sketch of prison life, and a range of plays for young actors and audiences. He regularly used elements of physical theatre, vivid soundscapes and symbolic sets, demonstrating a deep understanding of theatre that may seem surprising in an author perceived primarily as a novelist. What Healy shares with Parker is a keen sense for finding an appropriate style and method for his subject; instead of Parker’s wild exuberance and quick wit, however, Healy’s approach is more muted, always attuned to the lives and predicaments of ordinary people and addressing large issues of history by extension rather than overt dramatization.

(Pilný 2018)


Healy’s interest in theatre was long‐standing, and it remained central to his overall development as a writer. In 1979, he co‐founded The Hacklers Theatre Group in Cavan, and their ambitious debut production – Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, which Healy produced and directed – won the award for Best Play at the All‐Ireland Drama Festival in 1980. As a result, the play ran for five nights at the Peacock Theatre in Dublin (the Abbey Theatre’s more adventurous junior affiliate) – a quite remarkable achievement for a fledgling amateur company. Throughout Healy’s theatrical career, Beckett remained an important aesthetic touchstone (Healy later directed Krapp’s Last Tape, Rockaby, and Footfalls at the Sligo Trades Club and the Hawk’s Well Theatre in Sligo). As Healy noted in an interview in 1980, ‘I learnt a lot from Beckett and the way he raises the most clichéd language to imaginative status. […] All the movement is in the lines and you’ve just got to feel it out, move, and stand still between the pauses’ (see Sennett, 1980).

However, in Healy’s own plays, this formal appreciation of Beckett’s spatial abstractions and dramaturgical astringencies is supplemented by a broadly Brechtian sense of social and political engagement. Indeed, one of the most striking features of all thirteen plays is their unabashed spirit of community collaboration and their strong social conscience. For instance, his first play, Here and There and Going to America (1985), about two young Irish emigrants living in a squat in London, was performed by members of the Sligo Dole Q Company; Metagama (2004), about the mass migration of poor Scottish crofters to Canada in the 1920s, was written for Theatre Hebrides on the Isle of Lewis; Serious (2005), about the daily rigours of life in jail, was developed with – and performed by – the inmates of Castlerea Prison in Co. Roscommon; and A Night at the Disco (2006) was written in collaboration with the teachers and students of St Mary’s Secondary School in Ballina, Co. Mayo. These community‐based productions were interspersed with more professional commissions, including the metatheatrical Mr Staines, first performed by the celebrated Pan Pan Theatre Company at the Samuel Beckett Theatre in Dublin in 1999, and the poetic docudrama Men to the Right, Women to the Left, first performed at The Abbey Theatre in 2005 by the Clones Drama Group.

Although the settings and idioms of Healy’s plays are usually local by design, their energy and vision invariably transcend those boundaries. Moreover, the experimental impulse is always balanced and kept in check by a clear ethical commitment, with a fruitful dialectic between dialogue and dramaturgy. As Michelle Paull remarks:


Healy’s drama is evocative, lyrical and disturbing. Working with specialist groups on local subjects does not limit his theatrical reach but instead widens the dramatic resonance. […] While his narrative fiction celebrates the evocative nature of language, his drama explores the visceral impact of that which cannot be captured on paper, using sound, visual imagery, and music to offer the audience the feeling of an experience rather than simply present a rational or intellectual explanation of things. Healy’s theatre is above all a theatre of the physical and, as such, his work deserves to remain at the centre of contemporary stage practice and design.

(Paull 2016, 381)


Since Dermot Healy’s untimely death in 2014, at the age of sixty‐eight, a new critical appreciation is gradually beginning to emerge. Sean O’Hagan, in his obituary for Healy in the Guardian, hailed him as ‘one of the most distinctive voices in recent fiction and poetry – not just Irish fiction and poetry’, while also acknowledging that he remained a ‘bafflingly under‐appreciated writer’ (O’Hagan 2014). However, with the posthumous publication of several new volumes that showcase the full range of Healy’s poetry, fiction‚ and drama, as well as a collection of scholarly essays about his work, the time seems right for a proper reassessment of this singular but undervalued writer.
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David Edgar

SEAN CARNEY



More than any other dramatist working in England today, David Edgar (born 26 February 1948) conforms most recognizably to the title ‘political playwright’. He is the author of over thirty published plays and many more unpublished ones. He writes about politicians, recognizably political events, and the political lives of everyday people. His plays frequently take place in public locations: various types of meeting places – offices, halls, churches, community centres – where different points of view and ideological narratives meet in dialogue and conflict. He is singular in that he not only espouses political points of view – which, over his career, have moved across a broadly leftist spectrum – but he also engages in a relentless questioning of political certainties and political dogma, particularly those arising from communism and socialism, while also continuing to endorse a democratic socialist point of view. While he is primarily a playwright, he has also written extensively for television, radio‚ and film, and he is an accomplished essayist and public intellectual.

However, it is for his professional playwriting work that Edgar is most well known, and the following analysis will concentrate on the predominant concerns that emerge from his most successful and representative original works for the stage. Born in Birmingham into a family of theatre workers, Edgar grew up immersed in theatrical performance. In the 1960s, he studied drama at Manchester University and graduated with his BA in Drama in 1969. During this time, Edgar’s politics were shaped by the spirit of the 1960s and the emergence of the New Left. He was active in the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) and chaired the University Socialist Society. Upon graduation he worked as a journalist in Bradford while co‐founding a Bradford‐based touring Fringe theatre company called the General Will, for which he wrote plays. The General Will specialized in politically direct messages and agitprop styles of performance, and this form of theatre was Edgar’s predominant medium during the early to mid‐ 1970s. During this period he identified himself as a Trotskyist, indicating a traditional Marxist orientation to his politics with an emphasis on economic and class issues as determinative of people’s social lives, and an endorsement of international solidarity and permanent revolutionary activity. In this he was somewhat atypical of the 1960s generation of which he was a part. While he was a product of New Left sensibilities, which emphasized leftist collectivity that crossed class lines and united people under the banner of common causes like Nuclear Disarmament, Edgar himself developed a ‘hard‐left’ attitude and attempted to articulate clear Marxist messages in his plays, orienting them towards an imagined audience of working‐class auditors.

Yet by the mid‐1970s Edgar grew dissatisfied with political didacticism and modified his artistic approach. It is here that the complexities of political playwriting as such emerged for him: the disconnect between the aims of didactic theatre (education and consciousness raising amongst the working classes) and the audience that it reached (politically sympathetic, university‐educated audiences). He felt that he was preaching to the converted, and that his theatre had failed to build up a working‐class audience (Painter 30). Edgar also grew dissatisfied with the rote answers to political problems and lack of complexity in didactic political theatre, and concluded that political theatre’s greatest danger was found in failing to question its own assumptions in the face of a changing social situation. The Dunkirk Spirit (1974) illustrates this problem: a series of miner’s strikes and militant industrial conflicts in the early to mid‐1970s, at a time of widespread economic crisis, led to a confrontational and potentially revolutionary situation in England. Edgar wrote The Dunkirk Spirit for the General Will to tour in January 1974, in the months leading up to a general election. The play was a large‐scale, sweeping musical survey of the underlying causes of the dire economic circumstances in England in the 1970s, beginning in 1945, and leading up to the ‘three‐day week’, imposed by Edward Heath’s Conservative government in early 1974 as a means of conserving electricity in hostile response to striking coal miners. The play also attempted to explain theories of surplus value and the labour theory of value, in didactic, non‐realistic styles and illustrated lectures (Page and Trussler 32). The political purpose of a play like The Dunkirk Spirit was to educate working‐class audiences in the economic realities of their situations as a means of politicizing them and encouraging them to participate in the revolutionary social transformation of their society. Yet while organized working‐class union activity helped bring about the defeat of Edward Heath’s Conservative government in late 1974 and abetted the election of a minority Labour government under Harold Wilson, it did not lead towards a more revolutionary working‐class positioning. For the hard‐leftist Edgar, this seemed to belie the presuppositions of Marxist theory regarding the logical inevitability of such a revolutionary escalation (Painter 25–26).

Analyzing the failure of socialist ideas to account for actual human history has become a signal feature of Edgar’s own socialist playwriting project, and constitutes one of the fundamental strengths of his writing. He writes about political disillusionment and the loss of socialist idealism. He is, in this sense, an unorthodox leftist, taking as his goal the interrogation of the very concept of orthodoxy itself. In response to the failure of his Trotskyite Marxism to account for the complex realities of English political and economic life, Edgar began to take a more ‘journalistic’ approach to his playwriting, while still retaining some traditional Marxist analysis. While working as a journalist in Bradford circa 1970‚ Edgar had reported on meetings held by a group called the ‘Yorkshire Campaign to Stop Immigration’ (Edgar, ‘My Fight with the Front’). This group later merged with the anti‐immigration political party The National Front, and this far‐right neo‐fascist organization inspired Edgar’s breakthrough play Destiny. But rather than present this Marxist‐inflected analysis of the contemporary attractions of Nazism to audiences of politicized leftists or members of the working classes, Destiny was presented to the middle‐class audiences who patronized the Royal Shakespeare Company in Stratford‐upon‐Avon. Its message was a warning to the English lower‐middle classes regarding the appeal of fascism to their own interests and the dangers of succumbing to this ideology. Premiered in September 1976 at the RSC’s Other Place, Destiny’s success led to its transfer to the Aldwych Theatre in London’s West End in May 1977; it was subsequently filmed and broadcast as a BBC ‘Play for Today’ in January 1978. Destiny appeared at a moment of crisis in England and seemed to prophesy the collapse of traditional conservatism and a turn to fascism on the part of hapless and disenfranchised lower‐middle‐class Britons.

Destiny is widely acknowledged as one of the most important English plays of the 1970s and a key moment in Edgar’s own career. The play is singular for its investigation of the attraction of fascism and the exploration of the larger economic and ideological reasons why people in England on both sides of the political spectrum find themselves attracted to far‐right anti‐immigrant political points of view. This willingness to examine how the appeal of fascism and right‐wing nationalism cuts across class lines both reflects the Trotskyist analysis of Nazism that inspired Edgar and also serves as an indication on Edgar’s part of his growing willingness to interrogate assumptions and comfortable fictions about working‐class solidarity. It is Edgar’s gift as a writer that he illustrates these ideas in scenes that are both full of dramatic intensity and vivid conflict while also being didactically clear in their political intent. In one of the play’s most memorable scenes (3.iii), two working‐class friends re‐unite in a police station and realize they have been on the opposite side of a picket line skirmish in which worker’s rights and racial tensions have overlapped: Paul was there to support the picket and defend the rights of Asian workers in a foundry, while Tony was there to break the picket and defend the rights of white British to jobs. Paul recognizes that the men are, metaphorically, mirror images of each other: they each have a strong sense of solidarity, but for Paul it is with international workers, while Tony’s solidarity is bounded by race and national identity and includes people of different classes. But despite their antagonistic political positions‚ they repeat the same phrases at each other, simply substituting different key words. Crucial to the effectiveness of such a scene is its balanced representation of both sides of this divide, and moreover Edgar’s willingness to humanize a politically heinous point of view, with the awareness that understanding politically dogmatic perspectives is the role of the socialist playwright. Tony’s racist rhetoric in the scene is presented with unabashed confrontational honesty, so that one can understand why he has adopted a racist and fascist ideology; and finally, when Paul accuses him of being a Nazi, Tony agrees bluntly.

Destiny nevertheless remains a deliberately didactic play intent on exposing the erroneous thinking in Tony’s fascism. This exposure takes place at the larger level of plot and formal narrative devices, which Edgar uses to challenge simple chronological thinking and to encourage causal connections. Effectively, the play uses its formal devices in order to encourage the audience to take a broad historical perspective on events: the play begins in India on 15 August 1947, on the day India achieved independence. The main character in the play is Sergeant Turner, who returns to England from India and starts a small antique business, but finds that the entire block of shops has been purchased by an apparently Asian property investment company: the end of Empire has seemingly resulted in an assault on traditional English values by empowered foreign interests. In response‚ Turner, the lower‐middle‐class protagonist, becomes politicized and founds the ‘Taddley Patriotic League’ in order to defend the traditional English values that he feels are under attack. He is soon recruited by the emergent fascist organization ‘Nation Forward’ and stands as their candidate in a local by‐election. He achieves a respectable result, but in the final scene of the play overhears a reference to the same international investment group that took his shop, and realizes that these multinational capitalists are secretly supporting Nation Forward. He has misunderstood his enemy and ended up supporting the very cause he intended to oppose. The play is open‐ended and concludes with Turner’s moment of insight: the audience must decide whether it is too late for him to undo the damage he has caused and correct his own error.

This point – that fascism appeals to a broad cross‐class section of a society united by national identity but ultimately will betray the working and lower middle classes and serve only the interests of capitalists and those who hold economic power – constitutes Edgar’s lingering Trotskyism in the mid‐1970s. As Susan Painter has argued astutely, this politically didactic assertion was also the aspect of the play that required the most revision for subsequent performances, as Margaret Thatcher’s conservative government absorbed the nationalistic energies exploited by fascism: historical events belied the accuracy of Destiny’s prediction (Painter 41–42). These revisions highlight a productive tension in Edgar’s playwriting project: the tension between journalistic observation of reality and socialist commitment. A key stylistic gesture in Destiny is the decision to call the group ‘Nation Forward’ rather than ‘the National Front’ and to locate the action in a fictional constituency named ‘Taddley’. The action of the play is at once highly specific and recognizable and resolutely fictional. As Janelle Reinelt and Gerald Hewitt discuss, Edgar has at different points in his career described this technique as ‘drama‐documentary’ and ‘faction’ (216–217). The ambiguity of this style is key to Edgar’s political playwriting. While Edgar himself asserts that ‘faction’ allows him to assert not just what happened but how things happen, I suggest another purpose. If he were only writing journalistic theatre, the emphasis would be upon mere fact. But Edgar is at the same time writing leftist political fictions in which it is always necessary to articulate hopeful possibilities and historical alternatives rather than capitulate to the state of things as they are. This accounts for the level of abstraction that he brings to locations and the names of political organizations: this level of fiction allows him the space to imagine socialist possibilities. It is a compelling but risky artistic strategy. Were he only writing such politically optimistic plays, they would risk becoming naïve political fiction: offering solutions which are unrealistic and thus may be disregarded as socialist dogma by a sceptical audience. Instead, the productive tension between existing circumstances and hopeful possibility occupies Edgar’s analysis.

The ongoing testing of this relationship between journalistic observation and critical analysis characterizes Edgar’s playwriting work to date. As Reinelt and Hewitt observe in their recent, highly thoughtful study of twelve of Edgar’s major plays, Edgar returns again and again to a particular concern: ‘the gap between wide‐ranging, sometimes utopian visions of political theory and the always more limited actual human practice, often not even coming close to the desired good. Indeed, in some ways Edgar is an elegiac writer because he most often stages such failures to achieve satisfactory human social arrangements’ (4). In his explorations of the failure of socialist ideals to account for or come to terms with the shifting, contradictory landscape of human history, Edgar sometimes appeared to be attacking the left itself, particularly because the audiences of his plays were not necessarily predominantly socialist in orientation. Moreover, by joining the Labour Party in 1981, Edgar indicated a personal shift away from Marxism, a move which from a hard‐left perspective might be construed as an act of capitulation and betrayal of socialist ideals.

Yet Edgar is indefatigable and tenacious in his concerted efforts to maintain a leftist perspective without leftist dogma. Maydays (1983 – also produced by the RSC, but this time on its newly opened large stage at the Barbican) is Edgar’s most direct examination of leftist characters who lose their idealism or betray their political beliefs in the face of changing historical realities. It is an epic play, with over fifty characters, spanning the years 1945 to 1983 and touching upon major historical events and how they affect the lives of individuals. Most notably, Edgar is here interested in the phenomenon of defectors from the left who subsequently take far‐right political positions. The play follows Martin Glass, born in 1945, whom the play first presents standing in the rain in 1962 as punishment for wearing a CND badge on his school uniform: he begins as a visual symbol of youthful resistance, and the play’s interest is in how this outspoken, spirited figure becomes completely depoliticized over the course of his life until, in the play’s final scene in the early 1980s, he has retreated into his parent’s vicarage home, while next door his former lover Amanda participates in protests against the US military’s appropriation of common land (the situation is a deliberate echo of the Greenham Common anti‐nuclear protests of the early 1980s.) By the end of the play‚ Martin is cynical about the youthful women protesters, and when Amanda asks Martin if he remembers ever feeling like them, he replies that he cannot. The play is neatly bookended by these images of social protest against nuclear escalation and militarism: Maydays valorizes 1960s‐inspired protest and resistance in the face of repression and authoritarianism. The significance of this for Edgar is evident, as Edgar himself was shaped by the 1960s and the New Left, but in the 1970s espoused Marxism. In distancing himself from his former Trotskyism, Edgar engaged in a re‐examination of the importance of and achievements of the 1960s, and the conflict between 1960s communalism and Marxist class‐based politics is staged early on in the play (1.vi).

Martin moves, in the first act of the play, from youthful middle‐class idealist to a declared commitment to revolutionary Marxist politics: he joins the (fictional) Socialist Vanguard Party. But in Act Two he is ejected from this party due to his continuing ‘bourgeois’ tendencies at a time (1974) when ‘SV’ are determined to transform the miner’s strikes into a revolutionary situation. By 1975, when Heath’s government has been defeated by the miners but SV’s anticipated revolution has failed to come about, we see the effect of these accusations against Martin. He encounters a number of his previous comrades at a party in North London. When Martin, increasingly drunk, listens to a defence by James (who ejected Martin from SV) of the new communist authorities who have liberated Viet Nam and immediately imposed repressive laws on the populace, Martin snaps and gives a long, drunken, impassioned speech explaining his inability to accept the hypocrisies of Marxist ideology:


I think it is the whole idea. That our childlike sense of justice and compassion and fairplay, the thing that got us here, that we must hone and beat it down, from a ploughshare to a sword; that there’s no morality except the interests of the revolution, that to be a communist you must purge yourself of the instincts and beliefs that made you one. (98)


This sounds like a heroic declaration, and they are certainly sentiments echoed in the play by Amanda, another former SV member who also could not abandon her compassion for the sake of revolutionary discipline. But it is at moments like this that Edgar is presenting a dialectical contradiction rather than a monolithic declaration, for we must notice that only moments earlier in the scene, Martin has bumped into an irritable woman named Molly who has a large chip on her shoulder about the politics of cigarette smoking and who is part of a group called ‘Wages for Housework’. Martin finds the concept so risible that he baits her by stating his opinion that ‘what has really liberated women is the invention of the vacuum cleaner’ (2.vii.96). His increasing cynicism about revolutionary politics has rendered him jaded about social justice in general, and he is incapable of taking seriously a feminist point of view. Amanda, his current lover, suggests to him that he ‘really try to imagine what life would be like if [he] didn’t have a cock’ (2.vii.96). The problem, she suggests, is his masculinity. It is this growing difference between Amanda and Martin that contains the message of the play.

In the third act‚ Martin finds himself in a situation much like that of Turner in Destiny. By 1978‚ he is rewarded for his willingness to speak out against the depredations of actually existing communism by employment at The Sunday Times, but then finds himself shocked to be courted by Hugh Trelawney, a member of a neo‐conservative political party. Trelawney expects Martin to support the neo‐fascist, Thatcherite opinion that the plague of modern England is the permissive society, and that a more authoritarian government is needed. It seems deliberate on Edgar’s part that this man’s dire rhetoric describing the perceived decline of English society sounds very much like that of the paranoid fascists of Destiny: historically, Thatcherism succeeded by absorbing these far‐right fears and support for the National Front declined. When Martin sees Lermontov, a jailed Soviet dissident who denounced communism, speak to this group but refuse to endorse their authoritarian ideology, Martin realizes he has been seduced by the very thing he has opposed all along: authoritarianism of any kind. By the end of the play he has both capitulated and retreated: he works for a Tory think tank in Thatcher’s England and has returned to his family’s rural vicarage home.

The play’s most didactic message is, ironically, perhaps its least orthodoxly socialist one, as it arises from moral rather than rational or political premises. This is spoken by Amanda, the most tenaciously optimistic character, near the end of the play, as she opines about the protesters who have gathered next door to Martin’s house in order to oppose the selling of common land to the US air force. While one might rationalize such activism as “material self‐interest”, she instead suggests


that in the end what they are doing, what we all are trying to do, in our many different ways, can only be accounted for by something in the natures of our species which resents, rejects and ultimately will resist a world that is demonstrably and in this case dramatically wrong and mad and unjust and unfair. (146)


Amanda here has a moral authority that her auditor Martin now lacks, and the play celebrates a spirit of resistance to authoritarianism emerging from either the right or the left, while also warning us away from the dangers of that spirit of resistance: that when it lacks a positive vision, resistance always risks a retreat into the consolations of individualism.

With such concerns at the centre of his writing, it is unsurprising that the fall of the Berlin Wall, the dissolution of the Soviet Union, and the subsequent end of communism in Eastern Europe signalled a change of emphasis for Edgar. While Maydays is somewhat international in focus and in particular represents the Soviet Union in a highly critical light, the 1990s saw Edgar’s attention become more concertedly pan‐European in its emphasis. Over the 1990s he produced a trilogy of plays examining the ongoing transformations taking place in former communist countries. The first of these plays, The Shape of the Table (National Theatre 1990), is about the behind‐the‐scenes negotiations taking place during the collapse of a communist government in a fictional Eastern European country, one which resembles Czechoslovakia. The second, Pentecost (RSC 1994), takes place in an abandoned church in an unnamed European country resembling Bulgaria, and begins as a story centred around the origins of a fresco found in the church which seems to have inspired Giotto’s Lamentation of Christ. The third, Prisoner’s Dilemma (RSC 2001), is about the attempt to negotiate peace in a fictional Eastern European country plagued by violent, long‐standing ethnic conflicts. Each play evokes actual historical events in Eastern Europe, while finally maintaining a fictional frame of reference. This ongoing dramatic strategy allows Edgar to hew closely to the ongoing, shifting facts of modern history, while also permitting him to envisage small imaginary openings into alternative possibilities, and avenues forward out of historical failure, contradiction‚ and deadlock. Yet with these three plays we also see the pitfalls of this strategy for the political playwright, in particular the dangers of allowing a political message to overshadow the pressing imperative towards factual accuracy.

For example, both Painter, and Reinelt and Hewitt, describe The Shape of the Table as a highly ambivalent play regarding the end of communism. Both describe the play as elegiac (Painter 134, 139; Reinelt and Hewitt 220) and thus a kind of lamentation for the end of the Marxist dream, thus suggesting that Edgar’s political message skews the play away from the neutrality of factual reportage. Ideally, as reportage, the play would neither celebrate nor condemn this historical turn of events, but rather present it as deeply contradictory and evocative of larger questions – essentially, as a moment of open possibilities without a clear vision of the future, since the end of communism describes the end of a grand narrative and the abandonment of a future‐oriented sense of history. It depends on how one sees communism, and Edgar presents two perspectives without, apparently, taking a side. Josef Lutz, First Secretary of the Communist Party in this fictional country, is, as Painter observes, a paradigmatic icon of the ‘lying bureaucratic ugliness’ so representative of repressive communist regimes (133). In short, he represents everything wrong with communism. By the end of the play‚ Lutz has been supplanted and the communist system dismantled, but it is Lutz who is given a position of moral authority as he finally cautions the new leader, Pavel Prus (former political prisoner and now the new President), about how easily this new country could slip into a repressive regime in which Prus is ‘living in the lap of luxury behind a 12 foot wire’ (79). Lutz also laments the failure of the socialist dream in his country, blaming himself and other leaders rather than the system or the people. Prus, significantly, disagrees with Lutz’s attempts to blame himself and other leaders rather than the system, and Prus analogizes communism to ‘one of those appalling holidays you read about, where some mad enthusiastic schoolteacher takes a group of pupils up a mountain, and then the weather turns, he can’t cope and the whole thing ends in tears’ (80–81). In their analysis‚ Reinelt and Hewitt endorse this point of view over Lutz’s: ‘it is clear that the system failed as well’ (229). Yet Prus’s own political agenda – ‘no more adventures […]. Just, let’s get back to the normal, ordinary way of doing things. The way that works. The way they do them in the West’ – seems dangerously naïve and short‐sighted from a Western perspective (81).

Painter argues that ‘Edgar is writing an elegy for the Marxist vision rather than a celebration of a totalitarian regime’ (134). But it is here that the risks of drama‐documentary or ‘faction’ become apparent, since in actual post‐communist situations‚ audiences are unlikely to easily separate the Marxist ideals from actual historical totalitarianism. With Pentecost, Edgar seems to respond to such possible criticisms of his romanticization of Eastern European communism by including a central character, Gabriella Pecs, who is adamant in her insistence that nothing of any lasting worth occurred during the period of communism in her country. A curator of museum art, she has discovered a hidden fresco in an abandoned church which she believes both predates and inspired Giotto’s Lamentation of Christ. She is determined at all costs to use this artwork as her country’s passport into modern Europe, by demonstrating that the origins of the Renaissance actually lie in this place, beyond Europe’s ‘official’ borders, and she engages an English academic with a degree in contemporary art theory to help her free the painting from its hiding place behind a mural depicting communist social realist propaganda art. She plans to clean the fresco, and remove it from the church altogether. But before they can complete this work‚ the church is swarmed by politicians, magistrates, an American art historian, and church officials, all with vested, conflicting interests in what the painting represents. The painting itself, and what to do with it, grows into a metaphor for how to manage the history of this post‐communist country: should regrettable human history be left in place, remembered as a gritty, difficult warning to the future about the failures of the past and the price of historical revisionism, or should there be a restoration of that which was suppressed under communism, and a dismantling and erasure of their communist past? The dangers of the latter are voiced by the American art historian, Leo Katz, a diasporic Jew who argues that the restoration of the painting, like the cleansing of communist history from the image of this country, will ultimately only serve the purpose of Western capitalism: it will create a palatable commodity to be exchanged and exploited. While Katz is presented, in Reinelt and Hewitt’s words, as ‘an unsympathetic and boorish [American] interloper’ (238) for much of the play, his point of view is echoed by Anna Jedlikova, former dissident, imprisoned under the communist regime, and now the presiding magistrate, who insists that their reprehensible past must not be erased: ‘Because for 40 years it is not normal here. And so we must remember’ (38).

Moreover, it is Katz who reframes the significance of the fresco beyond its status as a material and historical artefact and a tool of political negotiation, and he does this by interpreting the painter’s artistic intention, a gesture which reframes the terms of the entire play and which tellingly takes place at a crucial dramatic moment: ‘what I see’s a guy who tells a story of a man who’s actually a God who’s put to death before his mother like a common criminal. And although he’s heard it told a thousand times, he brings to it that innocence, that freshness and that rage we all feel when we hear a story first time around’ (48). Immediately following this speech, the church is invaded by a group of diasporic refugees and asylum‐seekers who take everyone present captive at gunpoint. The second act of the play is effectively the apprehension of and dramatization of Katz’s interpretation within this tense situation: the value of the painting lies not in its status as an artefact but in its depiction of the indissoluble value of human life and righteous anger against dehumanizing injustice and tyranny. Katz’s reading echoes the anger at injustice which Amanda describes as an essential part of human nature at the end of Maydays. Inspired by Katz, the English art academic, Oliver Davenport, makes an intuitive guess regarding the provenance of the fresco as a diasporic intersection of twelfth‐century European Christianity and an Arab painter with knowledge of classic geometry: the painter rendered the image with ‘innocence, […] freshness and […] rage’ because he was actually hearing it ‘for the very first […] time’ (99). Yet his persuasive surmise is only available to Oliver once he has gone through a particular rite of passage with his captors: in what is widely described as the play’s ‘Pentecost’ scene, the refugees, unable to communicate with each other linguistically, act out a series of traditional stories from their cultures (Reinelt and Hewitt 241). Oliver recognizes a commonality in the narratives, and yokes them to the story of Christ (88). This idea – that in diaspora there is nevertheless recognizable some common humanity – allows him to make his ‘breakthrough’ and deduce the provenance of the fresco, which is moments later destroyed by commandos as they burst into the church and kill, amongst others, Oliver himself.

Thus‚ the play performs an act of apotheosis: the destruction of the painting and the destruction of Oliver are paralleled, and this highlights how both are analogies for the martyrdom of Christ. In all three cases, a curious dialectical action is fulfilled, in which the material negation fulfils the latent meaning or significance of that which was destroyed: Christ is deified, the painting’s value transcends its material existence, and Oliver, killed in place of a refugee because he has literally been dressed as one and thus rendered a scapegoat/substitute, serves as a sacrificial image of the play’s most important point, which Leo articulates: ‘he was right. […] That basically, we are the sum of all the people who’ve invaded us. We are, involuntarily, each other’s guests’ (104). This conclusion evokes the need to acknowledge the contradictory, difficult‚ and diasporic nature of human history, yet it is enabled in the play by a utopian scene of theatrical performance in which language barriers are surpassed and common humanity is glimpsed. Moreover, the whole is framed within the context of iconographic images of Western humanistic values, which threaten to over‐determine and subsume the other imagery in the play. As Stanton B. Garner Jr. argues, Pentecost ‘reinscribes some of the tenets of Enlightenment humanism even as [Edgar] seeks to displace its Eurocentric lineage’ (Garner 11). This contradiction or inconsistency in the play is entirely in keeping with Edgar’s project and the ongoing tension between journalism and political fiction. In Pentecost, the journalistic observation of ongoing historical realities is overshadowed by the image evoked by the title of the play itself, which risks cancelling out history in the name of a utopian political image of human unity.

What Pentecost demonstrates is that Edgar’s plays, at their best, come up against an inevitable problem, one that the third play in the trilogy, The Prisoner’s Dilemma, explores most trenchantly: when one truly, fully inhabits and understands a problem, there is always the possibility that one will come to the sober realization that no solution to the problem exists. At that point‚ the political playwright will be tempted to offer a solution – fiction – but if this solution is recognizable because it is drawn from or inspired by the situation of the present, it risks being an ideological accommodation to some aspect of the present by virtue of stooping to bear a message or moral of some kind: an answer or solution, imposed from without. The Prisoner’s Dilemma articulates this point through the representation of game theory and the concept of analogy, both of which serve as figurations of theatre itself. But this is not a self‐criticism or a condemnation of Edgar’s own political theatre. Rather, The Prisoner’s Dilemma will productively extend this criticism of analogy back into the realm of real political negotiations, which are similarly limited by their chief tool: language, which is as false a system of analogy as are games or theatre, but crucially, is the only tool for peace that exists as an alternative to force itself. This is also the problem of the Western liberal audience, looking into situations of ethnic and regional conflict from without, and therefore able only to understand these situations from an abstract, ungrounded perspective without an experience of the necessity of these events.

This ironic distance is asserted throughout The Prisoner’s Dilemma. Beginning in 1989, during the fall of the Soviet Union, a group of Western intellectuals engage in a weekend seminar in conflict negotiation: as the curtain rises, the audience may at first think they are watching an actual negotiation, until the role‐play ends. Theatre, Edgar tells us, is not the thing it represents to us, because it contains no actual material context: in the second half of the play, a number of the individuals from the first scene will encounter each other on opposite sides of a checkpoint in war‐torn ‘Drozhdan’ (another of Edgar’s fictional Eastern European countries). Unlike in a theatre game, here, when negotiations breakdown, violence erupts and people die. But like language itself, analogies and games are the only tools available in the attempt to resolve events other than through the use of force. The Prisoner’s Dilemma emerges as a reflection upon Edgar’s own project: the material details of modern historical conflict may in fact be too intractably contradictory to be represented in theatre. But this admission removes the dialectic from the material: the facts of modern history, in their most denuded exposure, become nothing more than insoluble social contradictions. This seeming deadlock is articulated by two women who appear throughout the play: Floss Weatherby, actress‐turned‐international‐aid worker, and Finnish hard‐left Marxist, Gina Olsson. Gina, in traditional, cynical Marxist fashion, dismisses games and analogies as inherently false: ‘the consequence of treating these things as a game is to ignore the fact that in this world some people have much more power whereas some do not’ (14). Floss, after espousing a series of liberal Western platitudes about peace and common dreams, suggests that sometimes actors’ games are the only way to create trust and confidence in a situation (20). Gina dismisses most of what Floss says as ignorance of the brute material facts of power, but is intrigued by the idea of a game that creates trust.

The fall of the Berlin Wall and the dismantling of the Soviet Union softens Gina’s hard‐left stance, and ironically, she finds herself eight years later hosting peace talks between ‘Drozhdian’ Muslim Independence fighters and representatives of the former Soviet Republic of ‘Kavkhazia’. This fictional ethnic conflict between Muslims and Christians in a post‐communist country is evidently loosely based on events in Eastern Europe in the 1990s, but here Edgar has embedded a defence of his “factional” strategy into the thematic fabric of the play itself. Gina now asserts: ‘All we know is that there are two large populations sharing one small place who see themselves as having separate pasts but will have to share a common future’ (38). It is this last idea itself – a common future – which is at stake in the play, since it is exposed as, in all practical terms, nothing more than Western liberal fiction. Edgar is willing to acknowledge that the idea of common ground is only possible in the realm of theatrical illusion: finding common ground is inherently creating false analogies between disparate peoples, and in this play historical events finally reject commonality. These negotiations fail, the ethnic conflict erupts into organized violence, and by the end of the play both sides come together again to negotiate under threat of US‐led violent NATO intervention. For the purposes of self‐preservation, the sides arbitrate not a common peace through compromise, but a defeatist partitioning of the country along ethnic lines. The threat of forceful American‐style intervention by the West is to blame here for eroding the possibility of common trust and confidence between the two sides. Instead of ‘a peaceful democratic multi‐ethnic state with equal rights for all’ (122), ethnic divisions are legislated and formally acknowledged.

Yet Edgar is fundamentally hopeful: even as the two sides agree to partition the country, one of the Kavkhazians realizes that he has been unknowingly negotiating with a Drozhdani woman who had once released him from captivity and sent him home with a message of peace and compassion drawn from the Qur’an. It was an act ‘in defiance of our common history’ (129). Here, the playwright risks undermining his own message by including a Western liberal palliative reminiscent of the dominant tone of Pentecost. This risk is mitigated by the final scene of the play: two years later‚ independent Drozhdania is now under the occupation of Islamic fundamentalists from a neighbouring state. Floss Weatherby, actress and aid worker, leads a group of young Drozhdani children in an improvisation game derived from problems they face in their own lives, under the watchful eyes of paramilitary fighters. The theatre worker who believes in common humanity is presented as stubbornly resistant to the oppressive use of force, determined to teach the children how to use fiction and role‐play to solve the real, and seemingly immovable, problem of oppressive violence in their lives.

This is a telling point in conclusion, and one that Edgar iterates elsewhere. In the afterword to his play about racial violence in contemporary Britain, Playing with Fire (National Theatre 2005), he offers a similar solution to the problem of how to create community within multi‐ethnic situations: ‘you create third spaces, unfamiliar to both, in which different groups can share a similar experience of discovery. […] it is in such spaces – youth groups, drama workshops, sports teams – that some of the most imaginative and successful forms of community healing have taken place’ (151). However, Edgar seems reluctant to include such hopeful gestures or imaginary solutions within Playing with Fire itself, and this is perhaps because he is writing accurately about the problems of his own society from within. Playing with Fire, a fictionalized account of a race riot in an economically depressed community in Northern England (based on a series of such riots in 2001), was poorly received by audiences, and, as Reinelt and Hewitt suggest, it is perhaps because of the ‘absence of diagnosis and remedy’ that audiences left the theatre discomfited and critical of the play (136). Indeed, the play may conclude that the only solution is an affirmatory embrace of the unique contradictions that constitute their shared reality, a reality characterized by such unexpected examples as ‘a Bangladeshi Muslim in a temporary Jim Reeves tribute band’ (139). On the other hand, Edgar’s highly successful Testing the Echo (Out of Joint 2008) explores a similar theme, but with a slightly more affirmative message. The play presents a series of overlapping narratives: a young English Muslim named Mahmood returns to his Islamic faith as a means of conquering his drug addiction, while simultaneously studying for his British citizenship test. Meanwhile, a class of ESOL students study English while also preparing for said test; and we learn the different pressing, practical reasons that motivate them to become British, while also witnessing moments of resistance on their part to the secular values they confront in the classroom. And finally, at a middle‐class dinner party‚ a woman explicitly dismisses the idea that Muslim faith and Britishness can coexist. Testing the Echo is dominated by the re‐iterated contradiction between fundamentalist religion and secular British identity. The successful completion of the citizenship ceremony at the end of the play suggests that, provisionally, the two can cohabit, but the play refrains from facile optimism: the ceremony is momentarily interrupted by a Pakistani man – Aziz – who fears his wife will leave him if she becomes British. Ironically, Aziz is wrestled to the ground and restrained by Jamal, a fundamentalist Muslim who has been highly critical of secular British values and also instrumental in getting Mahmood off drugs and returning him to Islam. The moment is presented as a fleeting unity in practice of contemporary humanistic values and Islamic faith: ‘To save one person is to save humanity entire’ Mahmood assures Aziz, even as the group completes its oath of loyalty to the United Kingdom (105). It is a motif that Edgar returns to time and again: the hope that common ground can emerge within moments of crisis and strife, and opposed points of view can, within moments of collective ceremony, find themselves within a ‘third space’ of shared community.
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After the publication of his first story collections, First Love, Last Rites (1975) and In Between the Sheets (1978), Ian McEwan emerged within a few years to become one of Britain's most celebrated writers. Along with Martin Amis, Julian Barnes, Graham Swift, Pat Barker, Maggie Gee, and others, McEwan's appearance coincided with a revitalization of British fiction that, while difficult to account for,1 was signalled in a 1983 issue of Granta. Initially, shocking, even perverse, McEwan's fiction has developed from the early insular, ‘claustrophobic, desocialized, sexually strange’ work (McEwan's words, Begley 2001) to engage fundamental issues of politics, history, the environment, and the moral and ethical questions of our time. One of his most recent novels, The Children's Act (2014), foregrounds the conflict between science and religion as it emerges in the treatment of serious illness, but the tension between reason and religious faith is equally a part of earlier work, notably Black Dogs (1992), where the conflict leads to estrangement between Bernard and June Tremaine. Because one of his most recent books, Nutshell (2016), is narrated by a kind of pre‐natal Hamlet, the book implicitly touches on tricky ethical questions despite its amusing treatment of Shakespeare’s tragedy. In 2019 he released two books, Machines Like Me and The Cockroach, a reworking of Kafka’s Metamorphosis. In addition to his now sixteen novels, McEwan has published three collections of short fiction (one for young readers, The Daydreamer [1994]), plays for radio and television, screenplays, and oratorios for concert performance. He regularly contributes short essays to the Guardian and other publications, and he has given many interviews, several of which can be found on youtube.com and through links on ianmcewan.com.

Born on 21 June 1948 in Aldershot, England, McEwan grew up in different locations – Singapore and Libya among them – because his father served in the British Army‚ and the family moved from posting to posting. McEwan credits this circumstance with giving him a sense of the relevance of history and the international perspective that his work possesses (Wells 2010, 24). At 12, he was sent to boarding school in Suffolk, and from 1967–1970 he attended the University of Sussex, where he studied English and French. In 1970‚ he pursued a master’s degree at the University of East Anglia because the course of study involved a creative writing component, and Angus Wilson and particularly Malcolm Bradbury proved encouraging mentors. Indeed, some of the stories that appeared in First Love, Last Rites, such as ‘Conversation with a Cupboard Man’, were originally written for that programme. It was at East Anglia, too, that McEwan encountered the vibrancy of American writers such as Burroughs, Mailer, Henry Miller, Updike, Roth, and Bellow (Wells 2010; Begley). Afterwards, McEwan hit, what he calls, ‘the hippie trail’ and travelled by van to Kabul, Afghanistan (‘Introduction’1981; Begley). He was married to Penny Allen from 1982–1995, with whom he had two sons. (A bitter custody dispute brought McEwan another kind of publicity.) He is now married to Annalena McAfee, a former Guardian Review literary editor. In 2002, McEwan learned he had a brother, David Sharp, who had been given up for adoption. (The child was the product of an affair his parents had in 1942 while McEwan's mother was married to her first husband, Earnest Wort‚ who died in 1944 of wounds suffered in the D‐Day campaign. McEwan has two half siblings from his mother's first marriage.) McEwan wrote of the discovery of his brother in 2008 ('The Child in Time', the Guardian, 12 July 2008), and contributed a foreword to David Sharp’s book, Complete Surrender (2009), that is about Sharp’s search for his birth parents. While quite different, the two men have become friends.

Ian McEwan's success as a writer over the past forty plus years has been well documented. His books have won numerous awards and have been shortlisted or nominated for many more. Several of his novels have been filmed‚ and more are in the process of being made. Ianmcewan.com and a Facebook page, albeit maintained by his publisher, have contributed mightily to his public presence and conveniently direct interested readers to articles, essays, and interviews that he has given over the years. By now recognized as a major contemporary English writer,2 McEwan was early on seen as disturbing and perverse, but he was always taken seriously. Particularly revelatory in those years was ‘the American novel, which seemed so vibrant, compared to its English counterpart at the time’(Begley). In looking back on those early books, McEwan recalls that for him ‘the business [of writing was] to invent’(McEwan, ‘Mother Tongue’2001a); fiction, he says elsewhere, was synonymous with freedom: ‘the business was to find a boundary, then cross it’(McEwan, ‘When I was a Monster’2015). ‘All things were sayable’ (Begley). So, First Love, Last Rites opens with ‘Homemade’, a story describing a young teen's desperation to lose his virginity and his persuading of his ten‐year old but hardly naive sister to play ‘mummies and daddies’ so he can accomplish his goal. In the same collection, ‘Butterflies’ is narrated by a remorseless paedophile and murderer, and in ‘Dead As They Come’, from In Between the Sheets, a man falls in love with a store mannequin, buys it, sexually possesses it, then, in jealous anger, tears it apart. McEwan’s other stories and, indeed, his first two novels, The Cement Garden (1978) and The Comfort of Strangers (1981), continue to deal with the perverse: incest, extreme sadomasochism, paedophilia, mutilation, and murder. That 1981 novel ‘brought an end to a ten‐year stretch of writing‐formally simple and linear short fiction, claustrophobic, desocialized, sexually strange, dark. After that I felt I had written myself into too tight a corner’(Begley; also McEwan, ‘Introduction’1981, 16). With The Child in Time (1987), the early reputation as ‘Ian Macabre’ began to fade (though one still feels its touch3), but the very human questions that sexuality, desire, and death inspire remain a part of his fictional world.

By 2019, there are several introductions to McEwan, his work, and his life that in many ways are distinguished from each other by the date of publication (and so bring us nearer the present). The first significant one, though brief, is Kiernan Ryan's (1994), followed by books by Jack Slay, Jr. (1996), David Malcolm (2002), Peter Childs (ed. 2005), Dominic Head (2007), and Lynn Wells (2010). In the last decade or so, more narrow treatments of McEwan's work have appeared as well as edited collections of essays, such as Sebastian Groes’s (2009), and interviews, such as Ryan Roberts’ edited collection (2010). As far as the life goes, McEwan has discussed his upbringing in several interviews and articles (the one about his brother, the earlier piece, ‘Mother Tongue’, and the ‘Introduction’ to The Imitation Game volume are particularly informative). This kind of visibility raises several questions for anyone who seeks to write on contemporary writers, especially those who have gained critical and commercial success.

Working on a living novelist in the digital age can be a daunting task because the successful contemporary writer can appear to be everywhere, and rapid online searches will turn up websites, blogs, newspaper columns, reviews, interviews, and the rest. Ianmcewan.com is not complete in its listings of McEwan's many columns and essays‚ and further searching uncovers more. As well, in the marketing of contemporary fiction, each new book is accompanied by new efforts at promotion, often interviews with the author, that are now readily available online or as podcasts or in print. The volume of material can be overwhelming. But the intentional fallacy notwithstanding, anyone seeking to understand McEwan’s work is obliged to look at his contributions to the Guardian and elsewhere which are often tied to his other work, to issues of the day, or to the writings of others. (One of the strengths of the 2005 interview in The Believer is that McEwan is speaking with Zadie Smith, who offers comment on her own writing.) Similarly, the many postings on his Facebook page can deepen our understanding of the fiction.

Of course, much of what is said in the many promotional interviews that accompany a new project's release is repetitive, but for the scholar spending hours watching, listening‚ and reading, there is no way of knowing if a question or response might not trigger a unique or particularly valuable comment on the work in question, the career, or the author. In the case of McEwan, his comments over the years touch on consistent themes‚ but they also reveal changes in his thinking and in his approach to his fiction. Among the consistencies is his belief in fiction's ethical value; fiction allows us ‘to enter other people's minds’(Smith 2005) and so creates an identification with otherness. This is the source of empathy and the basis of ‘all our moral understanding’ (Whitney 2002). From this perspective, ‘cruelty is a failure of the imagination’ (Smith) – a point he initially made in comments on the 9/11 attacks (McEwan, ‘Only Love’, 2001b). Significantly, the recognition of otherness is one of the very things Briony Tallis in Atonement (2001) comes to recognize as complicating fiction: ‘There did not have to be a moral. She need only show separated minds, as alive as her own, struggling with the idea that other minds were equally alive. It wasn’t only wickedness and scheming that made people unhappy, it was confusion and misunderstanding; above all it was the failure to grasp the simple truth that other people are as real as you’(p. 40). In a discussion of The Children's Act, then, McEwan locates his fiction in ‘the family division’ of English prose, the ‘morally centred fiction of George Eliot, Conrad, James, and even Austen’ (McCrum 2015).

Over the years, some of McEwan’s opinions have altered. For instance, he has often expressed a dislike of first‐person narration (Robinson 2012), though several of his novels, such as Black Dogs and Atonement, flirt with it in the narrative framing‚ while Sweet Tooth (2012) and Nutshell are entirely first person; the latter, incidentally, fulfils a wish he expressed in comments about his aspirations for the character of Briony in Atonement that he made in the Paris Review: ‘I wanted to be able to portray a child’s mind while drawing on all the resources of a complex adult language – as James does in What Maisie Knew. I didn’t want the limitations of a childlike vocabulary’ (Begley). In Nutshell, our narrator has discovered language by overhearing the radio and television, but he isn’t always aware of what some of the words mean. Another change in McEwan’s attitudes is evinced in his use of his own life and past. Saturday (2005), he says, was the first time he ‘cannibalized [his] life’ (Smith), and with Sweet Tooth he went further, writing ‘a muted and distorted autobiography’ (Cooke 2012). Set in 1972, that novel’s Tom Haley is a young writer at the University of East Anglia whose life and stories, some of which are in the novel, closely follow certain of McEwan’s own experiences: some of Haley’s stories are McEwan’s own, while some of the author’s discarded ideas from the period are described in the novel as Haley’s work.

The shock and disgust McEwan's early work evoked no doubt discouraged some people from exploring his later work – a point he acknowledged in March 2012 when he expressed regret about the scene in The Innocent (1990) that describes a body being cut up because, he says, ‘no one ever read it [the novel]’(https://www.theguardian.com/books/video/2012/apr/03/ian‐mcewan‐innocent‐video). Even in the early 1980s, McEwan realized that he couldn’t write a story such as ‘Butterflies’ again because ‘it’s a story written by someone who had nothing to do with children. I couldn’t possibly write that story now [as someone with his own children], it would frighten me too much’ (Haffenden 1985, 172‐73). For readers put off by the early grotesquery, public appearances, interviews, and much later, feature films have worked to make McEwan ‘safe’ for contemporary readers. To be sure, The Comfort of Strangers, for example, will have relatively narrow appeal, but later books such as The Child in Time, Black Dogs, Amsterdam (1998) (which perplexingly won the Booker Prize; five of McEwan's books have been shortlisted to date‚ but Amsterdam is probably the weakest of them), and, of course, Atonement gained a much wider readership. It is, perhaps, telling that his most popular book should be what he referred to as his ‘Jane Austen novel’ (a quotation from Austen's Northanger Abbey serves as an epigraph as well) (Kellaway 2001). McEwan has wryly noted that his Wikipedia page describes him as a best‐selling, commercially successful author – a claim he feels is entirely due to the ‘dreamy experience’ of Atonement's success, while other books, he says, have failed to earn back their advances (Aitkenhead 2016.)

It helps McEwan's appeal that he is not a particularly difficult writer from a formal or technical perspective. While his subject matter is often challenging and deals with complex social issues and ethical quandaries, he is, by and large, a traditional English novelist who is ‘very committed to a form of social realism’ (Aitkenhead). Metafictional moments occur, but his texts don't exhibit the postmodern challenges that, say, Jeanette Winterson's or Angela Carter's do. (He does briefly discuss Carter with Zadie Smith.) Saying this, however, does not mean the books lack textual self‐consciousness. Indeed, McEwan is aware that after a ‘century of modernism, its experiments and fallout’, the textual invisibility of the writer is ‘impossible in serious writing’ (Begley). Consequently, the challenge becomes balancing the literary text's consciousness of itself as text with a realistic inner world (Wells 2010, 133). McEwan privileges the representation of ‘what it's like to be thinking’ (Smith), ‘annotating the microscopic lattice‐work of consciousness, the smallest part of subjectivity’ (McEwan, ‘When I Stop Believing’, 2013). The result is his delight in Nabokov's maxim to ‘caress the details’ (‘When I Stop Believing’) or, in another place, recalled as ‘Fondle details’ (Zolewski 2009). For McEwan, there's pleasure in this (‘Writing is a self‐pleasuring act’ [Zolewski]), and readers can easily spot such moments when alerted to them. Here's a brief portion of a description of morning coffee in The Children's Act:


They [Fiona and Jack] were particular about their morning coffee and over the years their tastes had converged. They liked it strong in tall white thin‐lipped cups, filtered from high‐grade Columbian beans, with warmed, not hot milk. Still with his back to her, he poured milk into his coffee, then he turned with the raised cup only slightly extended toward her. There was nothing in his expression to suggest he was offering it to her, and she didn't shake or nod her head. Their eyes met briefly. Then he set the cup down on the deal table and pushed it an inch or so toward her. In itself, this need not have meant much at all, … there are ways of setting down a cup on a table, from the peremptory clip of china on wood to a sensitive noiseless positing, and there are ways of accepting a cup, which she did smoothly, in slow motion […] (149‐50)


Well, of course, Jack’s pushing the cup forward means something: this smallest of gestures hints at a future rapprochement between the estranged couple.

Few readers, perhaps, would see The Children's Act as one of McEwan's best, but it does reflect his strengths and weaknesses. Of course, the prose is superb, conscious of its sound values and its rhythm which, in the following randomly chosen passage describing Fiona’s passage through a hospital, is iambic: ‘Higher up, then even higher, other trees rose from concrete platforms cantilevered into the curving walls. The remotest plants were shrubs silhouetted against the glass roof three hundred feet up. The two women went across the pale parquet, past an information center and exhibition of unwell children's art. […] The model was, of course, the modern airport’ (100). (In Atonement, an exhausted Robbie’s thoughts are explicitly scanned as iambic: ‘He walked / across / the land / until / he came / to the sea. A hexameter. Five iambs and an anapaest was the beat he tramped to now’ [219].) The narrative in The Children’s Act itself recalls the contained milieu of Saturday that is, occasionally now, referred to as ‘McEwan‐land’ (see Eileen Battersby, ‘Tried and Found’ 2014a), and the characters engage several ethical problems, but most notably, a fundamental debate between reason and faith. And Fiona's judgements, like all legal judgements (Fiona Maye is a High Court judge), are framed as storytelling. This is definitely an ideas novel or, perhaps, novella. By contrast, Nutshell, also a novella, avoids getting bogged down in discussions of contemporary quandaries (with the exception of a few pages in Chapter 13, when McEwan can't resist editorializing. A similar moment occurs in Solar when the odious Michael Beard meets campus correctness at a conference). The Children's Act falters, though, in its ending, and so points to a singular difficulty McEwan's fiction often has which is a tendency towards weak endings. As he admitted to Lynn Wells, ‘It’s hard to bow out of a novel. […] There's the little, ambiguous, minor gesture that can seem fey. There's the thunderous gathering up of strands. Between preciousness and pomposity there's only a narrow space. Writers are often deeply moved to reach the end of their books, and that's when they overreach. Readers aren't necessarily moved to reach the end of a book’ (135). How one sees McEwan's endings or, even, the ending of The Children's Act might be guided by these remarks.

Readers of Atonement confronted an ending that proved alienating because of its textual self‐consciousness. Sweet Tooth's concluding revelation might not be entirely unexpected by regular readers of McEwan's work, and the remarkable power of Matthew Arnold’s ‘Dover Beach’, for all the poem's greatness, strains credulity in Saturday's final pages. (Arnold’s authorship is not revealed to Baxter‚ who is consequently amazed by the power of Daisy Perowne’s recitation of a poem he believes her to have written.) The Children's Act's conclusion, a homage to Joyce's ‘The Dead’, relies on Fiona's oddly narrated response to Sherwood Runcie's whispered news. We're told that she's reacted physically (‘You look pale’[205]), intellectually (repressing ‘an alien speck on a familiar landscape’ [206]), and emotionally (she breaks from the usual encore in her performance to play ‘Down by the Sally Gardens’ [208] and leaves the celebration rapidly [209]), but not why these responses have occurred. McEwan's efforts to ‘caress the details’ in this text makes the suppression of the cause of Fiona's distress awkward because it is out of place in a text so meticulous in detailing Fiona’s thoughts and emotions. We eventually learn the cause – she's heard of Adam's death – but there seems no reason for it not to have been noted earlier except to allow for a close, albeit moving, recasting of Joyce's ending. McEwan's pivot to the Joycean ending relies on a trick of concealment somewhat similar to what his friend Martin Amis did in Money (1984), but in that novel John Self's inability to comprehend what he's experienced or been told is naturalized by Self's incredible drunkenness, and so information is concealed from the reader because Self is not conscious of what is happening to him. Fiona, narrated with such closeness throughout The Children’s Act, cannot be supplied with that excuse, though McEwan does give her a few drinks to calm her nerves prior to her performance. The problem, as James Wood (2012) put it some years before, is that such ‘narrative secrets ultimately exist only to confess themselves’ (188). McEwan, he wrote, ‘is addicted to the withholding of narrative information, the hoarding of surprises, the deferral of revelations; this manipulation of secrecy, apart from its obvious desire to keep the reader reading, seems to incarnate a desire to repeat the texture of the originating trauma, and in so doing, to master and contain it’ (185).

McEwan’s are not ‘slice of life’ novels and stories. Rather, there's an extremity of event in most of his work, and singular, often traumatic moments are found throughout his canon. Trauma theory, as Wood suggests, offers critics another way into McEwan’s work (see Wood 2012; Diemert 2013; and Miller 2013). One thinks, for example, of the bizarre situation that opens Enduring Love, where a balloon accident functions as a kind of thought experiment illustrating game theory that pits individual choice against collective good. Similarly, The Child in Time's opening with the abduction of a child in a supermarket stimulates a narrative that tracks the effects of the trauma on Stephen Lewis and his wife, Julie. In these novels and in many others, such as Solar, Atonement, Amsterdam, The Children's Act, and Machines Like Me, ethical questions are foregrounded with the happy consequence that ethical theory has also become a fruitful lens through which critics, such as Lynn Wells and others, view the works. There is nothing wrong with designing narratives around particular problems, however abstruse, but in some cases the result is a novel so marked by issues that it lies outside ordinary life to become a kind of test case to work through particularly intractable problems. Amsterdam and The Children's Act, while in different registers, both have something of this about them, despite McEwan's insistence that much of the later was based in actual legal cases his friend Sir Alan Ward told him about (see the book's ‘Acknowledgments’ and his Guardian piece from September 2014). In fact, it is characteristic of much of the work from The Innocent on that McEwan pays particularly close attention to researching events and periods. In this respect, he has faced some difficulties, even an accusation of plagiarism for parts of Atonement that were based on a memoir by Lucille Andrews (a Second World War nurse) that McEwan mentions in his Acknowledgements for the novel. Nutshell, though, mostly spares readers the deep research (the reworking of Hamlet notwithstanding) that many of his books make use of.

For critics looking over a career of more than forty years, the notion of separating McEwan's oeuvre into phases is challenging because in the course of a long career it is difficult to generalize in a way that speaks to all his work. McEwan's own view is that Amsterdam was a liberating break after several ‘ideas novels’. Indeed, in the Paris Review interviews some thought is given to the notion that it might be, as a lighter book, analogous to Graham Greene's ‘entertainments’. Nutshell could be one too, though it is more successful in many ways than Amsterdam. As Greene eventually did, McEwan doesn't accept the idea that some of his books are ‘entertainments’, but meaningful critical discussion seldom sees Amsterdam as on a par with Black Dogs or Atonement (other Booker nominees). Like On Chesil Beach, The Children's Act, and Nutshell, Amsterdam is short, almost a novella but less ambitious. Being short, of course, is far from a weakness and recently McEwan has expressed enthusiasm for the novella as a form – The Children's Act, Nutshell, and The Cockroach evince this – and there are those who argue that McEwan, despite his longer texts, is at his best as a short form writer (McCrum; Battersby, ‘Reasons to Read’, 2014b).

Leaving these matters aside, McEwan's fiction engages central issues in our time‚ whether these be the collapse of communism, the Iraq War, climate change, or the problems of ethical and faithful decision making in a technological and medically sophisticated world. While the early work tended to be ahistorical and looked towards puzzling investigations of aberrant psychology and sexuality (those first four books helped earn that epithet, ‘Ian Macabre’), The Child in Time marks a separation in his oeuvre, though McEwan is still ‘interested in writing on the edge of human experience’ (Begley) and the narrative is stimulated by the trauma of a child's disappearance from a check‐out line at a grocery store. By and large, though, the grisly moments that characterized the early work have, with a few exceptions (such as the dismemberment scene in The Innocent), subsided, and the violence that does occur (as in Black Dogs or Atonement) is somewhat naturalized, if that can be said to happen, in the context of politics and warfare. Similarly, issues of sexuality are muted, presented in a less perverse fashion, though they are no less mysterious, as On Chesil Beach exemplifies.

The accepted view, then, summarized by Kiernan Ryan more than twenty years ago and quoted in Malcolm's book (2002, 4), argues that excursions into cinema and television helped alter McEwan's orientation so that the adolescent fantasist became the mature novelist of The Child in Time. Atonement marks another shift that not only takes us further from the psychopathology of his earlier work but shows him engaging issues of class and history. His work then might be seen to embody at least three phases of development – First Love, Last Rites to The Comfort of Strangers, The Child in Time to Amsterdam, Atonement to the present. Of course, continuities in style and narrative preoccupations can be found, perhaps to McEwan's annoyance: in the Paris Review, he observes that he'd like to think each novel is a new departure but that readers have no trouble assimilating each new book to past work. We see, for instance, that while the early work presented sexuality and sexual desire in bizarre forms, in Atonement and On Chesil Beach social taboos and the repression of open discussion of sexual matters encourage ignorance and cause characters to view any form of sexual desire itself as perverse, even sinful, with, again, devastating consequences. (Robbie is condemned as a ‘sex maniac’ in Atonement and falsely convicted of rape on the basis of Briony’s misunderstandings and a frankly expressed letter; and Florence and Edward, in On Chesil Beach, lose their chance at happiness after a disastrous wedding night).

Similarly, continuities can be found in McEwan's engagement, beginning with The Innocent, with particular moments in history – the Second World War, the Cold War, collapse of communism, and the Iraq War. One might also see the use of fantastical elements in some of the early texts (such as ‘Solid Geometry’ from First Love, Last Rites, in which a man is able to make his wife disappear inside herself through mathematical topology) continuing into later books, such as The Child in Time, Black Dogs, Atonement, and certainly The Daydreamer. Similarly, all of the books remain highly allusive and acknowledge a literary heritage that cannot be ignored. We are always if subtly aware of his texts existing in a literary realm. Where else could a recitation of ‘Dover Beach’ disarm vicious criminals, as happens in Saturday? That it does, of course, reminds us of Scheherazade's storytelling‚ but it also attests to the power of literary expression to temper violence (something Saturday itself might be said to be a part of since it is set during the run up to the Iraq War in 2003). Such a position may be naive‚ but at the very least the ‘literariness’ of McEwan's fiction reflects his sense that ‘serious’ writing cannot ignore the experiments of the last hundred years (‘When I was a Monster’, 2015). Consequently, McEwan develops a literary universe that freely adopts modes of discourse that are linked to other disciplinary fields (such as psychology, science, history, or law). These expand fictionality into ostensibly factual forms while implicitly challenging the claims of those forms. The obvious examples here are the case history that concludes Enduring Love and Briony Tallis's literary biography in Atonement. Similarly, discussions of the physics of time in The Child in Time or climate change in Solar or even legal discourse in The Children's Act extend the novelist's discursive possibilities.

McEwan's engagement with intertextuality and difficult themes notwithstanding, his fiction has achieved a measure of popularity, and feature films involving stars such as Emma Thompson (The Children’s Act) or Benedict Cumberbatch (The Child in Time) will probably increase McEwan’s readership. Like Martin Amis, McEwan is comfortable in the world of media, social media, and film – all of which draw attention to his work – and, because many of his books engage current concerns, he is often invited to speak or write on things that are not necessarily the novelist's areas of expertise. He isn't the sort of public intellectual his late friend Christopher Hitchens was, but he does use his novels as platforms to explore ideas‚ and so his other columns are complementary. From a literary point of view, his prose is almost always very well crafted, and if his narratives open and close in moments that evoke doubt, they always prove compelling‚ and his handling of characters in sometimes extreme situations remains credible. His strength is showing characters in action responding and relating: beginnings and endings are challenging because they are arbitrary. What do we do with this situation? The novel's potential has been anticipated by Cervantes, Sterne, Swift, and others, and McEwan knows that it has and, like Kate Atkinson, he recognizes the novel as not just a tradition but a mode of discourse and of knowing that can leave one in a state of discomfort and uncertainty. McEwan acknowledges fictionality, sometimes plays with our belief in the narrative world, but he remains committed to representing thought in a realistic fashion. Tellingly, to look back at the Paris Review interview, the sentence is McEwan's preferred unit of writing, and the best sentence, he tells Lynn Wells, is always aware of itself (134). But the tensions in McEwan's work in some ways continue to be based in what they always were – an uneasiness that is felt between the narrative and the prose..
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Notes


	1 When asked about the apparent revival of British fiction since the 1970s, McEwan attributed the change, if it can be said to have happened (and he cites the ‘lost Booker list of 1970’ as casting doubt on the retrospective notion of a stagnant British novel typified by what Martin Amis (1990) said was ‘225 sanitized pages about the middle classes,’) to immigration, which has invigorated the language, to a younger generation of writers who are well travelled, and to the ability of writers to absorb the lessons of modernist and postmodernist aesthetics while retaining the nineteenth‐century virtues of story and character (Harry Ransom Centre interview).

	2 McEwan has remarked that, ‘In the arts, there's nothing British’; that is, the act of union never extended to the imagination (McCrum, the Guardian 31 August 2014). Hence, McEwan has always identified himself as an English novelist.

	3 See his opening comments on Donald Trump’s election: ‘Charles Darwin could not believe that a kindly God would create a parasitic wasp that injects its eggs into the body of a caterpillar so that the larva may consume the host alive. The ichneumon wasp was a challenge to Darwin’s already diminishing faith. We may share his bewilderment as we contemplate the American body politic and what vile thing now squats within it, waiting to be hatched and begin its meal.’ (“Trump’s Poetry” 2016)








22
Tom Paulin

STEPHANIE SCHWERTER



Paulin’s Literary and Critical Work

Tom (Thomas Nelson) Paulin is one of the most prolific contemporary Northern Irish writers. His work spans a variety of genres; he is best known for his poems, plays‚ and works of criticism. As a cultural commentator, Paulin gained notoriety for his outspoken appearances on TV, particularly on BBC arts programmes, such as The Late Show, Late Review‚ and Newsnight Review.

Paulin was born in Leeds in 1949 to a Northern Irish mother and a Scottish father. At the age of four, he moved to Northern Ireland, when his father, a grammar school teacher, took a teaching position in Belfast (Hufstader 1999, 190). After spending his youth and childhood in Northern Ireland, Paulin studied at Hull University and Lincoln College, Oxford. From 1972 to 1994, he taught at the University of Nottingham, before accepting the G.M. Young lectureship of nineteenth and twentieth century literature at Herford College in Oxford. In 1979, Paulin became one of the founding directors of the Field Day Theatre Company along with Brian Friel, Stephen Rea, Seamus Deane, Seamus Heaney‚ and David Hammond. The central aim of this Derry‐based project was to develop Northern Irish theatre and to publish a comprehensive anthology of Irish literature.

Paulin’s non‐fiction includes four collections of essays, three monographs on single authors, and a book containing the analysis of 45 poems entitled A Secret Life of Poems (2007). Among his essay collections are Ireland and the English Crisis (1984), an assemblage of texts on Irish and English literature; Minotaur: Poetry and the Nation State (1992), a number of writings dedicated to famous authors, such as John Milton, Emily Dickinson, D.H. Lawrence, Robert Frost and Zbigniew Herbert; Writing to the Moment (1996), selected critical essays on various topics, such as Ian Paisley’s rhetoric, T.S. Elliot’s anti‐Semitism, and reflections on ‘the art of literary criticism’ itself; as well as Crusoe’s Secret: The Aesthetics of Dissent (2005), a collection of essays on major authors, ranging from the sixteenth to the twentieth centuries.

Paulin’s critical monographs exploring the work of a single author are the following: Thomas Hardy: The Poetry of Perception (1975), The Day‐Star of Liberty: William Hazlitt’s Radical Stale (1998), and D. H. Lawrence and ‘Difference’: The Poetry of the Present (2003). Moreover, Paulin is the editor of The Faber Book of Political Verse (1986), and The Faber Book of Vernacular Verse (1990). He has also translated Euripides’ Medea (2009).

Paulin’s literary work comprises poetry and plays. Among his dramatic writings are A Riot Act: A Version of Sophocles’ Antigone (1985), The Hillsborough Script (1986), Seize the Fire: A Version of Aeschylus’ Prometheus Bound (1987), and All the Way to the Empire Room (1994), a radio play broadcast by the BBC in 1994.

However, Paulin is most acclaimed for his poetic work‚ for which he won a number of awards, such as the T.S. Elliot Prize (2004 and 1999), the Geoffrey Faber Memorial Prize (1982), the Somerset Maugham Award (1976), and the Eric Gregory Award (1976). As a poet, Paulin came of age as a part of a new generation of Northern Irish writers, including, Paul Muldoon, Ciaran Carson‚ and Medbh McGuckian.

Paulin is the author of twelve poetry collections: A State of Justice (1977), The Strange Museum (1980, The Book of Juniper (1980), Liberty Tree (1983), Fivemiletown (1987), Selected Poems 1972‐1990 (1992), Walking a Line (1993), The Wind Dog (1999, The Invasion Handbook (2002, The Road to Inver. Translations, Versions and Imitations 1975‐2003 (2004, Love’s Bonfire (2012), and New Selected Poems (2014). As we will see later, the translation and transformation of the work of other writers plays an important part in his poetic work.



Paulin’s Attitude Towards Politics

It is difficult to classify Paulin along political and ideological lines. His viewpoints are generated by his ethno‐religious background and his rejection of it. Paulin’s parents were members of the Northern Irish Labour Party; as a result‚ Paulin sees himself as stemming from ‘a dying breed of old middle class, Protestant, socialist dissenters’ (O’Hagan 2002, 3). Although he belonged to Belfast’s Protestant community, the writer turned his back on Ulster Unionism as a young man, when he became aware of the social inequality created by the British establishment. He maintains: ‘I grew up in a culture that was officially Loyalist but, I came to see it was a rotten society: I left it not for political reasons but simply because I wanted to get away from the claustrophobia of that society’ (Haffenden 1981, 158).

Paulin initially believed that ‘greater social justice in Northern Ireland could be achieved within the context of the United Kingdom’ (Paulin 1984, 16). For that reason, he came to support the Civil Rights movement and to sympathize with the Catholic community. Paulin claims that already as a schoolboy, he felt disaffected from his background and therefore joined the Trotskyite Socialist Labour League. In his youth, he sold the socialist newspaper The Newsletter in both Loyalist and Republican areas of Belfast, intending to disseminate ideas which were located outside the habitual Northern Irish political framework. Through his early political activism, Paulin communicated his initial persuasion that social justice could be achieved through an alternative approach to politics, with the region remaining a part of the United Kingdom. His political ideals as a young man were influenced by the work of Marx and Engels as well as Deutscher’s biography of Trotsky. He explains that the activity of Belfast’s ‘Trotskyite cell’ sprang from the feeling that society was ‘reformable from within’ (Brown 2002, 155). However, Paulin departed from Trotskyism when he came to the conviction that the movement was merely about national identity (Wroe 2002, 6).

In an interview, he dismisses Ulster Protestantism as ‘fundamentally ridiculous and contradictory’ (Haffenden 1991,159). The writer vehemently argues: ‘I pretty well despise official Protestant culture, and can’t now understand how people can simultaneously wave the Union Jack and yet hate the English as many Protestants do’ (159). When asked by Sean O’Hagan whether he has ever been the target of ‘disgruntled loyalists’ due to his strong political views, he wryly answers: ‘Just the usual stuff, the odd death threat’ (2002, 4).

Despite his sympathy for the Catholic community, he has always refused to recognize the Catholic and Protestant Churches as instances of power and control. Paulin’s rejection of hierarchies in religion and government can be seen as the expression of a longing for ‘a republic of free conscience’ (Hufstader 1999, 190), or, as Kennedy‐Andrews puts it, as a striving for an ‘ordered and just state’ (2008, 182). Unlike most of his Northern Irish fellow writers, Paulin publicly professes a political standpoint on the situation in the region in his critical and poetic work. Pleading for a ‘secular republic’ (Paulin 1984, 16), he cherishes the idea of a United Ireland in form of a ‘non‐sectarian, republican state, which comprises the whole island of Ireland’ (Paulin 1984, 17). He argues: ‘I think there really has to be a united Ireland, and I don’t mean it in any way that I’m committed to bloodshed – but it is a fundamentally absurd political state, and it’s got to go’ (Haffenden 1991, 159). Clair Wills sees Paulin’s political visions as derived from the classical and secular republican ideals of the eighteenth century (1993: 121).

Paulin describes his own position as ‘eclectic’ and ‘founded on an idea of identity’ which has yet no formal or institutional existence (Paulin 1984, 16). He supports the idea of a new political framework in which ‘all cultural traditions in Ireland, North and South, would be guaranteed full expression and encouragement’ (Paulin 1984, 17). In this sense, Paulin alludes to Heaney’s concept of a ‘fifth province’ as an invisible place, which would take the form of a ‘sanctuary’ and thus question ‘the nationalistic image of the four green fields’ (Paulin 1984, 17). Rejecting both Nationalism and Unionism, Paulin underlines that he does not wish to be identified with a particular political side, as he does not have any ‘ideological axe to grind’ (Haffenden 1991, 171).

Paulin’s political ideals become reflected in his attitude towards the role of the English language. He promotes the conservation of dialects and argues against a standardized language. For Paulin, a dialectic language is the expression of creativity, diversity‚ and individuality. A standardized language, on the contrary, threatens to ‘obliterate all the varieties of spoken English and to substitute one accent for all the other’ (Paulin 1999, 262). In Ireland and the English Crisis, he claims that ‘the language question is about nationhood and government’ (182). In this context, the English tongue presents an ‘occult connection’ to the English constitution and consequently reflects the colonizer’s power over Ireland. Paulin argues that Standard English needs to be ‘deconstructed’ and ‘redefined’ (15), as in its current state it confirms the authoritarian position of the British parliament. According to Paulin, the English language should become ‘the flexible written instrument of a complete cultural idea’ (191). He pleads for an official recognition of the vernacular so that local dialects would form a literary medium, which is able to express local realities. For that reason, Paulin advocates the establishment of an official Irish English language by means of a Dictionary of Irish English. In Paulin’s view, the institutionalization of an ‘Irish English language’ would help to generate a common desire for a non‐sectarian United Ireland (15). Furthermore, the recognition of dialects as official languages would serve to give voice to the historical and cultural differences of the two communities on the island. In this sense, Paulin articulates the idea of a United Ireland in form of a postmodern place, in which otherness is accepted.



Understanding Northern Ireland through Other Cultures

Born in England and having grown up in Northern Ireland, Paulin sees himself as ‘a kind of immigrant or émigré’ (Haffenden 1991, 157). In Northern Ireland, he occupies the position of an outsider because of his rejection of a clear ethno‐religious allegiance. In England, however, he does not blend into the local population due to his Northern Irish background. When studying at Hull University, Paul met his later wife Munjiet Kaur Khosa, called Giti, who grew up in Northern Ireland’s small Sikh community (Wroe 2002, 7). Through his marriage, Paulin became a part of an extended Indian family, which has seen him constantly move between cultures (Brown 2002,164).

It could be argued that this intercultural experience becomes reflected in the international dimension of Paulin’s poetic writing. A salient characteristic of his work is the attempt to communicate a new perspective on modern‐day Northern Ireland through the lens of foreign literary traditions. In numerous poems, Paulin refers to the history and culture of various countries. Furthermore, he established links to well‐known authors and their literary work. Paulin not only integrates references to foreign cultures into his poetry, he also translates and transforms the poetic writing of famous authors.

He also alludes to political conflicts taking place in other countries in order to expose the shortcomings of contemporary Northern Ireland. Paulin states: ‘if you move out of your own culture and go to a different country you start realizing that many of your actions and the ways you think have been determined for you’ (Haffenden 1981, 157). In this sense, we could say that Paulin poetically strives to detach himself from Ireland in order to contemplate his own cultural environment with critical distance.

As a poet, he feels responsible both to art and to society. Alluding to the political dimension of Paulin’s poetry, Kennedy‐Andrews maintains that the poet is ‘walking a line between poetry as private craft and poetry as public utterance’ (2008: 186). In this way, Kennedy‐Andrews alludes to the political dimension of Paulin’s work. The poet himself sees it his duty to ‘give a sense of history and society’ in order to promote an understanding of the Northern Irish conflict in his poetics (Haffenden 1981, 168). Paulin explains his conception of political poetry as public poetry, which frequently responds directly to a current event (Paulin 1996, 105). However, he underscores the notion that political poems are able to convey a general historical awareness without making ideological statements or offering ‘a specific attitude to state affairs’ (105). Wishing to promote an understanding of the Northern Irish situation in his poetry, Paulin states: ‘What I really want to do is to punch holes in history – tunnel through it – in order to get out into a kind of freedom which is contemplation and vision’ (Haffenden 1981, 168). European history and literature seem to provide Paulin with the desired clarity of vision, which enables him to recreate the Troubles in his own imaginative terms. Engaging with ‘elsewheres’ outside Northern Ireland, he strives for an appropriate poetic ‘voice’ in order to communicate his political views of the region’s status quo.

Paulin’s political engagement must have had some bearing on his interest in Eastern European poets during the Soviet era. He argues that in Western democracies, poetry can still exist in ‘a timeless vacuum or a soundproof museum’ (Paulin 1986, 17). In totalitarian societies, however, history is an ‘inescapable condition’ and poetry is bound to have a political dimension. For that reason, Eastern European poets are not allowed to take a ‘purely aesthetic a non‐political point of view’ (17). Consequently, public and private life cannot be separated from each other and thus become fused in poetry. In Writing to the Moment, Paulin highlights that Russian and Eastern European poets express their political ideals in a coded way ‘like prisoners tapping out messages along the heating pipes in a cell block’ (138). He regards poetry from the East as the ‘most advanced type of political verse’ due to its various political subtexts (Paulin 1992: 231). The implicit nature of Eastern European writing seems to have inspired his reflections on the situation of his own cultural environment, which he expresses in an obscure way in his own poetry.

It can be observed that in recent years Paulin has also developed an interest in the politics of the Middle East. His satirical poem ‘Killed in Crossfire’ published in the The Observer on the 18th February 2001 aroused controversy for Paulin’s criticism of Israel’s treatment of Palestinian civilians. The poem mentions a Palestinian boy who ‘is gunned down by the Zionist SS’. This was read by a certain number of critics as an allusion to the fact that Palestinian children were deliberately killed by the Israeli army. Consequently, Paulin was accused of Anti‐Zionism and the poem was condemned by the Board of Deputies of British Jews (O’Hagan 2002, 4).



Paulin’s Interest in Russia

In the light of Paulin’s passion for Eastern European countries, it does not come as a surprise that a significant number of his poems show a direct connection to Russia through hints at the country’s history, culture‚ and politics. Reading Russian novels as a schoolboy, Paulin became fascinated by ‘a sort of twilight mitteleuropa’ made out of ‘semi‐derelict societies’ and ‘sub‐worlds’ (Haffenden 1981,159). His allusions to pre‐ and post‐revolutionary Russia take various shapes and forms. In some cases, they dominate the entire poem, whereas in others, they appear as implicit references to Russian customs and traditions. In The Wind Dog (1999), for instance, Paulin dedicates four poems to the Russian artist Marc Chagall. The Invasion Handbook (2002) comprises about a dozen works with allusions to Russian politicians such as Lenin, Stalin‚ and Trotsky, as well as hints at the Stalinist purges and the Gulag system. The poem ‘Incognito’ in A State of Justice (1977, 29), on the contrary, touches upon Trotsky’s train journey through Siberia. In Liberty Tree, the poem ‘The Book of Juniper’ (1983, 25) conjures up Osip Mandelstam’s death in the concentration camp near Vladivostok, while ‘Black Bread’ explores Russian wedding traditions. The Strange Museum includes the following four poems evoking Russian politics: ‘Anastasia McLaughlin’, ‘Trotsky in Finland’, ‘The Impossible Picture’ and ‘The Other Voice’.

In Viewpoints, Paulin states: ‘I have a poor memory for faces, but I have an obsession with voices’ (Haffenden 1981, 171). His attraction to the sound of different voices becomes reflected in his poetry referring to Russian history and culture. In a number of poems with a link to pre‐ and post‐revolutionary Russia, Paulin introduces a defamiliarizing perspective on Northern Ireland through the orchestration of opposing voices and perspectives. According to Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of heteroglossia, a poem’s different voices are to be seen as contrasting world views or belief systems (1981, 311), which become opposed to each other once they enter a dialogue. In this way, they create a ‘double‐voiced discourse’ through which established perceptions become questioned and traditional ideological systems deconstructed.

Paulin’s interest in different voices becomes particularly visible in his poem with the telling title ‘The Other Voice’. The poem moves between rural Ireland, Belfast, Moscow, St Petersburg‚ and Odessa, comprising numerous references to Russian politicians and writers, such as Trotsky, Mandelstam and Dostoevsky. The first stanza alludes to the Irish countryside through images such as ‘stone house’, ‘mild village’, ‘mossy fragrance’, ‘damp branches under leaves’, and ‘sour yeast of fungus’ (42–43). Further on, Paulin moves his glance to Belfast, mentioning ‘Queen’s Island’, the ‘River Lagan’, ‘the ship yards’, the ‘Ormeau Road’, and ‘Donegall Pass’. With the ‘shipyards’ and ‘Queen’s Island’, Paulin hints at the shipyard ‘Harland and Wolff’ situated on ‘Queen’s Island’ in Protestant East Belfast. The company ‘Harland and Wollf’ was notorious for almost exclusively employing Protestant workers. Thus, Paulin subtly hints at the discrimination of Catholics by the Protestant community. The Ormeau Road, like the shipyard is also situated in the East of the city. Referring to the abovementioned locations situated in the Protestant part of Belfast, Paulin subtly hints at Unionism and British dominance over the region.

In the subsequent lines, the poem moves to the East, taking Russia as a counter image to Northern Ireland:



Plekhanov flares like a firework,

Trotsky crosses Siberia

Turning the pages of Homer,

Raskolnikov wears a long coat

And the end justifies the means.
 

(1980, 43)


With Plekhanov and Trotsky, Paulin introduces the voices of two historical thinkers advocating a new social order. Gregory Valentinovich Plekhanov established the basis for Russian Marxism, founding the first Marxian revolutionary organization in Russia in 1883, which was later joined by Lenin (Hosking 2002, 360–361). By referring to Plekhanov as ‘flar[ing] like a firework’, Paulin points to the Russian politician’s passionate proclamation of revolutionary ideas. With his allusion to Trotsky, he integrates into the poem a further historical character standing for social change and political rebellion. Trotsky’s ‘crossing of Siberia’ evokes his incarceration in the east of Russia from which he managed to escape twice. The hint at Homer establishes a link to the politician’s ‘odyssey’ through the Russian country site when returning to the capital. Paulin’s references to the Russian politician reflect his interest in Trotskyism as an alternative approach to politics.

Whereas Plekhanov and Trotsky symbolize the struggle for a new form of society, Rodion Romanovich Raskolnikov, the protagonist of Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment, represents unconventional philosophical thinking. In the novel, Raskolnikov, a young impoverished intellectual, chooses to kill an old pawnbroker, as he is convinced that many people could benefit from her money (Dostoevsky 1846). With the line ‘the end justifies the means’, Paulin alludes to Raskolnikov’s utilitarian morality and at the same time points to the violent ways in which the ideas promoted by Plekhanov and Trotsky were carried out. In this sense, he throws open the question of the justifiability of violence on a general level and subversively hints at political violence in Northern Ireland. Through the orchestration of a Russian and an Irish voice, Paulin subversively pleads for a ‘polyvoiced discourse’ (Bakhtin 1981, 311). Thus, the poet seems to encourage the reader to question received value systems and to gain a new perspective on common states of affairs.

In the poem ‘Trotsky in Finland’, Paulin creates a connection to Russia in an entirely different way. In Viewpoints, he reveals that his poem is based on Trotsky’s autobiography entitled My Life, explaining that he decided to compose a poem on the Russian politician in order to critically explore history and society (Haffenden 1981, 168). Through the subtext of Trotsky’s memoir, Paulin introduces an underlying voice into his lines, which not only creates a link between reality and fiction but also between Ireland and Russia.

The poet maintains that he became interested in Trotsky’s biography because it provoked in him certain literary associations connected to Chekhov and Byron (168). ‘Trotsky in Finland’ focuses on the politician’s exile in Finland, where he formulated his theses concerning the Russian Revolution. The poem is set in the guesthouse in the Finnish countryside, where Trotsky stayed shortly before taking on the role of the leading spokesman of the St. Petersburg Soviet, which organized a revolutionary strike movement against the Tsarist government in 1905.

In his poem, Paulin reconstructs and reorganizes the sentences of the original text, while at the same time recreating images employed by Trotsky. While the first stanza is dedicated to the Finnish countryside, the second one portrays the politician’s co‐lodgers at the Finnish guesthouse:



The Swedish writer

Adds another sonnet to his cycle.

His English mistress drifts through the garden.

An actress, she admires her face

Bloomed in the smooth lake.

At night her giggles and frills dismay

The strictness of minor art
 

(1980, 29)


The atmosphere of the scene recreates what Paulin refers to as ‘the Chekhovian flimsiness’ of Trotsky’s biography (Haffenden 1981, 168). In the original text, only the ‘Swedish writer’ is mentioned. Paulin, however, adds the English actress to the set of characters appearing in the poem. The Swedish writer and the English actress echo the protagonists of Chekov’s play The Seagull (1896). Whereas the Swedish writer seems to be modelled on the successful author Trigorin, his English mistress takes after the neurotic actress Arkadina, Trigorin’s lover. In his illustration of the lake, Paulin recreates the setting of the play, which takes place in the Russian countryside on the shore of a lake. By illustrating a scene taken from Trotsky’s biography in a Chekhovian way, Paulin establishes a subtle connection to Russian literature.

This idyllic scene stands out against the final lines of the poem, which illustrate Trotsky’s decision to take an active part in the organization of the general strike in St Petersburg. In this way, Paulin singles out a central scene of Trotsky’s memoir which illustrates the turning point of his career: After leaving Finland for Russia, Trotsky stepped into the limelight of politics.



He is completely alone. At nightfall

The postman carries a storm in his satchel:

The St. Petersburg papers, the strike is spreading.

He asks the thin boy for his bill

He calls for horses. Thinking,

‘If this were a fiction, it would be Byron

Riding out of the Tivoli Gardens, his rank

And name set aside. Forced by more than himself’.

He crosses the frontier and speaks

To a massed force at the Institute,

Plunging from stillness into history.
 

(1980, 29)


The above‐quoted lines of Paulin’s poem read as an abbreviated, almost telegram‐like, version of My Life. Inserting Trotsky’s reflections on the political events into his poem, Paulin links reality to fiction. With his references to Byron, Paulin draws attention to another revolutionary figure. Byron was not only one of the most influential British Romantic poets; he also served as the regional leader of the ‘Carbonari’, Italy’s revolutionary organization which fought against Austria (Rey 1994, 343). In this way, Paulin suggests that Byron was haunted by his revolutionary ideals in the same way as Trotsky. Through his allusions to Byron and Trotsky, Paulin expresses his support of a social order designed to provide equality. With a poem dedicated to Trotsky, he gives voice to his interest in the fate of the Russian politician, who in his youth functioned as his idol.



Paulin’s Translation and Transformation of Poetry

In Paulin’s poetic work, the translation and transformation of the poetry of famous foreign writers plays an important role. He uses translation as a tool to present and to explain the perceived deficiencies of his own cultural environment through difference and otherness. Drawing on various literary traditions, he chooses translation as an alternative discourse. Taken out of the context of their culture of origin, the poems transformed by Paulin gain new meanings and relevance against the background of the Troubles.

Among Northern Irish writers, Paulin is not the only one to have become interested in the possibilities offered by the translation and adaptation of foreign literary work. Along with Paulin, Seamus Heaney, Brian Friel‚ and Ciaran Carson are the most prominent authors who employ translation as a strategy to gain a detached perspective on the local situation. The extent to which Paulin’s writing relies on the translation of foreign poetry is, however, significant. In his collection, The Road to Inver: Translations, Versions, Imitations, he engages with the work of 34 European poets. Most of the poems assembled in the collection have already appeared in previous books. In his recent collection Love’s Bonfire (2012), he dedicates a section to the Palestinian poet Walid Khazendar, which he entitles ‘poems after Walid Khazendar’ (23–37). In the text on the book’s cover, these poems are described as ‘delicately inward translations’. However, it is not revealed to the reader whether the poems are to be seen as translations or rather as transformations of the original sources.

Among Paulin’s translated poems, the most prominent literary traditions are the Russian, the French‚ and German ones. In The Road to Inver, he translates different poems from four Russian and five German poets, while at the same time taking the work of eight French writers for the basis for his poems. Paulin translates works from the following French poets into English: Paul Verlaine, Charles Baudelarie, André Chénier, Arthur Rimbaud, Albert Camus, Gérard de Neval, Tristan Corbière‚ and Stéphane Mallarmé. The German writers whose poems are translated by Paulin are Rainer Maria Rilke, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Heinrich Heine, Bertolt Brecht‚ and Simon Dach. The Russian originals used by Paulin as source texts are works by Anna Akhmatova, Vladimir Mayakovsky, Marina Tsvetaeva‚ and Alexander Pushkin. His special interest in French literature could be explained by his knowledge of the French language. In a personal email exchange, he acknowledges that his translations of the German poems contained in The Road to Inver and most of the Russian poems are based on pre‐existing translations whose sources he is unable to recall (email 04.02.2009). However, Paulin mentions two exceptions: In the case of Akhmatova’s poems, he explains that Ann Pasternak Slater – a niece of Boris Pasternak – provided him with literal translations, which served as a basis for his own works. Concerning the translation of Marina Tsvetaeva’s poems ‘André Chénier’, he claims: ‘I did the Tsvetaeva myself during an attempt to learn Russian – I’m no linguist alas’ (personal email 13.02.2008). As to his translations of French poetry, Paulin maintains to have worked directly from the originals (personal email 04.02.2009).

In The Road to Inver, the translated poems become linked to each other through recurrent themes and images alluding to Northern Ireland. The way in which Paulin deals with the different source texts varies considerably. Whereas in some cases, he engages with the foreign original intensively before moving away from it, most of the time he digresses significantly from the source after a short involvement with it. Whereas Paulin does not explain his individual translation strategy in his critical writing, his aesthetics of translation become indirectly conveyed in his poetry. The Road to Inver ends with ‘Une Rue Solitaire’, an epilogue, which is the only poem in the collection not based on a foreign source. ‘Une Rue Solitaire’, which is written in French and English, could be read as a reference to Paulin’s personal approach to translation:



You find the poem’s title

But not the poem

– maybe it does exist so you can try till

the what’s‐it? of dawn – till dayclean –

– try write it out in your own form

of this language?

(100)



Paulin’s lines suggest that in The Road to Inver, the boundaries between translation and creation are not clear‐cut. The readers might be able to recognize the title of a certain poem‚ but at the same times they might be surprised by its content, as the latter might not correspond to the familiar source. With the line ‘try to write it out in your own language’, Paulin implies that translators have to find their individual voice in the translation of poetry. In this sense, the title of the poem ‘Une Rue Solitaire’, which translates as ‘A Lonely Road’, may mean that the process of translation is a ‘lonely business’ as the translator is left to his own devices in order to find appropriate words.

The title ‘Une Rue Solitaire’ also refers back to the subtitle of the collection, which is Translations, Versions, Imitations. It suggests that in Paulin’s poetics, the three concepts cannot precisely be distinguished from each other. Thus, the compiled poems are not to be regarded as mere translations, but as works in their own right. In ‘Une Rue Solitaire’, Paulin also evokes the difficulty of translating poetry:



it’s not – nay never – not at all

what you want to say

[…] you squeak down the wrong way

(100)



Giving ‘Une rue solitaire’ a humorous tone, Paulin subversively suggests the impossibility of translation. In so doing, Paulin hints at the fact that the translator is not able to render the content, tone‚ and rhyme structure of the source text, while at the same time giving the target text a personal tone. Thus, he implies that it is necessary to move away from the original in order to imbue it with new poetic connotations and to recreate the poem in a personal language. The epilogue to The Road to Inver reads as an implicit justification for the liberties he takes in those translations included in the collection, which become almost entirely disconnected from their source.

Paulin’s poem ‘The Emigration of the Poets’ (2004, 46) is a translation of Bertolt Brecht’s poem ‘Die Auswanderung der Dichter’ (trans.: ‘The Emigration of the Poets’), which was written in 1934, one year after the German poet’s emigration to Denmark (Brecht 1967, 495). Whereas at the beginning, Paulin’s poem remains relatively faithful to the German original, towards the end it departs considerably from its source. Choosing a poem by Brecht as a source text for ‘The Emigration of the Poets’, Paulin engages with one of Germany’s most famous political dissident authors. Writing anti‐Nazi literature, Brecht hoped to incite the German population to overthrow the socio‐economical system imposed by the Nazi regime (Schwarz 1978, 28). Brecht’s sense of social and political responsibility might have attracted Paulin to the German poet. It could be argued that Brecht rejected the repressive regime in Germany in the same way that Paulin refuses to accept the status quo in Northern Ireland.

As mentioned earlier, Paulin considers himself as ‘a kind of immigrant or émigré’ (Haffenden 1981, 157), who fails to fit into both English and Northern Irish society due to his political attitudes. Paulin’s ‘internal’ and ‘external’ emigration could be seen as a parallel to Brecht, who felt mentally alienated from the totalitarian regime in Nazi Germany and lived at a geographical distance from his home country for many years. The biographical similarities between himself and the German poet might have had some bearing on Paulin’s interest in Brecht’s work.

In ‘Die Auswanderung der Dichter’, Brecht conjures up nine poets from different historical periods and from different literally traditions. The mentioned writers are Homer, Dante, Li‐Po, TuFu, Euripides, Shakespeare, Francois Villon, Lucretius‚ and Heinrich Heine. Alluding to authors who were subjected to repression and different kinds of ‘internal’ and ‘external’ exile, Brecht draws a parallel between himself and the legendary poets. Taking Brecht’s poem as a basis for ‘The Emigration of the Poets’, Paulin establishes a correlation between himself and the German author as well as the mentioned historical writers. In this way, he ranks himself among the ‘exiled poets’ and sets Northern Ireland in to an international context.

Whereas at the beginning of the poem, Paulin remains fairly close to its source, in the closing lines, he moves considerably way from it:





	‘Der Geliebte’ genannt ging Lukrez in die Verbannung
So Heine, und so auch floh Brecht unter das dänische Strohdach.
(Brecht 1967, 495)
	Called the ‘loved one’, Lucretius went into banishment as did Heine.
In the same way Brecht fled under the Danish thatched roof.
(my translation)
	Though at least Lucretius was nicknamed ‘Le bien aimé’ and slipped away from Heim just like Heine
– now watch me here Bertolt Brecht
I’m a pike shtuck in this Danish thatch.
(Paulin 1999, 71)



By mentioning Lucretius and Heine, Brecht conjures up two poets who refused to accept the societal power structures of their time. While in ancient Rome, Lucretius was branded an enemy of religion due to his secular world views, Heine in nineteenth century Germany was demonized as he rejected the existing monarchy. With ‘Danish thatched roof’, Brecht refers to the farmhouse in which he lived during his exile in Denmark.

Paulin’s lines stand out through the introduction of foreign vocabulary and slang. Calling Lucretius ‘Le bien amié’ without translating his nickname into English, he alludes to the Latin as well as the French literary traditions. Using the German word ‘Heim’ (‘home’), Paulin established a further link to Germany. Through the ‘shtuck’ Paulin imitates the sound of the German word ‘stecken’ (‘stick’) and at the same time ends his poem on a subversive note: The pike ‘stuck’ in the Danish thatch reminds us of weapons hidden by Irish rebels in the roof of Irish thatched houses. Thus, Paulin links the German context of Brecht’s poem to Irish history. Furthermore, the English slang term ‘shtuck’, meaning ‘in great trouble’ (Ayto 2003, 241), reads as a subtle allusion to Brecht’s persecution by the German state. By implying that Brecht was hounded as much by the Nazis as the Irish rebels were by the British Crown, Paulin alludes to state repression in different historical and cultural contexts. Letting the speaker of the poem refer to himself as a pike hidden in a thatched roof, Paulin communicates his belief in the revolutionary power of poetry. In this sense, he suggests that a poet living in a society in political turmoil has the task of undermining the existing social order using his art as a weapon against oppressive power structure.

Paulin’s poem ‘The Skeleton’ (2014: 10) is the translation of Paul Verlaine’s poem ‘Le Squelette’ (‘The Skeleton’), which was published in 1884 in the collection Jadis et Naguère. From the first lines on, Paulin’s poem moves away considerably form the source text. It could be argued that he does not only translate but also ‘recreate’ the French poem as he attributes to it a political dimension which does not exist in the source text. In Verlaine’s humorous poem, the speaker narrates the tale of two drunken horsemen, who ride through a field and come across a disintegrating human body. In their drunken state, the two grotesque ‘heroes’ decide to offer a drink to the skeleton. In his translation, Paulin locates the scene in present‐day Northern Ireland through the use of vernacular vocabulary and contemporary slang. In the opening lines of his poem, he translated ‘deux reîtres’ (‘two riders’) by means of the Ulster Scots terms ‘two pachels’, meaning ‘blundering, inefficient worker’ (Fenton 2000). The adjective ‘saoul’ (‘drunk’), which Verlaine employs to refer to the two horsemen, is translated by the contemporary Irish English slang term ‘stocious’, signifying ‘entirely drunk’ (Ayto 2003, 151). Whereas in the French original the two horsemen ‘run’ through the fields, in Paulin’s translation they ‘lurch back’ over a ‘battlefield’. Substituting ‘fields’ by ‘battlefield’, he refers to ‘warfare’ and in this ways draws attention to the central theme of his poem. The dialectical term ‘lurch’ translates into Standard English ‘to steal about suspiciously’ (Sinclair 2000, 925) and renders an ironic image of the two riders. Considered in the context of the depicted battlefield and the light of contemporary Northern Ireland, the two horsemen can be read as a subversive hint at the British Army, the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC)‚ as well as the paramilitary organizations of both sides. Through the imagery of the two riders, Paulin presents the state organizations as well as the counterhegemonic forces in an ironic light. Thus‚ he undermines their authority as fighters involved in a political struggle and at the same time alludes to the absurdity of violence as a means to resolve political discrepancies.

In the second part of the poem, Verlaine elaborates on the comic encounter between the two horsemen and the skeleton:





	Or, peu mythiques, nos capitaines Fracasse
Songèrent (John Falstaff lui‐même en eût frémi)
Qu’ils avient bu, que tout vin bu filter et s’égoutte,
En qu’en outré ce mort avec son chef béant
Ne serait pas fâché de boire aussi sans doute
(Verlaine 1992, 149)
	So not being mystica, our two Captain Fracasses
Though (even John Falstaff would have shuddered)
That they had drunk and that all the drunk wine drained away
And in addition that this dead body with its gaping gullet would not mind having a drink as well.
(my translation)
	But then they see this gnawed daft
[…] skeleton lying there
among the puddles and shell‐holes
the mud the debris the bust abandoned weapons
– like a trapdoor its mouth gapes open
as it lies there static a bleached symbol of the ending
(Paulin 2004, 10)





In his translation, Paulin echoes the humorous tone of the French original. However, through his choice of imagery and language, Paulin creates a more disturbing atmosphere, adding to the source text terms such as ‘shell‐holes’, ‘debris’, ‘weapons’, and ‘trapdoors’. Through the use of the word ‘static’ and the description of the skeleton as ‘bleached symbol of the ending’, Paulin evokes stagnation and the absence of positive prospects for the future. Deviating from linguistic norms through the use of slang terms and the vernacular, Paulin exploits the possibilities of language. With the play with different forms of language, he attempts to break free from the established one‐sided discourse of the Troubles, in which authors traditionally take the part of one or the other ethno‐religious community. Thus, he sets out to find an appropriate voice in which to engage with the consequences of political violence.
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Graham Swift

DANIEL LEA



It is ironic that for a novelist whose writing so deftly captures the warp and weft of Englishness, Graham Swift’s reputation in his home country is undeniably modest. One might go as far as to say that he is regarded with the same English diffidence that he has made a career out of portraying. For a writer of such profound skill and consistency‚ this is a curious state of affairs and particularly so when contrasted with his international reputation, which, in critical circles at least, continues to flourish. The first scholarly monographs on Swift’s work were authored by academics in France (Bernard 1991b), Sweden (Winnburg 2003), and Belgium (Craps 2005); the first academic conference dedicated to his work was held in Poland (2014); and he has received sustained attention across Europe and North America. His relatively low critical profile in Britain – a profile which, in the public realm, is considerably lower than those of the contemporaries with whom he is associated – Martin Amis, Kazuo Ishiguro, Ian McEwan, Salman Rushdie, Jeannette Winterson – belies his stature as a craftsman of elegant but achingly melancholic narratives of individual and collective loss. What follows will seek to elucidate some of the compelling reasons to regard him as one of the most significant British novelists of his generation.

Swift is not a writer given to autobiography thinly disguised as fiction; in fact‚ he consistently downplays the importance of the personal in his writing process: ‘There isn’t a great deal in my life that you can take and make a hook out of’, he says. ‘My childhood is the same. Why did I become a writer? I can’t really come up with any antecedent for it. I’m certainly not from the classic unhappy childhood. I was a student and then I knocked around a bit and then I knuckled down to the job of writing and eventually got published and here I am at novel number whatever it is. There is not much more to it’ (O’Mahony 2003). Only in snatches can one infer personal detail in his fiction, such as the war‐hero father figure in Shuttlecock (1981) who seems to conjure Allan Swift, a decorated fighter pilot in World War Two. Returning soldiers are a motif in a number of Swift’s novels (The Sweet Shop Owner [1980]; Last Orders [1996]; Wish You Were Here [2011]), and conflict rumbles in the background of many others, revealing perhaps not just the legacy of the father but also the importance of a culture of post‐ness that prevailed in the years immediately following the Second World War. Swift has alluded to ‘all the physical evidence of war’ as a feature of his growing up in 1950s South London, and identifies the Second World War as ‘my great history lesson’ (O’Mahony 2003). The sense of arriving on the scene in the aftermath of a cataclysmic event, and of having to make sense of one’s life in the shadow of that event suffuse Swift’s early fictions, and mark him as part of a generation that was, so to speak, living in the aftermath of history.

Graham Colin Swift was born on the borders of Sydenham and Catford in South London on 4 May 1949, the younger of two sons by Sheila Irene (née Bourne) and Lionel Allan Stanley Swift. By this point his father was employed as a clerk in the National Debt Office but would finish his working life as a bookkeeper. When Graham was still young the family moved to Croydon, at that time, on the very edge of London’s conurbation. Academically gifted, Swift won a scholarship to Dulwich College in 1960‚ where he developed strong and broad literary interests before being accepted to read English at Queen’s College, Cambridge in 1967. There he saw his first creative work in print, in the college journal Solstice, and after graduating in 1970 with a first class degree, he moved to the University of York to pursue a PhD on the role of the city in nineteenth century literature.

Scholarly research proved something of a cover for Swift ‘by which I’d managed to wangle three years living on a postgraduate grant’ (Swift 2009, 38), allowing him the time to concentrate seriously on the task of learning his craft as a writer. At York he met his future wife and fellow South Londoner Candice Rodd, who was studying for an undergraduate degree in English. By late 1973 he had abandoned his thesis and in 1974 moved to Volos in eastern Greece to teach English. His sojourn coincided with the collapse of George Papadopoulous’ seven‐year military junta, an historical event that would eventually find its way as another intimation of violence into his fourth novel Out of this World (1988). Returning to England‚ he moved into Rodd’s flat in Clapham, South London‚ and undertook a number of temporary jobs while publishing short stories and developing material towards the longer project that would become The Sweet Shop Owner. That novel would appear in 1980‚ by which point Swift had written Shuttlecock, published the year after, followed in quick succession by Learning to Swim and Other Stories (1982) and Waterland (1983). For much of his career‚ this last has shaped Swift’s reputation as one of the big‐hitters of contemporary British fiction, and its use of narrative devices of interwoven historical settings, self‐conscious storytelling, and anti‐teleological structure caught a mood that was increasingly being referred to as postmodernist, though this is not a term that Swift ever uses in relation to his writing. Nevertheless‚ this experimentalism no doubt contributed to his inclusion in 1983 in the Granta’s ‘Best of British Novelists’ anthology.

As his subsequent fictions have proved, the technical swagger of Waterland is something of an anomaly amongst his canon; Swift’s style favours more muted narrative strategies‚ and the disappointed expectations of some reviewers might be read into the ambivalent reception of his next two novels – Out of this World and Ever After (1992). Those novels, with their morally compromised protagonists and explosive secrets are, however, entirely consistent with their predecessors in terms of narrative intricacy and tonal palette. His next, Last Orders (1996), might be seen as another reputational bellwether, reinvigorating Swift’s public profile as a master of his form at a time when the standing of some of his contemporaries was beginning to wane. Certainly the award of the 1996 Booker Prize – for which Waterland had been nominated in 1983 – did much to cement this status. Last Orders is a quintessentially Swiftian novel of failure and regret and caught a mood of melancholic reflection that seemed appropriate in the final, limping years of post‐Thatcher Conservative administration. The novels that followed – The Light of Day (2003), Tomorrow (2007), and Wish You Were Here (2011) – have repeated, to some extent, the post‐Waterland dip; each received mixed reviews‚ with the more negative regarding this post‐millennium work as more of the same rather than an expansion of Swift’s fictional universe.

Swift’s most recent fiction has tended towards shorter forms, with a return to the short story in England and Other Stories (2014) and the brief novel Mothering Sunday (2016). Both have been well received, but it is the latter that should garner more interest for it is an exquisite moment‐in‐time narrative detailing an above/below stairs Big House romance perched before a calamitous fate. Its attention to emotional nuance is entirely Swiftian, but in both its portrayal of thwarted desires and its length it recalls On Chesil Beach (2007), a novella that did much to boost Ian McEwan’s reputation after the muted critical response to Saturday (2005). Mothering Sunday should have a similar impact for Swift, and certainly its depiction of class‐conscious Englishness resonates with a contemporary nostalgia for less uncertain and liquid times.

There are a number of consistent features of Swift’s longer fiction: it customarily involves monologic narration either by a single figure or by a group of voices working with or against each other. Rarely is interaction dialogic, or speech direct; conversations are reported with the prejudicial filtering that that entails. His narrators are predominantly men of middle‐age who reflect upon their lives as a series of compromises, rueing their failure to grasp the opportunities presented to them. Female voices are less common‚ and though both Out of this World, Last Orders, and Mothering Sunday contain extended sections narrated from women’s viewpoints, Tomorrow is the only novel rendered exclusively from a female position. His narrators are usually ineffective in interpersonal relationships, frequently in conflict with other members of their immediate families, and struggle to negotiate cross‐generational relationships with parents and children. It is often the breakdown of these closest of relationships that lead to the crises that underpin the drama of the novels. Swift describes these crises as moments when ‘a space opens up’ (Rustin 2014) for his characters, a space in which their accepted versions of themselves or the world around them are called into question. Whether this be Tom Crick’s painful recognition of the consequences of his past errors in Waterland, the affective destruction wrought by the death of Bill Unwin’s wife in Ever After, or the cumulative losses to BSE (bovine spongiform encephalopathy) and foot‐and‐mouth disease that pull apart the Luxton family in Wish You Were Here, Swift’s novels are motivated by the collapse of the illusion of certainty. Some, like The Sweet Shop Owner, Last Orders, and Tomorrow are cusp novels, concentrating their action into the course of a day or night before an anticipated and dreaded outcome. Always though, Swift’s fictions involve spirals of introspection as his narrators seek to resolve the quarrels with themselves and others that their actions have precipitated.

Swift’s primary interest lies in the small choices that individuals make in the shaping of their lives, and how these are determined by the apparatuses of class, community, location, nation, profession‚ and tradition within which those choices are embedded. If these determinants represent a macrostructure for the formation of a social identity, then the microstructural imperatives of love, duty, dependence, and entrapment are of equal importance and point to one of the distinguishing features of Swift’s writing: his conviction in the centrality of ethical commitment to the meaningful shaping of lives. All his fictions involve characters forced into positions where they have to make ethical choices about the ways in which they lead their lives, choices that are rendered more difficult by the network of debts and dependencies that tie them to their place in the world. The people they consider themselves to be emerge from their responses to momentous challenges that throw out of kilter their everyday lives; challenges to which they have occasionally risen, but which they have more frequently evaded because of timidity, fear of rejection, or because the inbuilt expectation of disappointment was too overpowering. The characteristic melancholia of Swift’s novels develops from the retrospective regret that this inertia induces; a sense of missed opportunities that cannot be fully accommodated within the life narratives that his characters create for themselves.

Of the major determinants of social subjectivity listed above, location is key in Swift’s writing, and, as a focus of analytical attention, has been a touchstone of critical discussion. Indeed‚ the perceived Englishness of Swift’s work is often attributed to his handling of place and the close relationship between identity and the network of social and historical connections that emerge from particular locales. There are two distinct frames for this discussion, both stemming from Swift’s management of scale. On the one hand‚ Waterland is again the outlier; its descriptions of the Fenlands of eastern England emphasize a featureless expanse of a land perched somewhere between solidity and fluidity in which the individual is dwarfed by emptiness and symbolic nullity. In this landscape, humans are forever seeking to imprint themselves on a space that seems to regard their efforts with indifference or wry cruelty. History as a function of place, Waterland implies, is mercurial, slipping through our fingers in flagrant disregard of any need for security, fixity, and knowledge. On the other hand, the scale of much of the rest of Swift’s fiction is intimate and establishes his protagonists within environments that define and question their sense of individuality through communal praxis. Here, the unspoken burden of emotional debts and thwarted ambitions is woven together with the continuity of daily business to create atmospheres of claustrophobic suffocation. Whether it is Prentis’ subterranean police archive in Shuttlecock, Paula Campbell’s nocturnal monologue in Tomorrow, or the ill‐starred Jebb Farm in Wish You Were Here, Swift produces scenarios and locations fraught with oppressive intensity. More often than not‚ broken or strained familial relations produce the mutually conditioning secretiveness that characterizes these worlds, and the crises that subsequently emerge are domestic or intergenerational in inception.

These crises throw light onto the web of unhealthy dependencies that holds his protagonists together and threaten to collapse their mutually constituted view of the world. Frequently they circle around a death in which the narrator has been more or less complicit – Waterland, Out of this World, Ever After, Last Orders, The Light of Day, Wish You Were Here, Mothering Sunday – but another common trope is the unpicking of a family’s secrets and lies – The Sweet Shop Owner, Shuttlecock, Tomorrow. These crises constitute each text’s punctum, the unique point of revelation that wrenches the individuals involved from the ordinary context and places them in a new relationship with the world around them. These interventions also invariably underpin the diegetic drive of the novels for they strip away the customary repression of the protagonists‚ forcing them to account for themselves through processes of painful self‐examination.

In some cases such as Waterland, Ever After, The Light or Day, and Tomorrow, that examination is also a self‐exculpation as the narrators seek to build themselves back into stories about the world that have sustained them. Unable to come to terms with the new contours of living that their crises have precipitated, these narrators exploit the privilege of the first‐person position to reorder the stories that they tell themselves and others, always getting their account in first in the expectation of contradiction. Storytelling becomes for many of Swift’s narrators the means by which they turn away from the abyss of self‐knowledge and self‐critique as controlling the flow of information allows them to exert a creative, or at least a recuperative‚ influence over situations that threaten to outstrip them. Swift so carefully draws his reader into the internal quarrels of his protagonists that one often feels ensconced within their desperation and breathless with their inhibition, and from that position it is not easy to discern the ways in which they are manipulating their stories and constructing exit strategies for themselves. Convincing the reader of their bona fides at the same time that they are seeking to convince themselves often feels as if it is the primary objective of the narratorial act, but in so doing these narrators can engineer for themselves the possibility of redemption. These protagonists escape into their own stories seeking the kind of inoculation that fiction can provide, a vaccine that preserves ‘us from such plagues as reality can breed’. But ‘like all true vaccines, it will work only if it contains a measure of the plague itself, a tincture of the thing it confronts’ (Swift 2009 11). Where they are most manipulative – Prentis in Shuttlecock; Crick in Waterland; Unwin in Ever After – the narrative itself becomes the means for self‐preservation, an intricate rhetorical structure that blurs the lines between fact and fiction and between narrative worlds. By these strategies‚ the narrators imagine for themselves endings that are by no means happy, rarely satisfying, but might at least be regarded as satisfactory in the sense that they seal their crises within self‐legitimizing stories.

It is unsurprising given that so many of his narratives are conducted as forms of self‐justification that conflict is a such a prevalent motif in Swift’s fiction. Literal wars provide a backdrop for many of the novels: the Second World War (The Sweet Shop Owner, Shuttlecock, Waterland, Last Orders); the Vietnam War and the Falklands War (Out of this World); the Balkan wars (The Light of Day); and the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq (Wish You Were Here), but war in a metaphorical sense is being waged everywhere and is the consequence of the web of dependencies that shape Swift’s protagonists. Conflict defines these characters because it inhibits them so intimately, circumscribing their lives and expectations as both private and public citizens. Swift’s sense that the shadow of the Second World War stretched far into the second half of the century produces characters more or less directly shaped by an event of global historical proportions that was at the same time closely experienced in the personal realm. Willy Chapman in The Sweet Shop Owner and the men sharing the Mercedes on its way to Margate in Last Orders are products of a war into which they were catapulted but which they did not understand, and they find themselves as civilians mirroring in domestic spaces the conflicts of their earlier lives. Chapman’s tacit accommodation of his fragile wife’s emotional frigidity and Jack and Amy Dodds’ irresolvable disagreement about their disabled daughter represent uneasy truces but not peaceable resolutions. Strife is as endemic in the private sphere as it is omnipresent in the public, and as Swift shows in Out of this World and Wish You Were Here, it is carried from one to the other with depressing regularity. The bovine bodies that form grotesque pyres in the latter are only a short metaphorical step from the piling up of corpses in the Middle Eastern wars of the new century. These novels present the twentieth century as one defined by conflict from which the new millennium has not retreated.

Swift’s is a fiction of destruction therefore, but also of recovery in the sense of both convalescence and reclamation. It examines the scars left by the past; it even, as in Mothering Sunday, sometimes anticipates the scars that will be created by future events, and contemplates how those historical traces can be palliated by the humanizing potential of stories. Digging over the material artefacts of the past in Shuttlecock, Waterland, and Ever After has its affective corollary in the imaginative labour that his protagonists expend in moulding the stories of the past into coherent and consistent narratives. This speaks to the power of the invented in Swift’s eyes, the creative revolution that renews with each new incarnation by enacting a ‘magical’ transformation: ‘However we may analyse or try to explain it, the power of a good story is a primitive, irreducible mystery that answers to some need deep in human nature’ (Swift 2009 12). This romantic sentiment might seem at odds with the manipulative exploitation of narration manifested by so many of his protagonists, but it would be wrong to ally Swift too closely with the recuperative desperation of his narrators. While they search for answers that can arrest their striving against self‐doubt, he finds liberation in the inventive curlicues of novel‐making, a facet of his writing that infuriated some reviewers. But Swift’s writing is not indulgently self‐conscious or metafictional, and though he was often bracketed in the earlier stages of his career alongside other postmodernist novelists, his fiction retains a faith in humanism that runs counter to the deconstructive episteme‚ and that seems to identify his writing more accurately within a longer tradition of social realist and naturalist writing.

Though the comparisons with Dickens, which were a feature of early reviews, now feel exaggerated, the thread that connects Swift to a literary history of social documentation is not hard to see. Swift’s is a fiction of small lives drowned by their insignificance in wider historical processes, and while the focus on his protagonists’ private woes dampens broader public critique, his characters are always products of social forces that bend them into and out of shape. This suffering under history lends his protagonists a familiarity that suggests a form of universalism, albeit a universalism that is problematized by being predominantly masculine. However, as Swift has said of Montaigne, the universal can only be conveyed by an artist who ‘infuses almost every page […] with his personal touch’ (Swift 2009 384), and his fiction channels anxieties that are specific both to the late twentieth century and to the chronic mournfulness at the loss of past stabilities that characterizes it. The sense of alienation that bedevils many of his narrators springs from the felt lack of the transcending authority of tradition, and its replacement by an insecurity that muddies the process of self‐making and sense‐making. The impact of cultural change on religion and patriarchy as efficient symbolic cornerstones for social and psychological mooring has resulted in a drift away from cohering communalities and into a form of solipsism that gradually erodes empathetic identification between individuals. The crises of Swift’s novels of the 1990s – Ever After and Last Orders – revolve around losses of faith in the legitimizing power of religion and masculinity, losses that put under strain the networks of affiliation that hold people in symbolic coherence. In different keys‚ Swift returns time and again to the dismantling of local communities by the imperatives of demographic change and shifts in generational value systems, and suggests that without the underpinnings of social and ethical continuity‚ the structures of dependency that simultaneously reassure and paralyze his characters are compromised.

Swift’s concern with modernity’s gradual abandonment of doctrinaire narratives of authority and the impact of that on the process of identity formation within and without a framework of social reference reveals him as a profound and expansive thinker on the nature of contemporary being. It is clear that while Swift shares concerns with postmodernist aesthetics – the collapse of the grand historical narrative; the erasure of the arch‐signifier; the decentring of the self – it might be more accurate to say that he sits alongside rather than within the canon (if such there can be) of postmodernists. Indeed, it no longer seems so important to claim him for any such grouping both because the critical landscape has changed and because his mature writing speaks to less deterritorializing concerns. Pigeonholing writers, particularly living writers is, in any case, a dangerously inflexible process that robs them of a full range of critical readings, and while academia has a tendency towards taxonomic neatness, Swift is not a writer that can, or should be, so straightforwardly assigned a place in the contemporary literary landscape. Contextualizing his contribution is therefore not easy, so in what follows I offer a synopsis of the ways in which other professional readers have approached his work.

Taken in overview, Swift’s reception by reviewers has been largely positive, with the majority recognizing the intricacy of narrative construction and the powerful sense of the ordinariness of small lives wrenched into unfamiliar shapes. Reviews of the early works lauded the textural precision of his writing‚ with Michael Gorra (1985) praising The Sweet Shop Owner for the way it ‘produces a terrifying and painfully sad sense of the way time’s passage makes the walls of life close in’, and Carol Rumens (1981) describing Shuttlecock as a ‘rich‐textured mingling of the symbolic and the vividly actual’. There were also positive notes on the bleak ways in which these works presented lives made small by unhappiness, Alan Hollinghurst (1982) observing in relation to Learning to Swim that ‘Swift’s precision is a vindication of artistic pleasure in the description of a world in which opportunities for pleasure have dwindled away’. These reviews placed Swift in illustrious company, comparing his work with Joyce, Kafka, and Dickens and marked him out as one of ‘the brightest promises the English novel has now to offer’ (Gorra 1985) and ‘the most outstanding English novelist of the final quarter of the twentieth century’ (Levenson 1992).

The majority of reviewers believed this promise to have been fulfilled by Waterland, which was enthusiastically received by critics in both the United Kingdom and the United States, where it was the first of Swift’s novels to be released, his preceding works being published in its wake. It was highly praised for its intelligence and for the control of a narratorial voice switching fluidly between past and present and between crisis and professorial authority. Hermione Lee (1983) described it as ‘a beautiful, serious, intelligent novel, admirably ambitious and original’ and Ronald Blythe (1983) concurred: ‘Waterland is original, compelling and narration of the highest order’. Though Michael Wood (1984) felt that the novel’s intelligence was ‘rather cumbersome at times’ and Michiko Kakutani (1984) suggested that Crick’s bookish tone might subvert the affective power of his story, both concurred with the many other critics in believing it to be a formidable work that only enhanced Swift’s reputation.

Waterland’s critical and commercial success significantly raised expectations for Swift’s future work and skewed readers’ perceptions of the kind of writing that was to be expected from him. Reviews of his subsequent novels would rarely make it through their first paragraph without referring back to this notable success, and, certainly before the publication of Last Orders, couched that reference as a positive comparison to less accomplished works. That is not to say that Out of this World and Ever After were reviewed negatively, only that they were often believed to have fallen below the high bar set by their predecessor. In the Times Literary Supplement Anne Duchêne (1988) commented that Out of this World ‘lacks the resonance of Waterland and the manic Kafkaesque energies of Shuttlecock’, and admits that ‘We ask a great deal of him only because of his past flights’, and while Ursula Le Guin (1992) praised the masterful narrative control of Ever After, her ultimate judgement was that ‘it all seems, despite its dense, charged texture, a bit thin and arbitrary’. In reviewing this novel in Time, Pico Iyer (1992) extolled its intelligence but also recognized the limited appeal of such self‐conscious narrative: ‘Some readers may be exhausted by the pinwheeling frenzy of paradoxes and parallels; others, though, will be exhilarated by Swift’s ability to make his terminally cerebral subject readable, and real’. Intimated here is a concern that is often raised in criticism of Swift’s work: that he overemphasizes the intellectual games that his largely middle‐class, educated protagonists play at the expense of emotional revelation or development. Somehow the realness of his characters is seen to be diminished by the complex ways in which they reach the stories that most engage them, and which, in many cases they are seeking to deny. Swift’s ‘cerebral’ fiction is constructed, in some reviewers’ opinions, at the expense of his reader‚ leading to a frustration at being kept at arm’s length by narrators determined to privilege their own way of reading the world. Such critique is certainly understandable; Swift’s narrators move at their own pace‚ and in cases where their revelations are anything less than life‐transforming – such as Tomorrow – patience can quickly be used up. But professional reviewing may not present the optimum context in which to appreciate Swift’s writing; his work requires reflection and re‐reading and is perhaps more suited to the deliberative practices of academic criticism.

One of the reasons that Last Orders was therefore reviewed so positively was undoubtedly the ‘realness’ of its setting and protagonists. Where Ever After is notable for its investigation of artifice, Last Orders strove to situate its characters in a recognizable South London through a greater attention to localized voice than is evident anywhere else in Swift’s writing. This literalization of a South London vernacular and accent in an otherwise universalizing story about mourning produced for many reviewers a greater sense of identification with the characters than is common in Swift. For Adrian Poole (1996)‚ this experimentation with voice was the outstanding success of the novel: ‘so much of Swift’s previous writing has seemed so, well, written. What a relief to find here such sprightly dialogue, clipped and laconic and humorous’. For Peter Kemp (1996)‚ it leant the novel ‘a quiet authenticity’‚ while Claire Messud (1996) also believes that there is ‘a captivating authenticity in the voices it projects’. Swift does not escape the double‐edged compliment that he is a ‘clever’ writer in the novel’s reviews, but there was a much greater consensus that Last Orders represented a more affecting and humane novel than any he had produced to date. It was also widely regarded as his greatest achievement since Waterland.

As Swift’s reputation had dipped after that achievement, so it did after Last Orders. John Burnside (2003) summed this up in his review of The Light of Day by saying that ‘just as there were those (including one or two of the judges) who argued that Swift did not deserve that’ 96 Booker (in a nutshell, because ‘it’s not Waterland’), so there will be those who are prepared to be disappointed because this new offering is not Last Orders’. Few reviewers could resist comparisons, and though the novel did receive some strong notices, the critical voices returned once again to what they considered to be the over‐managed quality of Swift’s prose, which in its exquisitely crafted sentences, it was argued, squeezed the life out of his characters. A.N. Wilson (2003) remarked that the novel lacked ‘a powerful sense of felt life’ and Hugo Barnacle (2003) regretted what he saw as a return to the forced, clumsy voice of Swift’s earlier fiction. But if the reviews for The Light of Day might be described as mixed, those for Tomorrow were much less equivocal. Of all his novels this earned Swift his most negative reviews, and the principal issues were familiar: a narrator that is too mannered and intellectually self‐satisfied, a pace of drama that seems to enjoy its own involutions more than the imperative to develop, and a dubious mimicking of a female voice. The problem of the weightlessness of the central revelation hangs over reviews, which many (Cooke 2007; Mars‐Jones 2007; Shriver 2007) see as an uncharacteristic misstep in narrative construction that attributes so much narrative significance to a family secret that is hardly catastrophic and unveiled too early in the plot to maintain tension.

Wish You Were Here was generally regarded as a return to form. It was praised for its compassion (Scurr 2011), its craftsmanship (Shilling 2011), and, predictably, its authenticity (Goring 2011), and while demurring voices rejected the book as monotonous (Grant 2011), slow‐paced (Birch 2011)‚ and over‐worked (Bray 2011), there was a strong sense in the reviews that Swift had returned to the ground on which he is strongest. This impression is reinforced by the reviews of England and Other Stories, which, for many critics, represented a triumphant revisiting of the pained, limited lives of the earlier fiction. Allan Massie (2014), for instance, nails his colours to the mast in a review entitled ‘England’s Chekhov’ where he hails Swift as ‘one of those who looks at life with a sympathetic eye, who tells us, convincingly, how people of all sorts live from day to day, sometimes lives that are rewarded with happiness, sometimes lives of a quiet, even heroic, desperation. He is a writer to savour and enjoy, and we are lucky to have him’. The notices for this collection often explicitly identify the affecting quality of Swift’s short prose, highlighting his skill in presenting whole lives in the smallest glimpses of ordinary events. There is a lyricism to such everydayness that reviewers see in these pieces and don’t necessarily see in the novels, and a sense also that – à la Massie – Swift is now such part of a literary Establishment that his work deserves the credit that a career of writerly labour entails. This is certainly reflected in the reviews for Mothering Sunday, which describe the novel as ‘wonderfully accomplished’ (Kemp 2016), a ‘masterpiece’ (Kent 2016)‚ and a ‘rare read indeed’ (Allfrey 2016). Refreshingly, and perhaps as a mark of his perceived maturity, very few reviews felt it necessary to contextualize Swift by referring back to Waterland or Last Orders. If those novels have defined his literary career, he does appear to be at the stage where they are at last being properly contextualized within a body of work of consistently high quality and influence.

In scholarly terms, Swift’s critical reception began to develop a critical mass from the late 1980s, particularly in France‚ where the work of Catherine Bernard is notable. Early attention tended to focus upon his credentials as a postmodernist (Higdon 1991a 1991b; Bernard 1993; McKinney 1997; Gutleben 2000) and especially his engagement with history as a series of competing stories (Del Janik 1989; Landow 1990; Schad 1992; Van Alphen 1994). Waterland dominated and defined Swift’s critical reception throughout the 1980s and 1990s and continues to fill a healthy number of pages in criticism on Swift (Russell 2009; Cobley 2014), but the focus has in general turned to the consideration of it through ecocritical perspectives on the one hand and traumatological paradigms on the other. Interest in Swift and history has tended to follow Ever After (Holmes 1996; Arias 2014), on which there is also a significant body of recent scholarship relating to its neo‐Victorianism (Gutleben 2009; Pesso‐Miquel 2010).

Last Orders has attracted a wide range of readings‚ including those that examine its ethical engagement (Craps 2003); its concern with memory (James 2009); its construction of voice (Tollance 2008; Weidle 2013); and its presentation of masculinity (Parker 2003). Perhaps most appropriate are those that have explored its portrayal of mourning and melancholia (Wheeler 1998; Pedot 2002; MacLeod 2006), which is an issue addressed in relation to Swift’s work in general by Adrian Poole (1999) and Craps (2005). While his other novels have received varying levels of scholarly attention, it would be fair to say that criticism on Swift has and continues to focus predominantly on Waterland and Last Orders. Book‐length studies of Swift’s writing are still relatively few in number, though he has been the subject of academic research theses since the early 1990s. The first monograph, Catherine Bernard’s Graham Swift: La Parole Chronique: Nouveaux Échos de la Fiction Britannique, was published in 1991‚ and this was followed by a spate of texts in the early 2000s, the point at which Swift’s critical reputation had most solidified (Gallix 2003; Malcolm 2003; Winnberg 2003; Craps 2005; Lea 2005; Reiners‐Logothetidou 2005; Widdowson 2006). Most recently‚ Pascale Tollance has published Graham Swift: La Scène de la Voix (2011).

As I suggested at the outset of this essay, Swift’s critical reception is relatively modest, and particularly so in comparison with those novelists of his generation that have been established as the mainstays on contemporary British fiction syllabi at higher education institutions across the world. Swift does not typify his historical moment in the way that Martin Amis or Salman Rushdie might be said to channel something of the cultural fluidity and subversiveness of the 1980s and 1990s. But arguably Swift’s reputation has not suffered as much as some of his peers; his false steps have not been as condemned as those of others, and though the furrow that he ploughs is narrow, he continues to be regarded as expert in the execution of nuanced, carefully woven narratives of emotional crisis. Swift is a drafter of intimate life stories‚ and the consistency of his output is indicative of a concerted attention over time to the fine details of his craft. In style‚ there is much that unites The Sweet Shop Owner and Mothering Sunday – the novels that currently bookend his writing career. The sense of rising tension as the narratives move towards catastrophic conclusions, as much as the restrained depictions of limited, abstracted lives‚ suggest that the subject matter that moves Swift has not changed significantly, but rather that his maturation as a writer has taken place in the emotional appreciation and painting of the little despairs of those lives. Where Willy Chapman’s entrapment is intolerably miserable, the implicit class divide that separates Jane Fairchild from Paul Sheringham modulates intimacy and distance, hope and fatal longing. While it is pointless to speculate on whether the younger Swift could have written Mothering Sunday, one feels that the steps between the two periods of his writing life‚ though hugely significant, are comparatively small. The emotional reticence that one infers of Swift from his writing is, of course, entirely specious, but it is indubitably a factor in the hailing of him as a writer of Englishness. The muted, reserved struggle for articulacy that is his fictional calling card seems to encapsulate a sense of national awkwardness at the millennial turn, and while Swift’s attention is always tuned to the losses of individual lives, his narratives display a strong suspicion that those losses are echoes of local, national, and global crises.
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Martin Amis
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Introduction

This chapter looks at the development of Martin Amis’s literary voice through some key novels. The relationship to his father has been pivotal‚ and Martin’s first three novels – The Rachel Papers (1973), Dead Babies (1975), and Success (1978) – are a declaration of independence from Kingsley. In spite of similarities in their comic temperament and use of language, the son’s brand of fiction is nothing like the father’s, and Martin makes this point both in style and content. In his mature period, he has written several excellent novels, but this chapter focuses primarily on London Fields (1989) because of the presence of a triangle at its centre. In its focus on sex rather than romance and the attribution of a voice to each of the three characters, Amis’s triangle reflects his fictional aims. Arguments made about class and the fate of England in London Fields are updated in Lionel Asbo: State of England (2012), in which the hero is a champion yob. Amis has always been drawn to the worst representatives of England’s underclasses‚ and Lionel Asbo facilitates a discussion of atavism and time. An exploration of these topics leads us to Amis’s latest work, The Zone of Interest (2014), in which he writes about the human capacity for evil. Amis is an important postmodern satirist, though not without his flaws, and these will be also be discussed in the conclusion.



The Making of a Writer: The Biographical Background

In spite of critic Paul Fussell’s insistence to the contrary, Kingsley Amis’s novels are marked by the protagonists’ egotism. Fussell called his monograph The Anti‐Egotist to argue for Amis elder’s concern for moral issues. It is true that Kingsley is merciless in satirizing the pompous, foolish‚ and hypocritical. But the heroes are self‐absorbed hedonists unable to tolerate curbs on their own enthusiasms. They typically have no rivals. Although they occasionally miss out on jobs or women, these turn out to be prizes they never wanted anyway. The central problem for a Kingsley hero, in seminal novels like That Uncertain Feeling (1955), Take a Girl Like You (1960), Girl, 20 (1971), and The Old Devils (1986) is how to have more fun than polite society permits. The heroes get a thrill out of pretending to play by the rules while breaking them at every turn. The novels can be read as morality plays or traditional romantic comedies since order is restored and the chastened heroes promise to do better. But it is pleasure the heroes are after, not a lesson in manners, and the books make for wickedly fun reading. The simple answer to the question of what spawned the novelistic situation just described is the author’s upbringing. Kingsley Amis was an only child. Coddled, precocious‚ and intelligent, he grew into a witty, handsome, confident youth. He entered Oxford on scholarship‚ and after a few years of economic struggle achieved meteoric success as a novelist. Life was good for Kingsley because he had made it so. From his perspective, the worst thing about society was its tendency to limit his freedom. This is reflected in the title of one novel, I Want It Now (1968), and the fact that he continued to lament such limitations is proof of egotism. Perhaps, though, Martin was right in calling the vice of egotism an occupational hazard. ‘Accusing novelists of egotism’, he declared, ‘is like deploring the tendency of champion boxers to turn violent’ (2018, 165).

Kingsley and Hilary Amis’s middle child Martin was born in 1949 in Oxford, where his father completed a B.Litt. in English. The family promptly moved to Swansea, which would be their home until 1961. When Martin was ten‚ the family spent a year in Princeton and, from 1963 to 1965, relocated to Cambridge, where Kingsley held a post at Peterhouse. Sandwiched between his older brother Philip and younger sister Sally, Martin passed a childhood that may be best described as bohemian. They did not have much money, but the family – in particular the father – had a lot of fun. Kingsley taught at the university but enjoyed entertaining, and it has been suggested that Martin was traumatized by his father’s philandering and irresponsible parenting (Bradford 2012, 50). Trauma is the focus of his second novel, Dead Babies (1975), a cautionary tale of the side effects of promiscuity and narcotic overindulgence. In his memoir Experience (2000), Amis claimed to be far less permissive as a parent than his own mother. ‘I let you do everything’, he remembers Hilly saying, and reflects: ‘She did. She let us do everything’. While his father was ‘rather more cautious’, he was also notably absent from the children’s adventures, in which Hilly was a frequent participant: ‘he wouldn’t need or want to be consulted about a matter to do with the open air. He was in his study. He was always in his study’ (Amis 2000, 156). In an essay, Martin characterized Kingsley’s parenting as ‘amiably minimalist – in other words, my mother did it all’ (2018, 153). In 1965, the Amises divorced, and the following year Martin entered a cram school as a consequence of failing his O‐levels (Bradford 2012, 56–57). He not only made good by getting into Oxford, but graduated third in his class. His tutor Jonathan Wordsworth recognized his literary talent early on, and made him promise to return for graduate studies if he could not finish a novel draft within a year. This proved to be the incentive Amis needed, and the draft became The Rachel Papers, published in 1973.

Even though Martin and Philip Amis are only separated by a year, Experience does not give the impression of a heated sibling rivalry, which is what we expect after reading the novels. ‘Rebellious’ and ‘headlong’ Philip (2000, 97) left home at eighteen after squabbling with his parents over drug use. Martin was the child relied upon by his father when he had panic attacks or needed a companion in the dark (Leader 2006, 300). A significant rivalry did not take place between the brothers, but father and son would fight for the prize of the greatest English satiric novelist. In Martin’s novels‚ there are usually two antagonists locked in battle. They may be writers (London Fields and The Information) or brothers (Success and House of Meetings), but they are always aware of the presence of the other, poised to snatch away the prize, and this gives birth to three of the hallmarks of his fiction: competition, envy‚ and the desire for vengeance. It is noteworthy that Amis’s combatants are always physical and constitutional opposites, which is perhaps a reflection of the differences in the brothers. Martin is the shorter of the two, at five foot seven inches, and, while Philip became an uncelebrated painter, Martin went on to achieve academic and literary fame.

In sum, there is a great deal of Martin Amis in his characters‚ who are: short and worry that their behinds are too large; passionate about darts; prepared to go to any lengths to win a woman’s love (even temporarily); enamoured of Jane Austen; chain‐smokers; witty and sardonic wordsmiths; and convinced that England and the world are in serious decline. Following his father’s example, Martin takes pieces of his own persona and gives them to his characters, though full‐blown authorial doubles are rare. The splinters tend to be gentle and vicious in turns. They are capable of charm but not always willing to make the effort. We know these things and more because he has lived most of his adult life in full view of the media, written a memoir‚ and been the subject of a literary biography. After four months work at an art gallery following graduation from Oxford (an experience reflected in the novel Success), he began writing reviews and articles for the Times Literary Supplement in 1973 (Amis 2000, 34). He continued to polish his critical skills while writing short novels for a few years, then moved on to an editorial position at the New Statesman, working with luminaries such as Christopher Hitchens, James Fenton, and Julian Barnes.

As Amis’s novels received acclaim, the broadsheets became interested in everything from his love affairs to the state of his teeth, and when he has received criticism for his opinions and actions, he is more than willing to engage his opponents. He rarely takes the high road, and his feistiness is not wholly negative. As one commentator puts it: ‘Keeping counsel has never been his strong suit, and this is one reason for admiring him’ (Schmidt 1106). Martin Amis in the mid‐1970s was much like his father twenty years earlier: cool and controversial. He wrote with panache about sex, drugs, and alcohol, going further than his father had ever dared in exploring taboo subjects without sensitivity or objectivity. For example, incest is seen through the eyes of an unrepentant brother in Success. From early on Martin seemed determined to show that people do think the unthinkable‚ and sometimes they even go ahead and do it. His novels have consistently confused critics and readers alike because they entertain and disturb.



Writing against the Father: The Early Fiction

Although there are many similarities in the novels written by the Amises, there is also a curious parallel in the ways that they shrugged off an early influence in order to achieve creative independence. For Kingsley, the influence was his best friend Philip Larkin, while for Martin it was his own father. At the time of Martin’s birth, his father was dreaming of poetic success‚ while Larkin had already achieved minor fame with the publication of two Oxford novels. Amis did manage to produce a slim volume of poems before grudgingly turning his hand to fiction. The latter medium would allow a fuller display of his comedic talents. Larkin, on the other hand, gave up on fiction writing and in due course became one of England’s best‐loved poets of the twentieth century. The manner in which Amis achieved success with his first novel, Lucky Jim (1954), was odd, to say the least. He transposed his best friend’s troubles with an eccentric girlfriend onto a sketch of red brick university life, while asking the same friend to serve as editor and proofreader. The result is one of the greatest first novels ever written, even if its birthing process was at least as difficult for Larkin as it was for the author. Having had fun with Larkin’s disastrous romantic life, Amis turned a satiric eye to his profession in That Uncertain Feeling (1955). Larkin was a librarian who took his job seriously, and the suggestion that there could be very few worse places for red‐blooded Englishmen to be stuck than libraries stung. It is an accepted truth that novelists must take their material from life, and they sometimes ruffle the feathers of friends and family members by fictionalizing them. But it is not common practice to lampoon one’s best friend’s girlfriend and occupation, particularly if one hopes to maintain the friendship. Amis gave Larkin’s personal life a break with I Like It Here (1958), his third novel, an autobiographical version of family life in Portugal, though he did send sections of the novel in draft to him, soliciting both his opinion and approval. This was the last time he ever showed a work in progress to Larkin, and he would leave his friend’s personal life unexamined in subsequent books. It took three novels, but Kingsley Amis achieved independence from his best friend and inner audience. Not surprisingly, what was an ardent epistolary exchange of over fifteen years had fizzled by the early 1960s, enjoying a brief revival in the final years of Larkin’s life in the late 1970s.

The Rachel Papers (1973) was Martin Amis’s debut‚ and in it he wrote against Kingsley in order to clear intellectual and creative space. He did so in part by referencing his father’s most famous fictional line. In Kingsley’s Somerset Maugham Award winner Lucky Jim, the hero declares that ‘nice things are nicer than nasty things’ (1954, 140). The phrase would become a hedonistic call to arms. Jim Dixon is desperate to solidify his status at a provincial university, but not quite desperate enough to do the requisite academic work or to kowtow to his superiors. The reader discovers at just about the same time as Jim – a third of way through the novel – that what he really wants is not to stay in academia but to have a good time. Determining to please himself before pleasing others, he becomes more assertive and begins to state his preference for simple, manly English pleasures. A pint of ale in the pub and the company of a buxom, straightforward girl are nice; tea at his professor’s home and a tortuous relationship with a neurotic bookworm are nasty. Jim Dixon was a lad rather than a scholar, and this added to his appeal, enabling the author to tap into lower‐middle‐class frustration over postwar economic austerity measures and an inflexible, antiquated class system. Kingsley Amis became the spokesman for young people fed up with keeping a stiff upper lip‚ and his message was clear: patience may be a virtue, but it is a boring one, and boring things are nasty. Enjoy yourself more and do it now.

Almost twenty years later, Martin captured his own Somerset Maugham Award for The Rachel Papers (1973), and in the background of the novel looms the spectre of his father. It would take three novels for Martin to exorcise his father from his fictional world, just as it had for Kingsley to eliminate Larkin. The Rachel Papers was a calculated first step in Martin Amis’s claim for himself as an original artist. The plot bears a certain resemblance to that of Lucky Jim, though this is not entirely a conscious echoing. Martin’s disappointing exam results forced him to attend cram school, thus 1967 was a year spent experimenting with girls and drugs while boning up on the classics of English literature. The result is The Rachel Papers. In it nineteen‐year‐old Charles Highway meets his ‘first love’ (171) Rachel Noyes, another cram school student, and anxiety over his academic future commingles with the desire to make her his girlfriend. One similarity in the plots of the two Amises’ first novels that may not be coincidental is that the protagonists realize one dream while being disabused of another. Around the time that Charles gains admission to Oxford, he rather brutally casts Rachel aside. In Lucky Jim, it will be remembered, the hero was in hot pursuit of the virginal Christine and a position as lecturer. He gets the girl‚ and in the novel’s closing pages they run away to London, where Jim will serve as her uncle’s personal secretary. It is a poorly kept secret that Jim is not cut out for academia and, having sabotaged any chances of securing a lecturing post by getting drunk and insulting the university powers, he is forced to admit that he would be better off doing something else. Jim is not unlike many young people who find it harder to say what they want to do with themselves than to rattle off a catalogue of the hateful things they would prefer to avoid. A weekend of madrigals and mischief at Professor Welch’s home convinces Jim that it would be a very bad thing indeed if he were stuck in a provincial town wasting his students’ time while writing uninspired papers on shipbuilding.

It begins to dawn on Charles Highway that one of the objects of his desire may not be so desirable once he discovers Rachel’s body possesses the same potential to embarrass as does his own. First he finds her soiled underwear; next, there is a bed‐wetting incident; and finally a ‘festive’ pimple makes an appearance on her nose (180). ‘The body’, notes Charles, ‘is the only excuse, the only possible reason, for the existence of irony’ (180). For the reader, who has had access to all of Charles’s inner thoughts up until the breakup, his behaviour appears capricious and hypocritical. He ‘hawks’ balls of phlegm and gleefully tells us about it, struggling to make himself appear a poor physical specimen for the sake of a few laughs. A typical example of the humour derived from his own ugliness comes in the story of a brief stint working in a restaurant. It is a point of honour for the cook, who has higher professional aspirations, to spit on the customers’ steaks. ‘On my last night’, reports Charles, ‘we had only one order: steak and chips, and soup. After mature consideration, Joe offered to let me hawk in it, as a treat. I did so, with enthusiasm. Joe looked at it and looked at me. “We can’t give them that”, he said’ (140).

The Rachel Papers is a love story that dwells on ugliness, decay‚ and disease. Martin revels in discussing the horridness of the body‚ while his father enjoyed poking fun at people for being boring, humourless‚ or stingy. Charles makes direct reference to the nasty and nice passage in Lucky Jim in a recollection of his mother’s view on ‘how turds should behave’. He remembers being told that brown ones that float are preferable, and because Charles’s next contributions were ‘black and sank like a stone’ he has refrained from inspecting the bowl ever since. ‘Hence, possibly, my anal sense of humour?’ Charles muses. He adds that among people of his generation, ‘Surely, nice things are dull, and nasty things are funny. The nastier a thing is, the funnier it gets’ (88). This is Martin Amis’s comic philosophy. In subsequent novels‚ he will dwell on the ugly, cruel‚ and rude for comic effect. In contrast, Kingsley’s humour emerges in the collision of hedonists with fussy and responsible bosses, wives‚ and neighbours. Martin is forever finding new ways of making filth funny, as in the description of a destitute old man in House of Meetings (2006): ‘His leftover‐infested beard, his death‐ray breath, and his rotting, many‐layered overcoat are things that everyone else has to worry about’ (61).

A second, darker interpretation of the word ‘nasty’ distinguishes the son’s fictional voice from the father’s. In his third novel, Success (1978), he establishes the sex triangle as a plot contrivance. One could argue that the triangle already existed in The Rachel Papers, since DeForest Hoeniger is Charles’s rival and the de facto winner of Rachel’s hand, but the American is never given a proper voice. The key facet in the Amisian triangle is that both male suitors represent themselves to the reader. In Success, Terry Service works in a blacking factory in sales while his foster brother Gregory Riding is employed at an art gallery. Aside from the murder of Terry’s sister Rosie, which is mentioned early on and remains in the background, the first quarter of the novel is rollicking, laddish comedy not unlike Kingsley Amis’s in tone. The brothers take turns acting as narrator, offering wildly divergent interpretations of the same events. Terry admits to being jealous of Gregory’s good looks and success with girls, and tells the reader, ‘My job, I think, is to make you hate him also. It shouldn’t be difficult’ (12). Gregory’s stated goal – ‘to have a laugh at Terence’s expense’ (22) – is easily accomplished by listing his insecurities and physical difficulties. The mood darkens with an intellectual defence of incest, culminating in a confession. Gregory admits to having committed the offence once with his sister Ursula (66). The confession, like the bulk of Gregory’s narrative, proves to be a lie. He reassures himself and the reader that nightly passes at Ursula are made in the spirit of fun (112), looking back fondly on the nights when she entered his bed as a child and he would whisper, ‘success’. Once we know the truth, we squirm even more. One of the more uncomfortable moments comes when he declares: ‘In all my life, I have never kissed my sister – not on the lips, not on those lips’ (118).

Just when you think things cannot get any worse in Martin Amis’s world, they do, so it should come as no surprise that Gregory renews his sexual pursuit of Ursula, who has come to London to take a secretarial course. She responds with a suicide attempt. Terry rushes to the hospital while Gregory stays home and tries to seduce his brother’s date. Once it is clear Ursula will recover, Terry resolves to change: ‘I have never been nice, but from now on, boy, am I going to be nasty. I’ll show you’ (142). Again, Martin is referencing Kingsley’s Lucky Jim speech‚ but Terry’s nastiness is much worse than Charles Highway’s toilet humour. Nastiness in Success means to treat others badly in order to gain an advantage or, in this case, to bring about the total destruction of his brother Gregory. Once Ursula is discharged, she comes to live with her brothers‚ and Terry turns predator, dedicated to the cause of bedding her down. His dedication pays off‚ and he is the cause of a second successful suicide attempt, after he revokes his promise to take care of her in return for sexual favours. Later when Terry sees two men beating up a drunk he reflects: ‘We are getting nastier. We don’t put up with things. We do as we want now’ (194–5). In this context ‘we’ refers to those without scruples, who act without compunction. Once Terry stops being nice, his life is transformed in tangible, material ways. He not only keeps his job amidst restructuring at the blacking factory, but is promoted due to his sudden willingness to play snitch and gofer. One of the novel’s messages is that nasty people get what they want. Terry’s degeneration into a nasty success is reflected in his treatment of a tramp, whose fingers are crushed beneath his boot near the end of the novel. Terry has daily encounters with this homeless man, also referred to as the hippie, on his way to work and his attitude gradually changes. Curiosity mingled with sympathy metamorphoses into verbal bullying and finally physical torture. The link between social advancement and the infliction of suffering is made explicit when Terry assaults the tramp, then puts ten pounds in his hand. Perhaps Terry has done what Richard Bradford claims Martin Amis has always feared doing himself, and turned into his father. As Terry’s father said after killing his sister Rosie, ‘It was her or you. I don’t know why. There’s nothing you can do’ (206).

 

London Fields: Postmodernism and the End of Jane Austen

Success was an important step in Martin Amis’s fictional development, not only because it reinforced Amis’s willingness to embrace nastiness, but because of the establishment of a sexual triangle. This is not to be confused with a love triangle, since a physical coupling is the only real possibility in Amis’s world. In London Fields (1989), a minor character, Dirk, a South African tennis player, acts as authorial spokesman when he refuses to say ‘love’ during a match, preferring to use the word ‘nothing’ instead. ‘Even on the tennis court’, remarks the narrator, ‘love has gone’ (187). The sex triangle takes its place, and it is an inversion of Jane Austen’s preferred novelistic structure. In an essay on Austen, Amis noted her adherence to the classical romantic pattern of a young couple struggling to overcome opposition and marry. ‘There is a Heroine, there is a Hero, and there is an Obstacle’, wrote Amis (2018: 319). The obstacle is inevitably money, though it can also involve class. Amis’s obstacles, however, like the title of his fourth novel, are other people, hence the creation of a triangle. The nastiness of one or more of the principal players prevents romance from blossoming. In London Fields, Amis established his own anti‐romantic style of comedy with two unsuitable suitors and a heroine unworthy of pursuit. The suitors are each made to think the other is the obstacle, as Nicola Six plays them off each other. Indeed, she arranges appointments so that their paths will cross on her staircase, with one leaving just as the other arrives. Issues related to class, money, love‚ and time dominated Amis’s first four novels‚ and he returns to them in London Fields, widening his scope to consider the future of London and, more generally, the world. Much of the action fittingly takes place in that traditional English landmark, the pub, and we are invited to see Amis’s England as a pub that has seen better days (Bradford 2012, 268). Chaos always seems on the verge of breaking out, as cars are broken into routinely and none of the phone booths work. Not even simple human kindness works in this version of London. One of Keith Talent’s many sex interests, the anagrammatically named Trish Shirt, wonders for us ‘where the world is going to’ (367). Almost everything in the novel is wrong or backwards, like Trish’s oft‐used idioms. In part the novel’s ominous mood can be attributed to Cold War angst over the proliferation of nuclear weapons (Bentley 2015, 57), symbolically represented by a single dead cloud that looms over London, and the low position of the sun (Amis 1989, 362).

London Fields is a full‐blown postmodern novel both in length and content. It is more than two times longer than any of Amis’s previous four works‚ and it raises questions about authorship and the nature of creation. Events unfold in a contrived, orchestrated way reminiscent of Dead Babies so that the reader is never allowed to forget the presence of a controlling figure standing behind the story. It is certainly a ‘wicked’ book, but if it is ‘plagiarized from real life’ (467), who, then, is the plagiarist? There are at least three possibilities. The recorder of the tale is Samson Young, an American novelist of inferior pedigree to one Mark Asprey, whose London flat he is borrowing while the latter is in America. The diaries of the femme fatale, Nicola Six, who makes up one point in the sex triangle, are the basis for the novel so she is the author in the sense that she controls events before turning them into written words. Adding to the confusion are suggestions that Asprey, who shares Martin Amis’s initials and keeps a diary of his own, is pulling the strings from afar. The novel begins with Samson’s announcement that Nicola will be murdered on her birthnight by Keith Talent, darts enthusiast and small‐time criminal. How is this chronologically possible, the reader wonders, when the story is taking place before our eyes and Samson does not know what will happen until the ‘murderee’ writes it in her diaries and hands them over to him? But in Amis’s world anything is possible. Meetings are arranged between Nicola and Samson to determine how she should proceed with Keith and Guy. In anticipation of the reader’s reaction to all of this self‐reflexive postmodernism, Amis has Nicola think: ‘This was surely going too far; then that was the idea, wasn’t it, to go too far?’ (131). It is going too far, and Amis makes a point of doing so.

The novel is a considered study on the nature of literary creation. Samson Young’s declaration on the opening page that ‘You can’t stop people, once they start creating’ (1) sounds like the author refusing to be held responsible for his awful creations, but it becomes a philosophical position, the truth of which is borne out by the text. In addition to the three writers in the novel – Mark Asprey, Samson Young‚ and Nicola Six – there are two creators. Keith Talent and Guy Clinch idealize Nicola, creating images of her that do not correspond to reality. She becomes the perfect pornographic object of desire for Keith and the virgin bride for Guy. No one can be stopped from creating their own image of reality, and Amis, via Samson, will occasionally intervene to remind us that he is little more than the orchestra leader coordinating the timing of a variety of soloists. When Keith’s financial situation becomes dire, Samson laments his inability to help because ‘the decent anthropologist never meddles with his tribe’ (176). The postmodern novel is loath to let us lose ourselves in the story, so one of the tricks used to provide readerly satisfaction is to pretend the novelist knows no more than we do. Hence Samson’s claim to be ‘less a novelist than a queasy cleric, taking down the minutes of real life’ (3) and, later, a detective ‘on the case’ (39). Whether we view the author as anthropologist, detective‚ or confessor, we are forced to reflect on the nature of creation throughout.

One side in the sex triangle is represented by Keith Talent, who is ‘the worst guy. But not the worst, not the very worst ever. There were worse guys’ (4). Well, maybe. Keith is a comic book character defined by insatiable appetites. He begins drinking beer from the moment he awakes, and visits a series of awful mistresses during the day before returning to abuse his Irish wife Kath, neglect his infant daughter Kim, and fall into an alcoholic slumber. A lifestyle of pub‐crawling and philandering is supported through robbery and extortion. Keith, the knight of the Black Cross pub (23), with the dart as substitute sword, recalls George Knightly in Emma who also had ‘little spare money’ (Austen 2016, 4). Keith’s pecuniary difficulties lead him to borrow from loan sharks, and he is in perpetual fear of being beaten up. Even to Keith, his status as suitor to the apparently wealthy and beautiful Nicola seems absurd, so he tries to ingratiate himself by arranging for the repair of broken items in her flat. She strings him along, offering glimpses of naked flesh as rewards, and ultimately satisfying him more than she could have through a real relationship by becoming the on‐screen pornographic object of his desire. She creates videos of herself to which he masturbates while she lounges in the next room. Keith has found the perfect partner – one that is ‘both near and far, like TV’ (397).

Keith’s rival, Guy Clinch, does little aside from watching profits accrue from the family business and spending lavishly on a narcissistic wife misnamed as Hope and an infant son, Marmaduke, who is without doubt the worst baby in the world. There is no viable explanation for Guy’s willingness to serve as the world’s punching bag, except that Amis’s central characters are, in E.M. Forster’s terminology, flat caricatures embodying individual qualities or ideas (Forster 2016, 67). Guy is the embodiment of niceness. London Fields unfolds like a J.G. Ballard novel, with the characters hurtling towards mutually assured destruction, but along the way we are treated to a highly entertaining satire of classical love through Guy’s courtship of Nicola. They drink champagne and read poetry together and she plays the coy virgin, allowing him only chaste embraces. When Guy tries to push the relationship further, he is dealt an accidental black eye or serious physical blow. ‘Why is it that I always seem to be causing you pain?’ (320), she innocently asks. The encounters between Nicola and Guy involve increasingly arduous tests of his love designed to destroy Guy’s entire world. After Nicola insists that he stay with his wife but tell her about their affair (403), she instructs him to inform his own parents and Hope’s parents of the relationship. Guy obliges, journeying to America to visit Hope’s mother in a nursing home, where he finds her barely lucid. When he tries to speak, she summons all of her strength to express the authorial attitude to love and romance in three words: ‘It’s all shit’ (429).

London Fields presents love in a variety of manifestations: devotional, scrapbook, pornographic, intellectualized, sadomasochistic‚ and mercenary, to name a few. Readers of Jane Austen will know that romantic love involves wooing, and Nicola recreates this antiquated style of romance in her relations with Guy. Every detail that we learn about Nicola begins as a suggestion of romantic possibility, which is brutally undercut in the second half of the sentence completing the detail. When Nicola Six’s parents die in a plane crash she is nineteen, and she responds by having sex with a pilot on the fateful night. She is sure ‘that no one would ever love her enough’, we are told, ‘and those that did were not worth being loved enough by’. She keeps a diary of her men, called ‘the chronicle of a death foretold’ (18), and chooses her underwear carefully as part of a campaign in the ‘effortless enslavement of men’ (71). In spite of differences in breeding and sophistication, Nicola recognizes a kindred spirit in Keith, in whom the ‘capacity for love [is] extinct’ (72). One of his many sexual sidelines, Trish, is a mother with the ‘wrong type of love’ for a child (382), a remark mercifully left unelaborated. The idea lingers over the novel, though, like the too‐low cloud. Pure, unadulterated love, embodied in the hapless Guy Clinch, does not stand a chance against cunning, cruelty‚ and deception. This is one of Amis’s recurring messages about the state of the world: it is beyond innocence, and anyone who disagrees is a fool or a potential sucker.



Lionel Asbo: Atavism and the Yob Within

Martin Amis has always been interested in human beings in a primitive state. Yobs and references to atavism and tribalism recur in his novels and essays. Perhaps Amis believes that when we behave like animals we are merely returning to the most natural state, and this explains the absence of both hope and love. Consider the following three references to atavism in his fiction. In The Rachel Papers, Charles’s girlfriend Gloria has an ‘impressively atavistic’ face in orgasm (24). Andy Adorno in Dead Babies terrorizes the mild‐mannered neighbouring couple with laddish pranks that are ‘atavistic in conception’ (46), including peeing through the keyhole and defecating down the chimney. And, in the afterword to Time’s Arrow, Amis calls the offence against humanity committed by the National Socialists ‘unique, not in its cruelty, nor in its cowardice, but in its combination of the atavistic and the modern. It was, at once, reptilian and “logistical”’ (176). The three activities referred to in the above quotations – sex, hooliganism‚ and genocide – defy logic, and Amis’s fascination with this type of behaviour is at the root of his interest in yob culture. His first yob was the ‘terrifying’ Norman, who made his appearance in The Rachel Papers hanging from a tree and making a great deal of noise while trying to cut through a dead branch (1973, 18). There are plenty of reasons to find Norman objectionable, though he is saved from being a ‘“right”, or a “real” bastard, for the simple reason that he made money; real bastards are penniless bastards’ (39). In other words, a yob with money is intolerable on an individual basis, but socially tolerated. In Dead Babies, we learn that physical appearance is less of a definitive yob characteristic than lack of breeding and uncouthness. In his interactions with others, the yob within will emerge. The ugly, fat‚ and short Keith Whitehead makes constant attempts at ingratiation that invariably incite hatred, while Andy Adorno – an impressive specimen bare‐chested astride his motorcycle – cannot tolerate opposition. To get himself out of a funk, he looks for a legless hobo to terrorize (159). The actions of both Keith and Andy betray a lack of breeding. In Success, Terry ‘has got the word “YOB” scribbled across his forehead’ (1978, 185), and is ‘chippy’ about being ‘poor, ugly and common’ (57). However, bad behaviour is excused as eccentricity if you are rich, we are told (58).

The idea that money excuses eccentricity is more fully developed in Lionel Asbo: State of England through the titular character, who wins an obscene amount of money in the lottery and finds his social status upgraded from hooligan to national icon without markedly changing his lifestyle. Lionel is Keith Talent with money, and Amis uses the novel to voice concerns about the decline of English culture. Lionel Asbo: State of England (2012) is not great literature, but it is an important document in understanding Amis’s thoughts on atavism and yob culture. The hero, Lionel, is furiously patriotic. Similarly, Keith Talent was presented as a modern‐day St. George, fighting for the honour of pub and lady via darts, an updated equivalent of medieval jousting, though his love for England is never properly developed. Lionel Asbo becomes associated with England through football, which is ironic because until he wins the lottery he has ‘always insisted that he didn't give a fuck about football. Basically, he often used to say, only cunts give a fuck about football’ (210). Rumours spread that Lionel is about to buy the perennial underdog West Ham squad, and he is often shown at the end of televised matches, leaving the grounds ‘in slow motion, to the strains of the lugubrious West Ham anthem, “I’m forever blowing bubbles”’ (209). He becomes a ‘national symbol of intransigence, of peculiarly English intransigence in the face of relentlessly blighted hopes’ (210). A similar story of the poor boy making good was manufactured for television in London Fields. By way of introducing Keith Talent to darts fans before his appearance in the finals, a short biographical feature is prepared with the help of Nicola Six. Much to Kath’s consternation, wife, child‚ and slum home are supplanted by the beautiful fiancé Nicola and her luxury flat. It makes for compelling television to see Keith overcome his humble roots, even if it is fiction because success is measured by the trappings of wealth, and tangible indications of upward mobility. Returning to the story of Lionel Asbo, then, the media is eager to turn him into a symbol of success. At a press conference, he voices support for the British military in Afghanistan, where his companion Threnody has gone to boost the troops’ morale. When asked if he considered joining her, he laughs: ‘What, and leave England? No chance. I’ll never set foot outside my motherland. Well, Scotland and that. You know, maybe Wales. But I’m not going over that water, mate. I love this f***ing country. It’s England, my England, for Lionel Asbo. England, England, England’ (162–163).

Amis shows that small‐mindedness often passes for patriotism in his essays on Donald Trump and the American Republican party, and this too is relevant to a discussion of atavism. On Trump’s appetites for violence, power‚ and women, Amis writes: ‘This isn’t new. This is something old that has recrudesced, an atavism that has “become raw again”. This is a wound with the scab off’ (2018, 70). Neither Lionel Asbo nor Donald Trump can hide their true colours; the atavistic truth will out. But money makes up, or covers up, for a lot. Amis cites a study pegging Donald Trump’s ‘mendacity rate’ at ninety per cent, then offers a prediction: ‘President Trump won’t get away with too much pathological lying in the Oval Office and the Situation Room’ (2018, 70). Well, even Martin Amis sometimes gets things wrong. Leaving aside Trump, Lionel Asbo epitomizes atavism in his gross physicality, persistent defiance of logic‚ and lack of empathy. He is, like Amis’s favourite (or at least most frequently recurring) animal, the dog, faithful only to instinct.



The Progress of Time

Time moves at double speed in Lionel Asbo: State of England, which may be the reason that a story begun in the present speeds three years into the future. Lionel’s mother is a grandmother at forty‐two with a fourteen‐year‐old lover, fast approaching senility. The family commits Grace to a home in Scotland and at the age of forty‐five, just before death, she briefly returns to her senses. Amis has always been fascinated by the way time passes, and how it seems to move more quickly for some than others. Keith Talent experienced his mid‐life crisis at nineteen, presumably because he entered the adult world at an earlier age and lived more in a briefer period of time. In Experience, there is a hilarious account of Amis’s half‐brother Jaime getting drunk as a preschooler. Undetected by the adults, he consumes a couple of diluted glasses of wine and a gin‐and‐tonic, then passes through the entire emotional spectrum of the average Keith Talent day in a much shorter span: ‘Jaime laughed, danced, sang, bawled, brawled, and passed out, all within fifteen minutes. Then about half an hour later we heard a parched moan from his room. Jaime was already having his hangover’ (2000, 49). A similar warping of time occurs in the life of London Fields’ Marmaduke, who goes from being a sickly infant to a ‘surprisingly malevolent toddler’ overnight (1989, 31). By the end of the novel‚ he is not even a preschooler, yet he has completed an improbable transformation into the role of his mother’s protector, defending her from the wayward Guy (450). Perhaps malevolence can also change the speed at which time moves. It can even give the illusion that time is moving backwards, a thesis developed literally in the novel Time’s Arrow. Amis initially set out to write a German Holocaust short story ‘about a life lived backward in time’, and this led to the discovery of a central irony: ‘Reverse the arrow of time, and the Nazi project becomes what Hitler said it was: the means to make Germany whole’ (Amis 2018, 309). Thus, we see limbs attached to bodies which begin to move and people being constructed from soap and buttons. The novel is not only an indictment of the National Socialists, but a considered comment on time. The phrase ‘time’s arrow’ never appears in the text, though it did make it into its immediate predecessor, London Fields. Samson Young uses the phrase after saying that ‘the world is winding down’ (1989, 229), which acts as a visual reminder of the hands on a doomsday clock.

The movements and meanings of time are also addressed in Other People: A Mystery Story through the amnesiac Amy Hide. When she awakens without any memory‚ time starts again. In anticipation of Time’s Arrow, she is taken back to the beginning of a life that she has already lived to look at the world as a newborn. She throws her lot in with the homeless first, a group that has consistently drawn Amis’s interest. They are described as people who ‘just don’t want to sell what other people sell – they just don’t want to sell their time’ (1981, 23). The villainous Quentin Villiers in Dead Babies describes the merits of country life in a similar fashion: ‘You shun your spirit […] every time you agree to sell your days to the city, to measure out life at the city’s pace’ (1975, 50). In sum, Amis is drawn to the experiences of people who live outside the bounds of polite society, who do things like drinking, stealing‚ and fighting at any and all hours, thereby experiencing the passage of time in an unconventional way. Drunks, the homeless, hooligans, committers of incest‚ and mass murderers stand outside time. They do what they want when they want, and part of Amis admires them for it, though the price they pay for breaking the rules is severe. His twin interests in atavism and time converge in dogs, animals that experience approximately seven years in one human year. Keith Talent is rarely without his dog Clive which, like its owner, cannot resist the female scent (1989, 48). Keith even compares himself to a dog, saying that he never runs after being kicked. ‘I’m back’, he says. ‘I’m in there’ (110). Before Keith’s darts final, his jealous girlfriend Trish adds another twist to the canine symbolism when she laments: ‘everything’s coming … to the dogs’ (1989, 382). Everything does in the story of Lionel Asbo, whose two vicious dogs, Jak and Jek, turn incestuous. Out of revenge for nephew Des having sex with his mom, Lionel lets the dogs in to the baby’s room (2012, 228). Amis even wrote the novel Yellow Dog (2003), which is something of a dog due to confusing plot twists and gratuitous grotesquerie, though its owner proclaimed his love for it.



The Zone of Interest

Amis’s latest novel, published in 2014, begins with the witches’ brew quotation from Macbeth. When one is ‘in blood/ Stepped in so far’, there is no return, according to the passage, and so it goes for the concentration camp Commandant’s wife, Hannah Doll, for whom life is tolerable but love impossible. The zone of interest is the area where several Silesian camps were located‚ and the story follows events at Auschwitz from 1942 through the eyes of three characters: Angelus ‘Golo’ Thomsen, a civil servant overseeing the construction of a rubber plant; Commandant Paul Doll (read Rudolph Hess); and Szmul, a Jewish guard. While the alternating voices of perpetrators and victim may be rare in Holocaust narratives (McGlothlin 2016, 267), the use of a sex triangle in which the points represent disparate and opposing characters is standard practice for Martin Amis. Two triangles exist in The Zone of Interest. In present time Paul Doll is joined in the futile sexual pursuit of his wife by Golo; and in 1928 eighteen‐year old Hannah had an affair with one Dieter Kruger that was disrupted by Doll.

In spite of generally favourable reviews, this novel feels like Amis winding down his writing career, because it preaches the necessity of looking inwards while lamenting the impossibility of doing so. It is an older writer’s novel, with some of the linguistic sloppiness that often accompanies later works. Humanity’s inability to make moral progress is conveyed through repeated references to eyes. First, we are presented with the allegoric tale of a king who commissioned a wizard to create a soul‐reflecting mirror. No one in the country – not even the king or the wizard himself – was able to meet their own gaze in the glass (2014, 34). This is a familiar message from an author who has made a career out of exploring the blackness at the centre of the human heart. The Jewish guards avoid eye contact with each other because they know what they have done and are obliged to keep doing, and are ashamed. Paul Doll receives a black eye from his wife, though he will blame it on a garden rake mishap, even sentencing the gardener to death to save face (80). When the narrative shifts to the Commandant’s perspective, we immediately realize it is skewed, that he does not see things as they are. Doll insists: ‘I am a normal man with normal needs. I am completely normal. This is what nobody seems to understand. Paul Doll is completely normal’ (33). Later he claims to be ‘a romantic. For myself there has to be romance’ (59). This is fine as a commentary on the Commandant’s blindness, and his capacity for self‐justification, but too much of Amis seeps into the portrayal. The following alliterative passage attributed to Doll is classic Amis: ‘They’ll sit spooning up their soup on a stack of Stucke; they’ll wade knee deep through the mephitic meadow whilst munching on a hunk of ham …’ (67). The author sometimes proves the truth of Samson Young’s declaration that people cannot be stopped once they start creating. Doll lurches into Amisian language at one point before having an implausible postmodern moment: ‘Whilst I sat thinking Minna bustled in with a double armful of teletypes and telegrams, of memos and communiques. She is a personable and knowing young female, albeit far too flachbrustig (though her Arsch is perfectly all right, and if you hoiked up that tight skirt you’d … Don’t quite see why I write like this. It isn’t my style at all)’ (63).

After the war‚ Golo embarks on a soul‐searching mission. In the hopes of starting a romantic relationship, he tracks down Hannah, thinking, ‘Who somebody really was. That was the zone of interest’ (282). The slippery nature of identity is another oft‐repeated theme in Amis. As the novel draws to a close, he leaves us with a question: ‘how did “a sleepy country of poets and dreamers”, and the most highly educated nation the earth had ever seen, how did it yield to such wild, such fantastic disgrace?’ (283). The novel’s refusal to answer this question is consistent with Amis’s stance on moral issues. There is no way of understanding the dark side, though this does not mean that we should close our eyes to it. Amis speaks through Golo when he answers the child Sybil: ‘What would you rather? Know everything or know nothing?’ ‘Know nothing,’ Golo replies. ‘Then you have the fun of finding everything out’ (97). The Zone of Interest provides a great deal of factual information about events in Doll’s past, but resists telling why things happened the way they did. In the afterword Amis says that ‘There was no why in Auschwitz’ (302), but perhaps we can extend this to the world. Though this chapter has not dealt with some of Amis’s seminal works – most notably The Information and Money – his novels are interconnected by an unbroken line of people and events resistant to analysis. We can ask why: Charles Highway abandons Rachel Noyes; Quentin Villiers murders his house guests; Amy Hide is evil; Gregory Riding considers incest acceptable; and Lionel Asbo is an idiot. But there are no satisfying answers. Still Amis wants us to ask, because when you stop searching for explanations anything really does become permissible.



Flaws and Foibles: Summarizing Amis’s Talents

After Keith Whitehead in Dead Babies briefly loses his mind he is asked by a psychiatrist to identify possible triggers. He replies:


It’s quite straightforward. No one likes me – actually most people dislike me instinctively, including my family – I’m not much good at my work. I’ve never had a girlfriend or a friend of any kind. I’ve got very little imagination, nothing makes me laugh, I’m fat, poor, bald. I’ve got a horrible spotty face, constipation, BO, bad breath, no prick, and I’m one inch tall. That’s why I’m mad now. Fair enough? (133–4)


The psychiatrist is obliged to agree. Perhaps there really is no point in digging deeply into the past for causes because the reality is that Giles’s idiosyncrasies are made tolerable by his money and title, while Keith’s, reeking of poverty and a lack of breeding, are deemed repellent. Amis has always been interested in sub‐groups and types. There are the berks and the yobs; victims and victimizers; alcoholics and petty criminals; and of course the English upper classes. Early in Experience, he recalls a conversation with his sons about class and language. When asked why he says ‘Mondee’ instead of ‘Monday’, he replies, ‘Jesus. I trained myself to do it in my teens because I thought it sounded posh’. His son Louis is astonished that ‘it used to be cool to be posh’ (2001, 17). And, presumably, it has never been cool to be a berk, yob‚ or hooligan. Amis’s novels drip with disdain for the unnecessary complications brought about by class, and part of the appeal of America, Amis’s adopted home since the 1990s, may be its social transparency. Money, another Amis obsession, has always wielded a bigger stick than class on the other side of the pond.

With all due respect to Martin Amis’s craft, wit‚ and literary genius, a visible chink in his creative armour lies in his inability to depict love (and arguably life) without irony. There is no simplicity of emotion in his fiction. Mary Lamb and Amy Hide are like Jekyll and Hyde, and Nicola Six is the beast that resides in flat six. A caress from either woman ought to make the reader shudder. When Amis describes in Experience the memorial service for his murdered cousin Lucy Partington, we understand the family’s need for closure, but the description feels wrong:


Very soon it was clear to me that something extraordinary was happening. As I wept I glanced at my weeping brother and thought: How badly we need this. How very badly my body needs this, as it needs food and sleep and air. Thoughts and feelings that had been trapped for twenty years were now being released. They were very ready. (2001, 69)


Perhaps this is the way postmodern grief works, but it seems inappropriate. It is very much in character for Amis to look for the bathetic pairing, but the juxtaposition of passages about his cousin’s murder and the state of his teeth brings us back to Charles Highway and the alternating focus on his bodily needs and physical nastiness. After working so hard to get Rachel Noyes then tossing her away because of physical imperfections, we would like him more if he experiences a serious twinge of conscience. Although the novel suggests that nastiness is the new normal, it does not need to be. We are reminded of all the physical opposites in his novels. The tall and beautiful looming over the short and ugly. The suave mingling with the uncouth. Everywhere we see uncomfortable partnerships between rich and poor, berks and wankers, and things end badly for one, if not both, of the parties. The pairing of Amis’s teeth with Lucy Partington in Experience is a regrettable one.

But then again, Amis is a discomforting writer. The survivors of his novels have little prospect of living happily ever after, and yet we, the readers, have had a lot of fun at their expense. This gives a rather unusual twist to the reading experience. Should we feel guilty for having enjoyed ourselves, or soiled by an unimproving descent into the underbelly? Although Amis is considered a postmodern novelist, he is a postmodern satirist whose novels lead nowhere. Wrongs and foibles are exposed, but solutions are withheld‚ and the narratives lack a moral centre. As a pure satirist, Amis shares Jonathan Swift’s biting tongue without his overriding concern for politics or religion. Like J.G. Ballard, he understands the attraction of the horrific and the grotesque. When things fall apart, we cannot help but look, as Ballard shows in Crash. Amis compels us to look, and the somewhat heavy‐handed references to eyes in The Zone of Interest feel like the work of a tiring novelist on his way out the door, reminding us not to stop looking.



Conclusions

These thoughts on Amis’s contribution to English literature will end the same way they began: with reference to Philip Larkin. ‘The people’s poet’ (Amis 2018, 74) is Martin Amis’s literary progenitor. If not for Larkin there may not have been any Lucky Jim. He helped Kingsley find his creative voice, then went on to inspire many writers of Martin’s generation. Larkin is quoted and praised in many of Martin’s works, including The Pregnant Widow (2010), a novel set in 1970 that explores his early creative stirrings via Keith Nearing. The narrator first asks, then answers, the question of what kind of a poet Keith was: ‘He was a minor exponent of humorous self‐deprecation (was there any other culture on earth that went in for this?) He wasn’t an Acmeist or a surrealist. He was of the School of the Sexual Losers, the Duds, the Toads, whose laureate and hero was of course Philip Larkin’ (401). Near the end of the novel, Keith’s half‐brother Nicholas says, ‘I can’t tell whether you’re being ironic or not’, and Keith admits that he no longer can either (437). This can also be a problem for readers of Amis’s fiction. In an essay‚ Amis recounts being confronted by a fellow author in Miami. ‘In my opinion your stuff is shit’, she says, and, ‘Not everyone thinks you’re marvelous!’ Amis thanked her, claiming it was ‘just what I needed to hear. Because the idea was forming in me that everyone really did think I was marvelous’ (2018, 152). Not everyone does. The typical anti‐Amis position is given by Gabriel Josipovici, who dislikes both generations of the Amises. He likens Larkin and Kingsley to ‘little boys overawed at a grown‐up party and determined to show they aren’t by being rude to the guests’ (2010, 7), and argues that writers like Martin and Julian Barnes inherited Larkin’s linguistic precision, cynicism‚ and irony, and that these gifts were the product of ‘a fear of opening oneself up to the world’ (174).

Whether you want to thank or blame Larkin for his role in the literary formation of Martin Amis depends on what you think of his sense of humour. He possesses that rare ability, inherited from his father, to make the reader laugh out loud. Some readers, that is, but not all. Two women judges for the 1989 Booker Prize deemed the author of London Fields a sexist rather than a humourist, and the work was eliminated from contention (Bradford 257). Ironically, a female scholar recently made the counter‐claim that London Fields does not degrade women because pornography is used in support of the thesis that love has died (Gwozdz 2018, 296). There are also those who criticize Amis for turning two twentieth‐century holocausts into entertainment, and he has been accused of appropriating grand subjects ‘to add bigness to Amis’ (Leith 2014). But perhaps we should have seen it coming with his second novel, Dead Babies, in which Amis broaches the idea that twisted minds are more ingenious and compelling than untwisted ones. Amis as author is always like the dirty alligator in the bath in The Rachel Papers: ‘not washing, just steaming and planning’ (1973, 44).
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PETER ACKROYD

JEAN‐MICHEL GANTEAU



Peter Ackroyd is one of the most prolific contemporary British writers. He has been present on the literary stage since the 1970s‚ and his productivity gives no signs of waning. He was born in London in 1949 and grew up with his mother and grandmother in a council estate in East Acton. He was raised as a Roman Catholic, an influence that was to loom large in his own production. He attended a Roman Catholic school before studying English literature at Clare College, Cambridge (1969–1971). He then went to Yale (on a Mellon Fellowship) where he met the poets Frank O’Hara and John Ashbery‚ who had a determining impact on his conception of literature, as expounded in Notes for a New Culture (1976). Back in Britain, the young writer (who had by then published two collections of poems: Ouch in 1971 and London Lickpenny in 1973) worked as literary editor (1973–1977), then as joint managing editor (1978–1982) of The Spectator. In 1986, he became chief book reviewer for the Times. By then, he had published three novels two of which – The Last Testament of Oscar Wilde (1983) and Hawksmoor (1985) – had been awarded literary prizes. So had his biography of T.S. Eliot, which won the Whitbread Biography Award and the Heinemann Award. In the mid‐1980s, a member of the Royal Society of Literature, a respected reviewer and frequent broadcaster, and the author of books of poems, literary criticism (Notes for a New Culture), cultural history (Transvestism and Drag, issued in 1979), acclaimed novels‚ and an equally acclaimed biography, his literary career was launched. His fifth novel, Chatterton (1987), was shortlisted for the Booker Prize‚ and he was awarded other distinctions, namely‚ for the huge volume London: The Biography (2001), the writing of which took its toll on his health. Still, he managed to resume his work and to produce a remarkably abundant and varied oeuvre. He was awarded a C.B.E. for services to literature in 2003. He has spent the last three decades indulging his bulimia for writing, alternating the publication of a novel and a biography, and producing no fewer than fifteen novels, a dozen biographies, close to twenty volumes of cultural history (some of which, part of the Voyages through Time series, are meant for younger readers), while producing programmes for television (essentially the BBC).

Despite his apparent versatility, Ackroyd has delivered a thematically consistent body of work, tilling the vineyards of Englishness. His interest in the cultural history of the nation is evinced in all of his writings. He is also one of the main representatives of the London novel – together with such tutelary figures as Iain Sinclair, whose Lud Heat provided the inspiration for Hawksmoor. The bulk of his production is devoted to evocations of the metropolis – except for rare excursions into the English countryside as in First Light, or to other European countries like Italy (Venice. Pure City), Turkey (The Fall of Troy), or else to the United States with Milton in America. Attention to the sense of place is a hallmark of Ackroyd’s inspiration, but in his visionary explorations space is always a modality of time travelling. This is perhaps the reason why his works are often envisaged from the angle of psychogeography. His psychogeographic inspiration is at work in London: The Biography, a huge book in which each chapter is devoted to one aspect of London life through the ages. In parts like ‘London and Theatre’ (147–200) or ‘London’s Outcasts’ (599–626), among others, the reader witnesses the urban environment’s influence on individuals as they move from one area to the other, so much so that the citizens are transformed into screens onto which the external life of the city is cast. Everything is designed to generate an impression of possession, as if the people were the emanation of the genius loci. The same inspiration is at work in the biographies, as evidenced by Dickens or Blake, and it seems to culminate in the novels. All of them are minutely situated in a single district: Clerkenwell for The House of Dr Dee and The Clerkenwell Tales, Limehouse in Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, Southwark and the permanent shadows of the Marshalsea prison in The Great Fire of London, and so on. Still, nowhere is the psychogeographical imperative more powerful than in Hawksmoor, a novel featuring two chronologically distinct narrative lines (chapters taking place in the early eighteenth century alternating with sections devoted to the evocation of the late twentieth century). The chronological layering is used to fuel a narrative of detection in which the eponymous contemporary detective investigates a series of murders committed on the sacred spots of the historical Hawksmoor churches. He is‚ in fact‚ unwittingly following the tracks of Nicholas Dyer, an early eighteenth‐century architect conversant with esoteric lore and performing ritual murders on the building sites of the same churches. The imperatives of detection privilege the theme of pursuit, one of the topoi of the Gothic romance from which Hawksmoor draws heavily. In trying to escape from detection and in striving to find a culprit, both protagonists walk and run through London streets and lanes, imbibing the atmosphere of the various areas as they go about their doomed errands. In many passages, the influence of the urban milieu on its visitors makes itself felt in an uncanny fashion, according to the principle of chronological resonance that Ackroyd cultivates in the bulk of his writings. Yet, the environmental sway reaches a peak in the passages when the dérive toughens into hot pursuit, which may have led Merlin Coverley to reach the following, radical conclusion: ‘Ultimately, Ackroyd is expressing a form of behaviourial determinism in which the city does not so much shape the lives of its inhabitants as dictate it’. (127)

Even if Ackroyd has perfected the practice of the psychogeographic narrative, adding his own touch to an extant tradition, one cannot say that he breaks from pre‐existing literary themes and trends. Quite on the contrary, as made obvious in English Music, his unalloyed interest lies in the evocation of Englishness, of which London has become the emblem. Indeed, from his first novel onwards, he has ceaselessly grappled with the theme of national culture, as confirmed by most of his biographies devoted to tutelary figures from Blake to Dickens through Turner, and most pithily by Albion: The Origins of the English Imagination. Still, his originality lies in the fact that a very specific vision of national culture emerges from the whole of his work and is expounded in two seminal lectures that he gave in the early 1990s and that were published in his collection of critical pieces, The Collection. In ‘London Luminaries and Cockney Visionaries’ (341–51), he evokes a special brand or urban Englishness of a visionary inspiration whose main representatives are Blake, Turner‚ and Dickens, and whose gist is encapsulated in the following lines:


[The Cockney visionaries] tend to favour spectacle and melodrama and the energetic exploitation of whatever medium they are employing. As city writers and artists they are more concerned with the external life, with the movement of crowds, with the great general drama of the human spirit. They have a sense of energy and splendor, of ritual and display. (2001, 350)


More details as to the origins of such a conception of visionary Englishness are aired in another lecture, given at the University of Cambridge in 1993 again, equally published in The Collection, and entitled – in ironic homage to Nikolaus Pevsner – ‘The Englishness of English Letters’. Miles away from Pevsner’s view of architectural Englishness as inspired by Protestantism in its perpendicular orientation, and poles apart from the clichés of the English as moderate, reticent‚ and consummate experts in the art of the stiff upper lip, he unearths a cultural current that gives pride of place to the scenic, the spectacular, the melodramatic, the pantomimic, the theatrical, the impure‚ and the boisterous. Such a current, he argues, finds its origins in pre‐Reformation England – essentially in the taste for ritual and spectacle of the Roman Catholic liturgy and culture. In his view, the London visionaries are perpetuators of such a preference, which leads him, in full polemical swing, to ask: ‘Could it be that [the critics inspired by an upholding a form of secular Protestantism] are also ignoring the buried tradition of a once Catholic England?’ (336). In Gothic literature, in Dickens, but also in the more popular forms of the music‐hall and the pantomime, Ackroyd detects the persistence of a Catholic tradition providing the basis for the brand of visionary Englishness that fascinates him as a submerged, unacknowledged component of contemporary culture.

Another aspect of the Catholic resurgence and permanence is also worth underlining: to Ackroyd, Protestantism lays the stress on individual responsibility in relation to religious practice and in other compartments. On the contrary, Catholicism goes along with ‘the significance of authority and historical tradition […] Similarly, Catholicism is a religion of ritual, spectacle and symbolism’ (336). From such a conception‚ Ackroyd elaborates a paradoxical vision of literary originality as imitation (337). In these evocations, one may hear an echo of T.S. Eliot’s definition of individual talent in relation with tradition. It may be argued that Ackroyd’s originality lies in a decision that he took in his early career and is stated out in Notes for a New Culture (a title inspired from Eliot’s Notes Towards the Definition of Culture). When studying at Yale, he reacted strongly against what he considered to be the parochialism of the English literature of the early 1970s. He saw the production of the times as dominated by a disregard for international modernism and railed against a national tradition that harnessed language to the expression of a humanist, realist agenda, turning its back on the influence of Mallarmé, Flaubert, Pound‚ and Eliot. He attributed responsibility for such a situation to several institutions, essentially the university (he had no doubt in mind the influence of F.R. Leavis at Cambridge), and insisted that one of the direst effects of this condition was to cut national literature from its historical roots:


I have attempted to describe the impoverishment of our national culture, and I hope to have demonstrated that, from the beginning of this century, it has rested upon a false base. The ‘humanism’ which the universities sustain and which our realistic literature embodies, is the product of historical blindness. It has been associated with a sense of the ‘individual’ and of the ‘community’ which stays without definition, except for the work of some literary academics who appeal to a literary ‘tradition’. (147)


As a result, the young artist advocated faithfulness to the Modernist principles of aesthetic autonomy, and a strict practice of impersonality.

Even if Ackroyd has qualified his stance against humanism (at least, he has not railed against it in such terms ever since, or mentioned it recently), he has remained true to the tenets of modernism by favouring linguistic opaqueness, reflexivity, impersonality. In fact, even if Ackroyd’s persona has imposed itself over the last decades, it must be granted that he has kept true to the principles of impersonality and impersonation by becoming the medium and voice of the past, as underlined by many commentators (and as signposted in the title of Barry Lewis’s My Words Echo Thus). It may be said that the whole of Ackroyd’s oeuvre has been devoted to an effacement of his personality the better to become the mediator of a literary and cultural tradition. Ackroyd’s originality and break from pre‐existing traditions and movements may be said to paradoxically reside in the return to tradition – or better said in the return of tradition – through the practice of the main tenets of modernism.

Such aesthetic choices find their expression in a singular style. This does not mean that Ackroyd favours verbal pyrotechnics, as is the case with other contemporary novelists like Iain Sinclair, Martin Amis‚ or Will Self, for instance. Neither does it imply a preference for the terse, densely poetic prose of a Jeanette Winterson. In his biographies and some of his novels, he adopts a fairly neutral style, as a means of effacing himself to give precedence to his subject matter. This is the case in one of his most recent novels, Three Brothers (2013), which is couched in a fairly transparent language, miles away from the Modernist aspirations that he called for in Notes for a New Culture. To a lesser extent, the same stylistic transparency seems to be at work in First Light, The House of Dr Dee, or else Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem. Still, in other narratives like Hawksmoor, which taps the powers of the Gothic romance, the reader is confronted with a highly repetitive, at times alliterative prose multiplying monosyllabic words like ‘dark’, ‘dust’, ‘doom’, ‘death’. Such a choice gives an impression of saturation and generates a poetic opaqueness that seems to grant language some degree of autonomy. Elsewhere, as in Chatterton, the serious and the pathetic merge with the epigrammatic and the comical to produce something akin to the ‘streaky‐bacon’ effect which Dickens used to set such store by, as indicated in his seminal lecture ‘The Englishness of English Letters’, published in The Collection (334). In this case, the polytonality inherent in the imitation of various voices and in the adoption of various generic strategies produces a specific opaqueness that generates a sense of impurity. Such a stylistic heterogeneity may be said to echo the generic hesitation at work in Ackroyd’s works. It is a truism of Ackroydian studies that, as a novelist and a biographer, he is intent on mixing the referential imperative with fantastic, even magical inspirations; and his biographies have been praised (or riled) for crossing the sacrosanct boundary separating fact from fiction (the famous passage in Dickens when the Victorian novelist in interviewed by Peter Ackroyd being a case in point). This taste for heterogeneity has led Ackroyd to toy with a multiplicity of genres, from one narrative to the next, or within the same novel where the neo‐Victorian, Gothic, detective, thriller‚ and biographical elements may merge, as is glaringly the case with Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem. In Ackroyd’s universe, fact and fiction, historical realism and fantasy may be simply juxtaposed or made to blend thanks to the all‐encompassing mode of romance that has been described as characterizing his fiction (Ganteau). His generous embracing of the whole of visionary English culture needs to be accommodated by a flexible, open idiom liable to contain multitudes, at times evoking concrete, ordinary details, and at other times toying with the sublime negative presentation of the unlimited. Ackroyd’s ethics and aesthetics of chronological resonance cannot be content with the constrained idiom of phenomenal realism. The fact that Ackroyd has written the introduction to William Congreve’s Incognita, whose preface gives a contrasted definition of the novel and romance, and his recent translation of Mallory’s The Death of King Arthur clearly signpost his keen interest in the mode.

Still, this does not mean that Ackroyd has renounced all social or ethical concern by jettisoning the constraining mode of realism. Quite on the contrary, one may argue that his writings have a distinct ethical and even political orientation. This position is not shared by all critics. In Peter Ackroyd: The Ludic and Labyrinthine Text, Jeremy Gibson and Julian Wolfreys provide an outlook on the reception of English Music, quoting reviews and articles of various origins that take task with Ackroyd’s ‘conservative’, even ‘reactionary’ vision of Englishness (137–40). Indeed, English Music is the novel that has attracted most criticism on that score, on the grounds that the narrative is essentially concerned with summoning the image of a pure, national tradition relying on a well‐established canon. Yet, such a vision seems to partly miss the point insofar as, even if the novel does rely on a great deal of canonical references that it quotes and revisits in its even‐numbered chapters (from John Bunyan to Arthur Conan Doyle, through Lewis Carroll), the story is devoted to the lives of ordinary, invisible people, like the narrator Timothy Harcombe and his father Clement, ‘Medium and Healer’ (2), who perform magical, illusionist tricks in a dingy theatre house. The slender audience that attend their shows are ordinary, working‐class citizens or else marginalized individuals whose sufferings are alleviated by their performances. And the shabbiness of the area where most of the scenes takes place, together with the sites where young orphaned Tim spends his life as an assistant magician, provide a portrayal of the dire living conditions of a submerged part of the urban population. The novel puts social concern high on its agenda and promotes the values of attention to and care for the needy. This social, ethical streak permeates Ackroyd’s fictional production: the contemporary and Victorian storylines in Chatterton evince the same concerns, and so does Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, which throws light on the dismal living conditions of the destitute, a tendency present in Ackroyd’s recent production, like Three Brothers, in which the poor and downtrodden are given pride of place and thrown into visibility.

One step further, it could be said that a permanent ethical concern runs through Ackroyd’s oeuvre – more particularly his novels and works of cultural history. Even if he is concerned with landmarks of literary and cultural history, he pays special attention to the submerged, invisible characters surrounding them. Not content with that but some of the luminaries of the English tradition are themselves marginal, vulnerable – even if flamboyant – subjects, as is emblematically the case with his Chatterton. What is more, around such beacons of English culture revolve a host of unknown, subaltern, invisible characters either because they are needy or because of sexual preferences that determine their marginality and/or invisibility. Concern with homosexual characters, transvestites‚ and camp performers is present as early as the publication of his first volume of cultural history: Dressing Up: Transvestism and Drag, the History of an Obsession, which documents the practices of gender bending and performance across the centuries, with excursions from the English context. From The Great Fire of London to Three Brothers, most of the novels pay and draw attention to the lives of marginalized characters pushed to the frontiers of society. In other terms, the outsiders that are situated inside society and rub shoulders with ordinary citizens without getting a great deal of visibility are, precisely, granted visibility. To do so, the novels shift the norms of perception that are usually trained onto more ordinary, better‐adapted, mainstream citizens. He thereby takes into consideration individuals and communities that are generally deprived of perception and recognition. In other terms, Ackroyd is intent on shifting norms and making visible the other of ordinary, visible society (Le Blanc 2). In so doing, he hones out the ethical dimension of his fiction and whets the political edge of his ethical preoccupations. He makes vulnerability one of his most gripping themes and trains the reader’s attention to the vulnerable other, thus contributing to the practice of a narrative democracy, miles away from the reactionary label promptly applied by some critics.

As suggested above, Ackroyd’s contribution to contemporary literature and culture cannot be overlooked. It builds on his relentless efforts towards unearthing a submerged brand of Englishness based on pre‐Reformation culture, hence Catholic culture, which he sees at work in a visionary Cockney tradition. This he does by dwelling on the themes and figures of continuity, impurity‚ and imitation.

One of the most recurrent words in London: The Biography is certainly the adverb ‘still’, which appears on all pages and buttresses an impression of permanence, as if the former activities of the venerable city were still present at the heart of the contemporary metropolis, as if the past were continuously bleeding into the present. In other terms, the past seems to lie underneath the surface of the present, on the brink of surfacing at any moment. This is certainly why the visual, archaeological metaphor is omnipresent in Ackroyd’s fiction and nonfiction: in Hawksmoor, excavations provide the image of anachronism or, more particularly, synchrony (161), and the same image is to be found in The Fall of Troy, in which the archaeological imagination is very much at work, with stairways coming out of the earth making past and present coincide and enter into a relation of interdependence (43–44, et passim). The obsession with the skin‐deep presence of the past also inspired the whole of London Under, as made clear from the preface, in which walking the London streets is conceived as treading on a skin or skein (1). The organic metaphor that informs London: The Biography equally invades the later volume, which compares the underground to the human unconscious (10), confirming the idea of the city as a body alive with appetites and drives, and whose surface is quickened by ripples from the past. The strong sense of permanence has been underlined by many commentators, among whom Susana Onega who published the first monograph devoted to Ackroyd’s novels. She analyses the chronological incongruities and relations that colonize the pages of his narratives, insisting on inheritance (27), the circularity of time, the saturation of repetitions (47), what she calls ‘co‐temporality’ (73, 83, 127), and so on. In Ackroyd’s novels, time is in perpetual crisis. The main narrative device used to express and perform such a sense is the use of double and triple plots, as is the case in three of his novels (Hawksmoor, Chatterton, The House of Dr Dee). In these texts, it seems as if the narrative multiplied distinct historical plots with the sole purpose of connecting them.

Elsewhere, as in The Great Fire of London or First Light, anachronism is performed by relying on a more smoothly thematized sense of haunting, when the landscapes, cityscapes‚ and even characters are seen to be inhabited by past existences. This is clearly the case in his first novel, The Great Fire of London – a revisiting of Dickens’s Little Dorrit situated in late‐twentieth‐century London – whose main female protagonist, Audrey, literally becomes Little Dorrit in scenes of possession (113). Through the means of intertextual or hypertextual references, the past surfaces into the present and acts on the characters. Such a characteristic invades all of the novels, even those that do not feature directly Ackroyd’s predilection for hypertextual repetition like Milton in America, an ostentatiously fake, alternative fictional biography that at times dovetails with Shakespeare’s The Tempest (15–17). In various ways, and thanks to sundry devices, the novels all show an obsession with the cultural past, which constitutes the hallmark of Ackroyd’s production.

Such an orientation evinces in turn a fascination with the figure of the double more often than not used to uncanny effect, through multiple passages in which what was kept hidden surfaces, with the disrupting appearance of an image of the same dressed in unfamiliar garb. Admittedly, the uncanny and the mysterious often collaborate in narratives that promote a sense of sublimity, in the sense that they present an unlimited world too huge for rational apprehension, as is the case in the quasi‐totality of his novels. Such a taste for the unlimited is itself an illustration of the author’s belief in the porosity of frontiers, be they temporal or psychological. In the same way as, in Ackroyd’s world, past and present can never be separated, individuals enter into telepathic, trans‐historical connection with their precursors.

Similarly, the narratives address the porosity between consciousness and the unconscious, or the unconscious of various subjects, as developed through the theme of haunting. Ackroyd’s obsession with ghosts is encapsulated in one of his recent studies, The English Ghost, which he sees as ubiquitous in English culture and considers as ‘a bridge of light between the past and the present, or between the living and the dead’ (1). Now, many characters like Hawksmoor in the eponymous novel, Charles Wychwood in Chatterton, Daniel in The House of Dr Dee are possessed by the past, along the lines of what may be considered as cryptophoria, that is, a pathology in which some secret kept in one generation is hosted by members of the next‚ who become crypts for the self‐same secret that they carry unwittingly (Abraham and Torok 172–173; Lanone). This way of bearing what could be considered an internal foreign body while being unconscious of it is reminiscent of the workings of trauma, where a subject’s actions are determined by the violence of a breakthrough that cannot be assimilated by memory and, being uninscribed, cannot be fixed into the past and thereby comes back to affect the subject’s present, according to the rules of Freud’s repetition compulsion. In other terms, Ackroyd’s novels present manifestations of individual traumas in which characters are acted upon by some unassimilated fragment from their pasts. At another level, one could argue that the whole of his oeuvre addresses the issue of cultural trauma: his narratives ceaselessly rehearse the vision of a past that is not remembered by any individual but repeated in the present, as indicated by the trope of haunting. The many temporal disruptions and repetitions that invade the novels may therefore be seen as expressions of a wider cultural trauma, that is, that of the violent submersion of Catholic culture during the Reformation, which determines its incessant return in the present. Ackroyd’s vision of Englishness is certainly a polemical one, as indicated above, and it is also based on the perennial surfacing of the submerged. Haunting is used as a textual symptom pointing at the presence of some invisible violence and throwing it into visibility through the means of traumatic realism.

Impurity is also one of the traits that Ackroyd sees as constitutive of Englishness. This is clearly stated and referenced in Albion: The Origins of the English Imagination, one part of which is eloquently entitled ‘Mungrell Tendencies’ (217–37). The image of the cross‐breed dog is given pride of place in pages that insist on the principle of Englishness as one of assimilation or appropriation (237) of various influences and foreign origins. Ackroyd similarly insists on the permanence of heterogeneity (227) and all‐inclusiveness (231). This is expressed in literary terms through the Dickensian image and practice of the ‘streaky‐bacon’ effect that juxtaposes comedy and tragedy or melodrama without any form of transition (236). In other terms, Ackroyd sees Englishness as a means of welcoming and accommodating various influences and heterogeneous registers and, one step beyond, of moving from heterogeneity to hybridity. In fact, heterogeneity implies the juxtaposition of different components that never completely mix up and retain some of their original aspect; while hybridity refers to a more complete assimilation, in which the original components are blended into a new whole without the original aspects and characteristics remaining apparent. In Ackroyd’s vision, the hybrid is an altogether new category that defines the character of the English nation as being a compound or alloy, and Englishness a blending of various influences that find a new literary expression. As could be expected, his own works respect this principle, hovering between various genres and forms. This is the case with his biographies, in which fiction mixes with reality (as singularly emblematized by his Dickens), and in some of his novels, like The Last Testament of Oscar Wilde, in which the fictional inspiration relies a great deal on biographical material, making the two regimes collaborate in an intimate way. The principle of blending fact with fiction at work throughout the novels and biographies is perhaps never so well encapsulated as when put in Oscar Wilde’s mouth, in The Last Testament of Oscar Wilde: ‘I so fancifully blurred the distinction between what was true and what was false that my companions were reduced to silence’ (24). This tendency is exacerbated in hybrid works like Chaucer or Shakespeare: The Biography, in which the scarcity of details concerning the lives of the historical characters allows for a great deal of speculation and invention. Perhaps the collaboration between the two regimes is never more explicitly flaunted as in Milton in America, a novel claiming the right to historical inaccuracy and revisiting the genre of fictional autobiography by grounding its beginning in historical truth the better to move away from it and make Milton escape to America and try to convert its early settlers to the rigours of puritanism. In many ways, such generic games are reminiscent of some of the disruptive choices of many of the late twentieth‐century novels belonging to the category of historiographic metafiction, the pet child of the postmodern years. But they boast a specificity in that they are not so much used to expose the difficulty of any attempt at accessing the past as to provide means of searching it, connecting with it, and creating a sense of permanence and haunting. Far from using the past the better to abuse it, Ackroyd’s practice of generic and modal hybridity is geared onto using the past the better to use it and extoll the creative powers of imagination and invention, the visionary writer’s basic implements.

One step further, it could be argued that the principles of impurity and hybridity are powerfully incarnated in the figure of the androgyne that looms large in Ackroyd’s pantheon. Hailing from the Woolfian conception of the androgynous mind as ‘resonant and porous … naturally creative, incandescent and undivided’ (Woolf), several characters seem to showcase this vision of hybridity. The theme is touched upon in The House of Dr Dee (81), where sexual magic seems to seep through the centuries. It surfaces again in Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, complete with a reference to Adam Kadmon (67) or original, androgynous man, in a novel that throws drag (in its professional, music‐hall performances) and transvestism (in its secret, nightly manifestations) into the limelight. In this narrative, the positive aspects of cross‐dressing are embodied by the eponymous protagonist, while the negative, murderous ones accrue to the character of Elizabeth Cree, who perpetrates a series of murders, passing herself off as a man. Still, in both characters, what is flaunted is the plasticity of gender performances and psychological configurations, as they are the epitome of an unlimited subject open to the others and privileging multiplicity over unity. The figure of the androgyne is associated with a vision of the same that never closes in upon itself but systematically opens up to the other, an idea that runs through Dressing Up: Transvestism and Drag, The History of an Obsession. This figure literally embodies the vision of the self as multiple, which is tantamount to replacing the idea of being with that of becoming, and considering identity as porous and undulating. When dealing with anachronism, cultural trauma‚ or psychological porosity, Ackroyd privileges impurity and, as suggested with cross‐dressing, very much relies on the powers of imitation.

Imitation is one of Ackroyd’s central concerns and is bound to the poetic and structural repetitions at work throughout his writings. In most of his novels, he uses extant material and revisits it, thereby rehearsing parts of the cultural tradition and providing intertextual or hypertextual versions of existing scripts. Such a fascination may be observed in Chatterton, for instance, where the figure of the imitator is given prominence through tiny symbolical details accruing on most pages: the stuffed bird that perches on Harriet’s hat is so realistic that her cat, Mr Gaskell, pounces on it; the male protagonist’s son, Edward, imitates his father’s voice after the latter has died, thereby re‐activating the time‐honoured elegiac device of prosopopoeia, and so on. In most novels, characters are seen to be playing parts, at times because they are professional performers, or simply because they revisit secular traditions like that of the mummers in First Light. Elsewhere, as in The Clerkenwell Tales, the taste for pageant and ritual appears in full swing, while in The Plato Papers, Plato the orator speaks to the London crowds in a distant future, returning to the works of Dickens and Darwin, confusing them, giving an erroneous yet inspired peroration on them, and thereby rehearsing and reinventing them at the same time. The novels are rife with such reminders of the artificiality of representation and of the constructedness of English culture, the better to grant access to Ackroyd’s idiosyncratic interpretation of tradition. Furthermore, the practice of imitation is at work in the composition of the novels and biographies. This is the case with The Last Testament of Oscar Wilde, a fictional diary following the author of The Picture of Dorian Gray in the last months of his life spent in exile in Paris, in which he manages to produce a pastiche of Wilde’s style, mixing up wit and pathos. Similarly, Ackroyd confessed in interview that when writing his biography of T.S. Eliot he was barred access to a great deal of material for copyright reasons so that he decided on compensating for such a lack by imitating the Modernist master’s rhythms and cadences, thereby summoning his voice. Elsewhere, imitation turns into plagiarism, as in The Lambs of London, whose plot centres on the pseudo‐discovery of an allegedly lost play by Shakespeare that is in fact written by a young man in bad need of celebrity and recognition. And it is in Chatterton that the theme of plagiarism is given most prominence as each of the three narrative strands is concerned with the art of illusion, two of which staging cases of faking, and the one devoted to the eponymous protagonist and historical figure taking the matters further by introducing the idea of pastiche as invention of the past.

For Ackroyd, the invention of the past may be envisaged in at least two acceptations. First, in the archaeological meaning of the term, as when someone discovers a hitherto unknown place of interest (like a grotto). From this point of view, it could be argued that his work has consisted in inventing the canon of a submerged Catholic, visionary Englishness. The other meaning would be more literal and refer to Chatterton’s gesture that consisted in using pastiche and illusionism not so much to imitate a period as to produce a version of the imagined literary style of an era, thereby allowing the period to come into existence. This is what Ackroyd makes the eponymous protagonist of Chatterton explain: ‘I reproduc’d the Past and filled it with such Details that it was as if I were observing it in front of me: so the Language of ancient Dayes awoke the Reality itself’ (85). This points towards one of Ackroyd’s most original contributions, that is, his faith in the creative powers of mimesis – paradoxical as it may seem – and ties in with his resurrection of the classical, pre‐romantic practice of imitatio that consists in using bits and pieces from tradition and putting them together or interpreting them in a personal way so as to produce a new work of art. The musical metaphor has often been used to describe this practice that informs English Music: imitatio or creative imitation is conceived in musical terms, the genius of the new artist standing on the shoulders of the giants of the past consisting in the original performance of an existing score. The tutelary figure here is certainly Shakespeare, as indicated in the biography that Ackroyd devoted to the Bard: ‘Shakespeare was a great cormorant of other writers’ work’ (134).

In the same book, he goes further and envisages the ethical implications of imitatio: ‘by impersonating others [Shakespeare] became more himself. Or, to put it another way, Shakespeare understood himself by becoming someone other.’ (247). The idea of impersonation, one of the tenets of modernism, goes along with the twin doctrine of impersonality, which consists in the surrender of the author’s self to the benefit of the character’s, as indicated by T.S. Eliot: ‘The progress of an artist is a continual self‐sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality’ (Eliot). These lines seem to capture the gist of Ackroyd’s method and aspirations: in all the pages that, magpie‐like, echo and copy other passages, in all characters aping historical figures, in all moments of ventriloquism or onstage performance summoning the image of the monopolylinguists of yesteryear – quick‐change actors able to impersonate various people of both sexes, several ages and social backgrounds, and so on, as indicated by the eponymous figure in Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem – in the thirst for what Gibson and Wolfreys have termed ‘pantomimesis’, a portmanteau‐word mixing up pantomime with mimesis (68 et passim), the ideal of impersonality is incarnated and performed. Such an orientation is a forceful reminder of Ackroyd’s preference for the surrender of the self to the benefit of the appearance of the other, which indicates once again that his vision of Englishness is not so much self‐ or same‐centred as open to otherness. In his dispossession in front of the other and in his vulnerability to the cultural other, Ackroyd provides a vision of national culture as always already haunted, impure‚ and oriented towards otherness. In so doing, and despite the criticism levelled at his supposedly nostalgic attachment to an insular story, he contributes his mite to an ethics and a politics of literature, and suggests that no culture is an island unto itself.
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Patrick McGrath

SUE ZLOSNIK



Described by one critic as possibly ‘the best Gothic novelist ever’ (Hensher 2000), Patrick McGrath (1950 –) has creatively transformed the Gothic novel in the twentieth and twenty‐first centuries, infusing its macabre traditions with his own distinctive vision and ludic imagination. His fiction shows a preoccupation with themes of pathological states of mind, inflected by a keen sense of the importance of histories, both public and personal.

Of Irish and Scottish parentage, he spent his childhood and adolescent years in Britain, growing up in the grounds of Broadmoor, the hospital for the criminally insane where his father was medical superintendent. He draws upon formative experiences from these early years in his fiction, recognizing that his father’s profession has had a profound effect on his writing: Dr McGrath spoke often to his children of his passion for new thinking in psychiatry‚ and while the young Patrick was accustomed to hearing the gruesome details of some of the patients’ crimes, he was also used to mixing with the safer prisoners. Not surprisingly, then, his 1996 novel, Asylum, provides an authentic portrait of life inside an institution like Broadmoor. A short spell at the Catholic boarding school, Stonyhurst, proved intolerable but later inspired the Gothic setting for a sinister short story, ‘Ambrose Syme’ (McGrath 1988), which deals in perverse sexuality and murder. Some years later, after graduating with an honours degree in English and American literature, he worked for a while in mental health care at a top‐security facility in Ontario, Canada. Since then, much of his life has been spent in North America, including a spell in remote Haida Gwaii in British Columbia. Since 1981, he has lived much of the year in New York, where he now teaches creative writing, but makes frequent visits back to Britain. American and British settings are both used to powerful effect in his fiction.

His body of work spans almost thirty years, from the early short story collection Blood and Water (1988) to the most recent novel, The Wardrobe Mistress (2017). Blood and Water was rapidly followed by his first novel, The Grotesque, in 1989. The next three novels, Spider (1990), Dr Haggard’s Disease (1993), and Asylum (1996), are, like The Grotesque, set in an off‐kilter version of England in the middle years of the twentieth century. Spider relates a tragic and complex tale of mental disorder and its effects, both past and present, in the life of a former patient discharged from an asylum; Dr Haggard’s Disease charts the decline into madness of a young doctor in the late 1930s and early 1940s; and Asylum is a grim tale of the fatal passion of a psychiatrist’s wife for an artist imprisoned in a hospital for the criminally insane in the late 1950s after murdering his wife. Martha Peake (2000), however, signals a transatlantic turn. Subtitled ‘A Novel of the Revolution’, it is set in England and America at the time of the American Revolution. The next novel, Port Mungo (2004), follows the life of an artist and his vexed familial relationships as he moves from England to South America and then New York. The following year, McGrath’s published Ghost Town: Tales of Manhattan Then and Now (2005), a set of three linked novellas that engage with the violent history of Manhattan, including ‘Ground Zero’, which is one of the first serious literary representations of the impact of 9/11. The following novel, Trauma (2008), is also set in New York as is much of Constance (2012a), with the hinterland of the Hudson Valley playing a key role.

Patrick McGrath has often asserted that he is not and does not want to be regarded as a Gothic writer: he does not want to be categorized as a genre novelist. More recently, however, he has come to recognize that his imagination, what he sees as ‘the unconscious mind in ludic mode’, tends to the Gothic. A reluctant Gothicist, therefore, he nonetheless acknowledges his role in promoting ‘the new Gothic’, claiming that ‘the new Gothicist finds it impossible not to indulge his congenital Gothic sensibility, but is at the same time compelled to sustain an ironic and even parodic detachment from it’ (McGrath 2012b, 145). In his introduction to the 1992 seminal collection of short stories, The New Gothic, which he co‐edited by Bradford Morrow, he argues that modern Gothic is ‘no longer shackled by the conventional props of the genre’ but nonetheless ‘strongly manifests the [G]othic sensibility’, being characterized by transgression and decay (Morrow and McGrath 1992, xiv). This introduction identifies Edgar Allan Poe as a key figure in the Gothic tradition, who turned it inward ‘to explore extreme states of psychological disturbance’ (xi).

Well read in Gothic literature and in scholarship on the Gothic (he is a subscriber to the scholarly journal Gothic Studies), McGrath has acknowledged the influence of a number of writers, most notably Melville, Fitzgerald, Stevenson, Emily Brontë, Conrad‚ and Stoker as well as John Hawkes‚ in whom he found, early in his career, resonances of Poe (Falco 2003, 32). He is familiar therefore with a tradition that has explored ways of giving shape to the forbidden, the unspeakable, the secret‚ and the haunted. In its representation of transgression and decay‚ the Gothic shows disorder and dismemberment, both physical and mental. It is balanced precariously between tragedy and comedy; its embrace of excess means that many Gothic tales are, in the words of Chris Baldick, ‘already half‐way to sending themselves up’ (Baldick 1992, xxiii).

The motifs, themes‚ and modes of writing to be found in McGrath’s later fiction have their genesis in the early short stories. The precarious and sometimes gleeful balancing of comedy and horror in many of them implies an awareness of the hybridity of Gothic, used to advantage in a distinctive way‚ and in an interview with Gilles Menegaldo in 1997‚ McGrath acknowledged his parodic relationship with Gothic conventions in the early work (Menegaldo 1997, 111). With the foregrounding of its own textuality, the double coding inherent in parody is, as Linda Hutcheon has pointed out, linked to the ironic stance of postmodernism and recent criticism has identified the postmodern impulse in Gothic writing, a questioning of ‘the notion that one inhabits a coherent or otherwise abstractly rational world’ (Smith 2007, 141). McGrath’s narrative technique in his earlier, more overtly parodic, work carries many of the markers of the postmodern. Moreover, his tales of transgression and decay point to larger stories of cultural abjection and crisis. Thus‚ the Gothic concerns of the early short stories – vampirism; unstable bodies; fears of degeneration; violation of taboo – resonate beyond the boundaries of the fiction

In making innovative use of the tradition, he adopts a range of stylistic variations. Not least of his distinctive features is his feel for language and the nuances of these variations. Described by Richard Davenport Hines in 1998 as ‘a dandyish stylist who depicts tumult, evil, monstrosity, disease, madness, horror and death with hallucinatory menace’ (Hines 1998, 378), his early work is notable for the flamboyance of its parody in representing transgression and decay. Black comedy is never far away in these texts, the manner of telling as important as what is told. His tale of the British in India for example – ‘The Black Hand of the Raj’ – evokes the tradition of earlier stories of the Raj from Kipling to Forster (McGrath 1988). Set in 1897, it relates the experience of its young heroine, Lucy Hepplewhite, who falls victim to the lascivious attentions of a parasitic hand growing beneath the pith helmet of her fiancé (a host it readily murders). The narrative voice changes register as the story progresses, from an academic Marxist discourse on the economic foundations of imperialism to a parody of the orientalist perception of the East as unleashing both sensuality and dark forces. In an act that is comically abject, the hand consummates the relationship between Lucy and her now dead fiancé, thus linking the Victorians’ fear of female sexuality and their obsession with death. The motif of the hand is central; its synecdochic quality places it in a tradition of hands with sinister import in Gothic texts: Lockwood’s touching the ice‐cold hand of Cathy’s ghost in Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights and Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll’s awakening to find not his own but Hyde’s hand on the coverlet are just two examples. Less politically and historically engaged than ‘The Black Hand of the Raj’ is ‘Hand of a Wanker’, where the offending member is more in the tradition of W. F. Harvey’s beast with five fingers in his 1928 story of the same name. The tendency of upper‐class young Englishmen to be reduced to rotting corpses in McGrath’s early fiction is evident in the appearance of Sidney Giblet’s ghost in The Grotesque, which is nonetheless, in a flourish of comic bathos, still clad in the suit he’d been in the night he disappeared, a beige tweed affair, jacket and plus fours, with a faint check pattern in yellow and sky‐blue’ (McGrath 1989, 164).

The choice of Sidney’s name is characteristic of McGrath’s tendency throughout his earlier fiction to use names in a symbolic, Dickensian manner, often to signal a darkly comic undertow in the narrative. There are, for example, characters like Ambrose Syme (whose forename suggests an affinity with Lewis’s monk, Ambrosio), Dr Gland playing a bit part in ‘Blood Disease’ and signalling the story’s twist from supernatural to pathological (McGrath 1988), The Grotesque’s Fledge and Sir Hugo Coal, the one pointing to new beginnings and the other to a fossilized past. Dr Haggard, the egotistic and demented protagonist of Dr Haggard’s Disease, inevitably evokes the colonial Gothic fiction of Rider Haggard‚ and his persecutor, Dr Vincent Cushing, carries the names of two of the most famous stars of Gothic horror cinema. McGrath‚ however, is adamant that he had not read Rider Haggard and he had named his vengeful doctor after the famous surgeon, Harvey Cushing, leading the critic to wonder whether the reluctant Gothicist’s unconscious is at work here. Places too are evocatively named: the Catholic public school ‘Ravengloom’, is part of Poe’s universe‚ and ‘The Blue Bat’ in ‘Blood Disease’ is an unlikely name for an English country pub, carrying instead echoes of Transylvania that wrong‐foot the reader. Rural England of the recent past is populated with country houses with names such as ‘Phlange’ in ‘Blood and Water’, a tale of sexual fluidity; murder and plumbing and ‘Wallop Hall’ in ‘Not Cricket’, where an unfortunate outsider who happens, like Stoker’s Dracula, to bear the markers of a different ethnicity, is brutally murdered by the lady of the house who believes him to be a vampire (McGrath 1991). In McGrath’s first novel, Sir Hugo’s country seat, ‘Crook’, is a place of grotesque perversity, its name multiple in its connotations but suggesting here both deformity and criminality. The mapping of the landscape in The Grotesque through the use of names points to the grotesque and parodic nature of the text. The nearest town is Pock‐on‐the‐Fling, hinting at disease tempered with the ludicrous, the ambiguous ‘fling’ possibly signifying the illicit sexual activity that takes place in the novel. Self‐consciously playing with the tropes of earlier Gothic fiction, McGrath populates his early fiction with places and people that echo the tradition. ‘Crook’, for example, is linked, like the house of Roderick Usher, with its owner and his fate. This tendency does not disappear in the later fiction, although the effect tends more to the tragic than the comic. In the most recent novel, Constance, for example, ‘Daddy’s’ house in the Hudson Valley is named Ravenswood, a reminder of Poe’s lingering influence.

McGrath’s English settings present a recognizable yet distant England, usually in the middle decades of the twentieth century, and one that is always sinister and imbued with the uncanny. The homeliness of this England is disturbed by the strange or exotic in various forms; in Freudian terms, the unheimlich irrupts into the heimlich. Scientific discourse, and often specifically medical discourse, is juxtaposed with the bizarre or superstitious, often to darkly comic effect. These stories lay the groundwork for the territory of McGrath’s first four novels, all of which are set in this period, a time in many ways remote from the world of today but within living memory. These settings are not those of the realist novel; they are more akin to a past that is accessed through its fiction. The stories invoke a chronotope, to use Bakhtin’s term (Bakhtin 1981, 250), that is already highly textualized but do so with critical difference; there is, in other words, a postmodern parodic quality to them, ‘repetition with critical difference’ in Linda Hutcheon’s formulation (Hutcheon 1985, 6).

Themes and motifs that appear in the early fiction have continued to inform McGrath’s writing throughout his career. Pathological states of mind, the intervention of medicine (appearing in the persons of a series of doctors), and probing questions about creativity, often personified through a visual artist‚ are persistently intertwined, inflected always through changing historical paradigms. The artist along with the doctor, and the mad person are three figures that recur in McGrath’s fiction in complex textual patterns whereby two of them are sometimes merged in one body. These figures represent an ongoing struggle between excess and containment, a theme that is intrinsic to the Gothic. In spite of resisting containment by the ‘Gothic’ label, McGrath is drawn, seemingly irresistibly, by its power. In Asylum and Trauma, he makes psychiatry thematic, pointing to its ambiguous status as a mastering discourse. Indeed, medicine itself is represented Gothically in McGrath’s fiction; his doctors are Gothic figures, from physically monstrous Cadwallader in ‘Blood and Water’ to the deeply flawed Dr Haggard. The twin figures of the artist and the psychiatrist are sometimes each other’s double, as in the case of Edgar Stark and Peter Cleave in Asylum. Neither is innocent; their relationship with that which they attempt to represent and treat respectively is shown to have always a degree of complicity. Although McGrath’s artists work with the visual medium, are sculptors like Edgar Stark or painters like Jack Rathbone in Port Mungo, they represent a creativity that is analogous to that of the writer. Jack and Edgar are figures through whom the obsessions of the creative male are played out. Always hovering is the question of the blurred line between artistic obsession and madness. McGrath echoes Cronenberg‚ who, when filming Spider saw his central character as an artist rather than a madman (stating ‘Spider c’est moi’), by adding wryly (in correspondence with this author) ‘Edgar Stark, c’est moi’. The exploration of artists’ capacity for self‐delusion and exploitation of their subjects is a continuing theme. The tendency of the psychiatrist to desire control (at its most extreme, own, as in the case of Peter Cleave) always undermines their claim to objectivity. Representing or decoding the darker depths of the human psyche cannot, it is suggested, ever be a disinterested and objective activity. Furthermore, it is intrinsically weird – an accusation that Cronenberg and McGrath levelled at each other – and has the potential to be a Gothic undertaking.

The three novels of the 1990s − Spider (1990), Dr Haggard’s Disease (1993), and Asylum (1996), all set in mid‐twentieth‐century Britain – move away from the playful pastiche of the earlier work and emanate a brooding Gothic atmosphere. Their preoccupation is the unstable boundary between the sound mind and madness, the tortured psyches of their protagonists yet again bearing witness to Poe’s legacy. Social norms are transgressed as the boundaries of the self are destabilized, their permeability manifesting itself in unstable bodies in a context in which entropy is always immanent. The narrative mode of the novels, the use of first person narrators, invites an empathetic identification which results in the reader becoming complicit in judging where boundaries lie. The texts are formally complex, their unreliable narratives full of false clues and semantic echoes.

The settings root the characters in behaviour and attitudes characteristic of the time. Spider is set in the docklands of the East End of London, both in the 1950s (the present day of the novel) and the 1930s. In the present day of the 1950s, eponymous Spider (nicknamed such by his mother when he was a child) is living in a bleak hostel. It emerges that he has been a patient (or inmate) in a secure psychiatric hospital and released into the community by doctors who believe, wrongly, that he now acknowledges responsibility for the event leading to his incarceration, the murder of his mother. The novel is structured around his journal in which he attempts to tell the true story as he remembers it. In using Spider’s as the narrative voice of the novel, McGrath faces the challenge of representing a confused and deluded mind without descending into textual incoherence. As readers are drawn into the web of the narrative, the threshold beyond which they begin to doubt its veracity depends upon an active act of interpretation. Spider’s attempt at the creation of a coherent story is counterpointed by the web‐like linguistic structure that contains the clues to an alternative narrative, one other than expressed by Spider’s conscious mind, which becomes increasingly confused as the novel goes on. This is paralleled by his sense of physical disintegration and leads to his eventual suicide‚ and it is clear by the end of the novel that psychiatry has failed. While apparently focusing on a troubled psyche and personal history, McGrath’s urban Gothic presents a London that is redolent of a violent history, with the very place names (such as ‘Kitchener Street’) evoking images of war. The 1950s landscape bears witness to the recent destruction of World War 2, a traumatizing experience that Spider had avoided, being instead shielded by his long stay in the asylum. His internal world may be nightmarish‚ but the world outside also offers scant comfort.

The two later novels’ first person narrators are both doctors. Initially, they seem to speak with the voice of reason. Whereas Spider’s mental turmoil manifests itself in odd behaviour and appearance, this is not so for Dr Cleave in Asylum nor, at first, Dr Haggard. Haggard claims to have discovered a new disease, which he projects on to the son of his dead lover. In his vanity and delusion, he thinks it could be named after him. The title of the novel is ambiguous as the reader comes to realize that it is Haggard himself who is diseased. The case of Cleave is more subtle; he tells a story of multiple transgressions that ostensibly locates madness in two other characters, not in himself, the rational and apparently dispassionate psychiatrist narrator. In Dr Haggard’s Disease (1993), the medical man becomes the madman; in a time of national crisis, rational discourse and the authority represented by the doctor are put under intolerable strain as what begins as a story of lost love transforms into a Gothic tale of dissolution. Like Spider, the novel has a tightly controlled and complex narrative structure involving several frames. The outer frame only comes into complete focus as death takes Dr Haggard, ending his narrative in mid‐sentence. His story, told from beyond the grave, breaches the most Gothic of boundaries, that between life and death. The ‘you’ of the narrative, it is revealed, is James, the son of Edward Haggard’s dead lover, a lover who had rejected him. Haggard’s voice, throughout the novel, is addressing James as he lies dying in the shadow of his burning plane, the reader discovers just before the end. Still young but crippled by an assault by his lover’s jealous husband, Haggard has retreated to the South coast of England where he finds himself in 1940 during the Battle of Britain. From this perspective he tells the story of his love affair in the London of the late 1930s. The narration is seductive: whereas in Spider there are early clues to incoherence in Spider’s observations and memories, Haggard’s discourse seems for much of the time entirely rational and characterized by an assumed authority conferred by his status as a doctor. Both time and place are significant, however. This coastline was then the front line, under assault daily from German planes and in constant need of defence. Haggard’s borders, both physical and psychological, are, like England’s, threatened. The transcendence of self promised by sexual passion (both thrilling and dangerous) becomes translated into the abject as James’s body becomes the ultimate battleground. Projecting his dead lover on to the body of her son in his last weeks, Haggard believes he sees it begin to change sex and claims the discovery of a new disease brought about by modern warfare which he will name after himself. The climax of the novel locates the sickness in Dr Haggard himself as, in a grotesque parody of consummation, he bestows upon James both a vampiric kiss and a fatal injection, just before the plane explodes, uniting them in death.

The third novel of the 1990s, Asylum (1996), has a secure psychiatric hospital as its primary setting. The year is 1959, just before the decade that was to see a both radical departure from the legacy of Victorian sexual morality in Britain and widespread changes in the treatment of mental illness. Stella, wife of the new deputy superintendent, embarks upon an affair with a charismatic inmate, an artist who has murdered his wife. When he absconds, she follows him with ultimately disastrous results. Although transgression and decay characterize Stella’s life story, the novel’s dominant theme is that of possession, the desire to transgress the boundaries of another person. The narrator, Dr Peter Cleave, is very different from the tormented Dr Haggard‚ yet his manipulation of the stories of Stella Raphael and Edgar Stark, his artist patient, eventually appears to be as transgressive as Haggard’s final embrace of the dying James. As his narrative unfolds, he demonstrates that he is a stranger to passion but intimates a sinister desire for control. Stella is throughout an enigmatic and ambiguous figure, both victim and monster. Her passion for Edgar puts her beyond the boundaries of social propriety‚ but her ultimate transgression, allowing her young son to drown, puts her beyond most human sympathy. However, in some respects‚ she may be seen as a mid‐twentieth‐century Gothic heroine whose flight from the oppressive Victorian values of her marriage and the asylum itself is brought full circle when she is brought back, not as the wife of the deputy superintendent but as Cleave’s patient. Stella is the first example of the interesting and complex female characters who appear in McGrath’s later writing. She is the first of McGrath’s female figures to become the focus of the narrative‚ and her tragic story raises disturbing questions about gender because, in spite of her centrality in the novel, her consciousness remains inaccessible to the reader‚ and her thoughts and sometimes even her actions remain the subject of speculation by the male narrator.

In this novel and the next, the ways in which women are constructed by men is thematic. The eponymous Martha Peake is central to a novel that demonstrates very clearly that she is the product of a masculine imagination. Moreover, she is constructed as the heroine not only of her own story but also, more significantly, of the American Revolution. Signalling a more overt concern with ‘history’ as well as individual histories, the millennial novel Martha Peake (2000) is nonetheless haunted by Gothic. It makes this haunting thematic in its treatment of the Old World and the New in the late eighteenth century, a point in history that not only witnessed the American Revolution but also the emergence of Gothic fiction in England. Set in the late eighteenth century, the period of the early Gothic novel, but told from the perspective of fifty years later, it plays different novelistic discourses against each other in an exploration of revolutionary mythmaking and the genesis of ‘the American Dream’. What are now seen as clichés of Gothic fiction are deployed as part of a complex and unreliable narration. The narrator, Ambrose Tree, relays the story told to him by his ancient uncle and tells it as a Gothic tale, darkly, which has as its setting the mouldering Drogo Hall on Lambeth Marsh, and features a Frankenstein‐like doctor and an untrammelled ‘monster’ in the form of Martha’s father. These constructions are dismantled at the end of the novel; they are shown to be Ambrose’s misperceptions, while he admits to creating much of Martha’s story from his imagination, embellishing fragments that have passed to him from his uncle. Martha had fled to America after being raped by her own father. After giving birth to his child in the New World, she had then lost her life in the Revolution and was made into a national heroine by those who had a vested interest in constructing such a sacrificial figure. Ambrose’s opening words, offer an implicit caveat to the reader of historical fiction: ‘It is a black art, the writing of history, is it not – to resurrect the dead and animate their bones, as historians do? (3)’; this novel, it suggests, will be ‘historiographical metafiction’ (to use Linda Hutcheon’s coinage) with a distinctly Gothic emphasis, its narrative project likened to Dr Frankenstein’s creation of his monster. The interrogative insists immediately on the complicity of the reader, the reader who is prepared to continue with a narrative in this vein. While McGrath is not the first to create fiction from what we now perceive as the problematics of historical narrative (John Fowles, Graham Swift, Peter Carey‚ and Peter Ackroyd had done this before), his manipulation of novelistic modes in Martha Peake is distinctive. This is a novel that self‐consciously revisits storytelling and the making of both novels and history; historical figures such as Tom Paine and heroines of the American Revolution, Molly Pitcher‚ and Deborah Samson, make an appearance‚ but the reader is never allowed to forget the fictive nature of the history s/he is reading.

In Port Mungo, McGrath returned to the twentieth century. Its protagonists, painter Jack Rathbone, his sister Gin (who narrates his story) and his lover, and the artist Vera Savage, are all British. Most of the novel, however, is set in two locations, each Gothic in its own way: the abject Port Mungo, a decayed town on the Gulf of Honduras, and New York, which is represented, in contrast, as a spectral place where the past haunts the present and the self becomes unstable. The story of Jack is a narrative of decentring, a decentring of the construct of the mythopoeic modernist – and male – artist. Gender plays a significant role in McGrath’s novel. Jack’s relationships with his wife and daughters are dysfunctional‚ while in Gin‚ his story has a female narrator who does for him what Virginia Woolf claimed women had done down the ages: served as a ‘looking glass possessing the magic and delicious power of reflecting man as twice his natural size’ (Woolf [1925] 1977, 35).

The novel throws into relief its cliché‐ridden representation of the mythopoeic modernist artist, who is ultimately shown to be reiterating the old myth of Narcissus in his work. The Gothic tropes that haunt this novel provide a different narrative of the artist. If Port Mungo is not consciously Gothic, then Gothic has effectively haunted its author in a novel that contains images of dismemberment, doubling, revenance‚ and vampirism as well as the Gothic plot staple of incest. The emergence at the end of Vera as the strongest figure, and the true artist offers another image of the artist, whose relationship with the landscape rejects the Gothic of narcissism: What she knows, what she has seen and what she paints, however‚ remain beyond the scope of representation in the novel. Although very different from Stella Raphael, she too remains ultimately inaccessible.

The Gothic mapping of New York continues in Ghost Town: Tales of Manhattan Then and Now (2005), which was written in response to an invitation from the publisher Bloomsbury to contribute a volume to their ‘Writers and the City’ series. McGrath chose to write fiction, ‘three stories set in different centuries, a sort of urban archaeology’ (Scotsman, 2005), his way of engaging with a violent history that had become all too present in the shadow of the events of 11 September 2001. The Gothic quality of the stories was noted by reviewers, The New York Times subtitling its review ‘Gothic Gotham’ (Byrd 2005), and each of the stories involves a ghost of a kind appropriate to that period, thus effecting a kind of literary haunting.

The last tale of the trio is set in 2001, in the weeks after 9/11. His narrator is a psychiatrist, a warning sign for seasoned readers of McGrath’s fiction. The dynamic of the tale is carried by her changing perceptions as she experiences vicariously the personal traumas of her fellow New Yorkers and moves away from the forensic approach of her profession to acknowledge the existence of evil. The nameless narrator’s account of her patient Danny’s relationship with a Chinese woman, Kim Lee, is used to explore the ‘watershed’ of September 11, ‘after which everything seemed dark and tortured and incomprehensible’ (McGrath 2005, 212). In tracing its complex patterns of betrayal and guilt, this tale sets up two overlapping triangular relationships with the artist/prostitute Kim Lee as their common link. The psychiatrist’s reaction to the woman on first seeing her suggests an incipient xenophobia when she expresses surprise at her Asian features. This racial suspicion is linked with a more public paranoia a few pages later, when she voices her support for the US Attorney General’s proposal for ‘ethnic profiling, the rounding up of as many men as they can find of near Eastern or North African descent’ (212). Thus, in the New York in September 2001, she makes of Kim Lee an abject figure, not quite human but identified as ‘feline’ with a ‘vicious little face’, one on to whose ‘otherness’ is abjected a multiplicity of negative feelings (205–206). Kim Lee is thus placed in a Gothic tradition of abject figures – notably Svengali, Dracula‚ and the Phantom of the Opera – whose racially inflected ‘otherness’ becomes a repository for what cannot be absorbed into dominant discourses, in this case‚ the American discourses of justice and freedom. Whereas Danny insists on seeing her as an artist who does ‘escort work to cover the rent on her loft’ (181), the psychiatrist refers to her as a ‘Chinese hooker’ (209). There is no authoritative version of her in this tale; like Martha Peake, she is the product of a layered narrative. She is one in a line of artist figures in McGrath’s fiction and the one who is the most implicated in cultural betrayal.

McGrath’s next two novels, Trauma (2008) and Constance (2012), both exploit the Gothic potential of the decaying state of New York in the mid to late decades of the twentieth century. In an interview with BOMB magazine, following the publication of Constance, he explained that in the period starting from 1963, to around 1983, when he came to New York, the city was in state of real decline: ‘Conditions like that have always had a certain resonance for me as my stories invariably involve characters in states of psychological or spiritual decay’ (Tillman 2012). In Trauma (2008), personal trauma is again imbricated with the violence of recent national history. Set in New York in 1979, its psychiatrist narrator’s history of working with damaged Vietnam veterans provides the context for the eventual revelation of the source of his own trauma, a deeply buried psychological wound that renders him entirely dysfunctional by the end of the novel. As the narrative charts the unravelling of his psyche and the disintegration of his personal and professional life, he is positioned in relation to three women: his recently deceased mother, his ex‐wife‚ and a new lover. According to his own account, Charlie Weir understands himself to be traumatized by the suicide of a patient some years before for which he feels responsible. The patient was his own brother‐in‐law, a troubled Vietnam veteran. This death, and the sense that his wife could not forgive him for it, led to the breakdown of his marriage. The dynamic of the novel, triggered by the death of his mother, involves the eventual revelation that this trauma hides another, his mother’s all too credible threat to shoot him in a childhood incident. His own unresolved trauma leads him to see his damaged patients as ‘emblematic of a far greater malaise’ and ‘America [as] a mad god eager to devour its young, the willing slave of its own death instinct’ (McGrath 2008, 41–42).

Constance (2012), is less apparently engaged with history‚ yet its revisiting of its author’s familiar preoccupations – the troubled psyche, the boundaries of the self, the ultimate unknowability of others, the projection of selves onto others, troublesome familial relationships and buried family secrets, the tendency of men to construct women – is subjected to a novelistic alchemy that transforms them into a tale firmly rooted in its time and place. It is set in the early 1960s in Manhattan and the Hudson Valley (a place haunted by ghosts of American Gothic). The device of alternating narrators (the young and beautiful Constance and her husband, the much older literary scholar, Sidney Klein) provides the reader with a constantly changing perspective on their troubled marriage and the source of Constance’s psychological difficulties. Like the earlier novels, it is haunted by Gothic, with its family secrets buried in the Gothically named house, Ravenswood, home of Constance’s cold and unsympathetic father, who happens to be (not surprisingly) a doctor. The latter’s lurch towards dementia causes him to reveal that he, ‘Daddy’, is not Constance’s true father. McGrath has alluded to the inspiration of the theories of French psychoanalysts, Abraham and Torok, of trans‐generational haunting whereby the child carries symptoms of the parent’s trauma without having experienced the event that had caused it. This is not new for him: the critic Lucie Armitt sees a similar influence at work in her reading of Spider (Armitt 2000). Abraham and Torok’s theory of cryptonomy posits that there is a place in the mind of the child that is a crypt inhabited by a phantom. ‘The terminology is entirely Gothic’, comments McGrath (Tillman 2012). Finding Constance’s unreadability alluring, Sidney’s paternalistic attitude is typical of its time. The dual narration demonstrates his failure to interpret Constance’s blankness, instead projecting on to her his own ideas and feelings. For McGrath, Constance may be seen as ‘a deconstruction of the Hitchcock blonde’, a familiar figure from the popular culture of the period. Although Constance speaks for herself, however, she cannot access the source of her own sense of trauma.

Joshua Lustig in a review of Constance points out: ‘Given all this lurid pathology, it is easy to overlook the fact that McGrath is essentially a historical novelist – and a great one’ (Lustig 2013) and, indeed, Constance is a novel specifically located in a cultural history and a real geography. It has as its physical nexus Penn Station. At this point in history‚ the once great emblem of the railway age had fallen into a state of decay and was being demolished. The railway provides a powerful image through which the buried family secret of Constance’s true paternity and its consequences are expressed. Her real father’s violent end under the wheels of an Albany‐bound train is echoed in the suicide of her stepfather, which she witnesses. Sidney’s intellectual and emotional commitment to Romanticism (itself displaced by the coming of the railway age) is anachronistic but places him in a broader cultural trajectory of complex transatlantic relations that resonates with the Romantic/Gothic tensions of Martha Peake.

In 2018‚ Centipede Press published in a limited edition Writing Madness: The Short Works, the first large‐scale collection of McGrath’s short fiction and non‐fiction, with an introductory essay by Joyce Carol Oates, and an endnote by Danel Olson. Later that year, Hutchinson published a new novel, The Wardrobe Mistress, in which McGrath returns to his English roots. Like his earlier work, it Gothicizes the past through the vividly imagined representation of a cultural moment imbricated with an exploration of an individual’s psychopathology. His 1947 London is a vividly rendered portrait of a city that is grimly Gothic with its ubiquitous ruins and in the grip of austerity in the coldest winter in living memory. In this context, the drama plays out among bohemian theatre people, most importantly the wardrobe mistress, Joan Grice. The ‘wardrobe’ – a classic Gothic trope and there in full materiality in the novel – is shown to be the repository of shameful secrets. Joan is the focus of both personal and national trauma as she believes herself to be haunted from within the wardrobe by the ghost of her recently dead actor husband. The charismatic Charlie Grice was a Fascist closeted, it emerges, only to his Jewish wife. In its more metaphorical sense, ‘wardrobe’ emphasises the importance of dress in role playing as identity becomes destabilized. The wardrobe metaphor is persistent from the moment when Joan dresses the young Jewish actor Frank in Charlie’s clothes to the point when the sight of a British Fascist uniform proves the culmination of her haunting and she kills its wearer with the tools of her trade, the tailor’s shears. British Fascism, it is implied, remains an ugly and barely concealed secret unaccommodated by the national myth of the plucky and righteous island nation facing up to the Nazi foe. The Wardrobe Mistress offers a timely reminder that Britain’s history is not free from the stain of Fascism and a warning of the danger posed by the charismatic performance of a narcissistic sociopath.

Three of McGrath’s novels have been adapted for the screen with various degrees of success. The earliest of these adaptations was The Grotesque in 1995 and released variously as Grave Indiscretions, The Grotesque, and then Gentlemen Don’t Eat Poets in America. It was neither commercially successful nor lauded as art house movie. Although McGrath wrote the screenplay, he was unhappy with the resulting film. The adaptation of Asylum (2005) has a screenplay by Patrick Marber and proves not up to the task of conveying the subtlety and complexity of the original novel, opting instead for a melodramatic linear narrative and resorting to voice‐over. In contrast, David Cronenberg’s Spider (2002), which was scripted by McGrath, engages with the uncanny at the heart of the novel in powerful visual ways, projecting a pared down symbolic landscape and creating a film that is poetic, poignant‚ and elegiac rather than monstrous.

Patrick McGrath has remained a significant figure in British and American fiction since his debut in the late 1980s. He has enjoyed considerable critical acclaim over the years. Martha Peake won the Italian international Premio Flaiano Prize in 2001, Asylum was shortlisted for the 1996 Guardian Fiction Prize and the Whitbread Prize, while Trauma was short listed for the Costa Prize in 2008. His anxieties about becoming pigeonholed as a genre novelist have proved to be ill‐founded. He is too challenging a writer for that, ‘writerly’ rather than ‘readerly’ in Barthes’ terms. He asks a great deal of his readers but rewards them with fiction that is both intellectually complex and emotionally engaging. While not appealing to those looking for easy entertainment (and a cursory look at the readers’ reviews for Martha Peake on Amazon gives an idea of the disappointment of those expecting a conventional historical romance), discerning readers continue to find much that satisfies them. This is reflected in contemporary reviews: those less than wholeheartedly enthusiastic tend to be the work of more superficial readers, while astute critical assessments have been made by the more sophisticated. Not surprisingly, therefore, academic interest in McGrath’s writing has tended to grow. His postmodern tendencies have been much appreciated by French scholars such as Max Duperray and Jocelyn Dupont‚ while seminal essays by, among others, Lucie Armitt (2000) and Christine Ferguson (1999) have been followed by the more substantial study, Sue Zlosnik’s monograph, Patrick McGrath, published in 2011 in University of Wales Press’s ‘Gothic Writers; Critical Revisions’ series. McGrath’s fiction has been the subject of conference papers and appeared on university syllabi since the early 1990s. In recent years, symposia focusing on his work have been held at the University of Perpignan in 2011 (at which the author himself was present) and at the University of Stirling in 2016. The former resulted in a collection of essays by international scholars, Patrick McGrath: Directions and Transgressions (2012) and a volume of essays inspired by the Stirling symposium was published by Routledge in 2020: Patrick McGrath and His Worlds edited by Matt Foley and Rebecca Duncan. This symposium was held to celebrate the establishment at the university of a McGrath archive, which will provide a valuable resource for future scholars. Meanwhile, the author continues to write and, as an interview published in the 2020 volume indicates, is working on a novel set in the Spanish Civil War.
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Medbh McGuckian*: ‘All We Have To Go On Is the Words’

BORBÁLALA FARAGÓ



Background

One of the most fascinating poets of her generation, Medbh McGuckian has a large, complex and challenging oeuvre, which has in turn generated a diverse body of scholarship. Relatively little can be found in McGuckian’s work in the way of autobiography, however: her poems seldom speak directly about her childhood, or upbringing. Nevertheless, the little we know from interviews does shed an informative light on her poetic formation. Born in 1950 as Maeve McCaughan, the third of six children in a Catholic family in Belfast, from a very early age political and sectarian tensions left their mark on her development. She reached adulthood as the political temperature in Northern Ireland began to heat significantly as attempted reforms by Terrence O’Neill stimulated a more assertive attempt by Northern Catholics to gain equality‚ and the anxieties of Loyalist extremists became increasingly exacerbated. The ensuing bloodshed and civil conflict of the Troubles was a foundational experience for the poet. McGuckian went to Queen’s University Belfast to study English in 1968‚ which evidently came as something of a culture shock. Meeting Seamus Heaney proved crucial in the development of McGuckian’s confidence in herself as a poet. As she describes: ‘He was the first person who didn’t make me feel that poetry was a closed shop. I got up the courage to say that I would like to be a poet, and although I hadn’t yet put pen to paper he invited me to the group, and Paul Muldoon was there. There was this openness and friendliness that I trusted’ (O’Connor 1995, 592). McGuckian graduated in 1972, the year she met Heaney, and went on to do a master’s degree in the same institution. Her first poem, ‘Marriage’, appeared in The Honest Ulsterman in 1975. Two years later‚ she married John McGuckian, a geography teacher and, by the time her first volume, Portrait of Joanna, was published in 1980, McGuckian had already won the National Poetry Competition (under the pseudonym Jean Fisher) and had given birth to her first son, Liam.

Although her first collection (The Flower Master, OUP, 1982) won three further awards, within a few years McGuckian was having to juggle four children and a full‐time teaching job with her writing work. She suffered from severe postnatal depression and was advised to stop writing poetry (O’Connor 1995, 595). A move to North Belfast, where sectarian tensions were more manifest and going outside was often dangerous, meant that the poet and her family were more or less housebound. Finally, in 1985‚ McGuckian was offered the job of Writer in Residence in Queen’s University, becoming the first woman ever to be awarded this position. She left her grammar school teaching job and spent three years between 1985 and 1988 taking up invitations to read abroad and further developing her work. However, as the poet remembers, travelling put a lot of pressure on her husband and children, and eventually in 1991 she had to cut short a visit to the University of California, Berkeley, and she returned home. Nevertheless, the 1990s were prolific years: the poet published three further volumes and a Selected Poems, and received two more awards. Between 1994 and 1997, at the time of the IRA ceasefires, she became writer in residence at the University of Ulster, Coleraine, and she also spent a term in Trinity College, Dublin‚ in 2000. The following year‚ McGuckian took up a part‐time creative writing post at Queen’s University Belfast, which, before and after it turned into a full‐time post with the opening of the Seamus Heaney Centre for Poetry in 2003, was an ideal situation for the poet. Despite the pressure of earning a living and writing poetry amidst heavy teaching and administrative duties‚ McGuckian has published nine volumes of poetry since 2000, making her one of the most prolific contemporary Irish writers.



Critical Reception, Major Themes

The constant, threatening violence of the Troubles, her struggles with motherhood‚ and her role as a woman poet have shaped McGuckian’s primary thematic interests in her work. Her poems are infused with silence, trauma‚ and on occasion a deliberate impenetrability. However, a yearning for an idealized reader who will decode the words and see behind the walls with empathy and understanding is also evident throughout her work. This ideal reader nevertheless was nowhere to be found at the early stages of her career, as critical responses were quite sluggish in their engagement with her work. In 1984, an early reviewer tagged her work a ‘half‐coherent […] disorientating experience’ (Allen 1984, 59, 64); five years later‚ her third collection was written off as ‘inane’, ‘boring’, and testimony to the ‘author’s terminal egoism’ (Williams 1989, 49). Reviewers were reluctant to recognize the intellectual power of her poetry and preferred to see her work as a ‘landscape of metonymic consciousness’ that ‘can strain meaning’ (Wilson, 1989, 17). In the early 1990s, Marconi’s Cottage got a more generous reception‚ and a consensus developed with regard to the quality of her work. However, her poetry was still seen as ‘difficult’, albeit pleasing to the ear (McAuley 1992, 65). Damningly, her work was described as ‘a kind of literary autism’ that fails to communicate with the reader (O’Donnell 1992, 111).

The mid‐1990s saw the emergence of a more sustained, thematic engagement with McGuckian’s work, as her poetry has gained the attention of postmodern and feminist critics‚ who began to acknowledge the poet’s skill and phenomenological intellect. Clair Wills’s influential book, Improprieties: Politics and Sexuality in Northern Irish Poetry (1993)‚ paved the way for a more coherent and theoretically informed wave of criticism, which positioned McGuckian within a feminist and politicized school of thought. Wills’s argument, that ‘McGuckian self‐consciously thematises the issues of the obscurity of her work and the relationship between personal and public reference’ (Wills 1993, 158) has steered critical discourse away from a continuous search for meaning and towards the semantic relevance of impenetrability within her work. Moreover, Wills’s positioning of the poet within a politicized narrative allowed for an analysis of McGuckian’s poetry outside the constraints of ‘feminine experience’ that had been commonly imposed on her work up to that point. Wills was among the first critics to recognize that McGuckian’s historical and political awareness is deeply ingrained in her representation of the private and familial.

Other critical approaches have focused exclusively on the linguistic impenetrability of the oeuvre. She has been described as an avant‐garde poet, who utilizes non‐representational language. Leontia Flynn’s monograph approaches the early volumes from this perspective (Flynn 2014), lending a significant voice also to politicized readings of McGuckian’s work. The difficulty of decoding meaning in McGuckian’s poetry has led the scholarship towards investigating the poet’s method of writing. This type of intertextual search, developed by Shane Alcobia‐Murphy (Murphy 1996, Alcoiba‐Murphy 2012), has unearthed the poet’s use of textual sources which are unacknowledged within the publications, causing some consternation about the originality of her work. Several critics have followed in Alcobia‐Murphy’s footsteps and created what could be best described as a school of ‘genetic criticism’ of McGuckian’s work. These scholars base their analysis on the McGuckian notebooks held in Emory University, and offer readings of poems alongside with the source materials. The usefulness of this methodology is debatable. While there is undoubted value in discovering McGuckian’s sources (if for nothing else than for getting a better view of what she is reading), interpreting her work solely on intertextual grounds might threaten to limit understanding of her complex creative impetus.

There is a lively scholarly debate about what constitutes McGuckian’s primary thematic interests, which undoubtedly proliferates the production of further critical works. Arguably the major thematic directions that most often surface in her work are the Troubles and the language of trauma; sensory poetry; creative process; feminism; and religion (Faragó 2014). Among these‚ probably the most significant is the traumatic experience of living through the Troubles. For McGuckian this is not merely a political experience: she often talks about how violence has permeated all aspects of her life, from witnessing deaths to living in constant fear and tension. McGuckian, like some of the Russian and East European poets she admires, comes from a period of historical trauma, which makes straightforward communication extremely difficult. The language of trauma is circumspect, indirect, hidden, and full of silences – and this is perfectly reflected in McGuckian’s poems. Indeed, without considering trauma as a driving force behind her work, too much remains hidden and abstract in her poems. Trauma explains the diffidence of the poetic voice that is coupled with the yearning for understanding. From this perspective‚ the impenetrability of the language (and her intertextuality) can be considered as an invitation for a different, empathetic understanding. This connects to the second theme in her work: sensory poetry. McGuckian often invokes the senses to aid understanding. Seeing, touching, smelling, hearing‚ and tasting are integral parts of decoding meaning in her work. McGuckian carefully navigates the reader towards cognitive understanding through the senses (and through invoking other art forms), to steer us away from linear thinking. She asks the reader to feel their way through a poem, because she wants the reader to be an active participant in the process.

What happens in the creative process is indeed one of McGuckian’s primary preoccupations. Many of her poems, particularly in the early volumes, reflect on their own creation. We can trace the formation of a writing self through these poems that becomes more confident and more playful in the later collections. In the early development of this writing self‚ McGuckian’s position as a woman had played a pivotal role. It is impossible to read and interpret McGuckian without understanding her personal struggle with finding her place among male poets, with her postnatal depression and her developing role as a mother, and as a powerful female role model. Religion is also a significant influence that contributes to McGuckian’s feminized poetic universe. Her Catholic background is a strong influence on her work, infusing her language with religious iconography, and lending her words an otherworldly perspective that is sometimes irreverent, yet other times betrays a deep spiritual longing. Feminist scholarship could still connect these many facets of her poetic universe to offer critical readings that go beyond a microcosmic understanding of what constitutes the thematic concerns of a woman poet.

As we have seen, the complexity of Medbh McGuckian’s work is increasingly acknowledged in the scholarship. However, it can be argued that in all the thematic considerations what matters most to the poet is the personal relationship with the reader. McGuckian wants us not just to understand, but to experience her words – that is why reading her poems as full artworks, in their entirety makes sense. McGuckian gives the reader freedom to read her words in as simple or as complex way as they want. The following therefore is an offering of some potential avenues of understanding her volumes by highlighting some common themes and interpretative threads.



Reading the Work

The 1980s, when McGuckian was still with Oxford University Press, were fraught with violence and political upheaval in Northern Ireland: the decade began with the hunger strikes at the Maze prison, particularly significant bombing incidents took place in Brighton and Enniskillen (in 1984 and 1987‚ respectively), Ian Paisley delivered his famous ‘No Surrender’ speech in 1985, and the Gibraltar Three were shot in 1988, which provoked further killings in the coming weeks. During this time‚ McGuckian’s career was on an upward trajectory: these were extremely prolific years, with several poetry awards (Cheltenham Award 1989, Bass Ireland Award 1991, Helen Waddell Award 1992) and an important residency in Queen’s University Belfast (1985–1988), the first given to a woman. However, with young children to look after, and in the midst of a seemingly hopeless political situation, McGuckian’s poetic voice was far from jubilatory. There are overtones of postnatal depression in The Flower Master and Venus and the Rain, and On Ballycastle Beach and Marconi’s Cottage both convey a kind of passive resistance to any hint of optimism.

The Flower Master, McGuckian’s first full collection published by Gallery Press, offers meditations on the role of the woman poet, on isolation, depression, looking for a poetic voice‚ and creating the writing self. By giving agency to the written word, The Flower Master exposes one of the most significant characteristics of Medbh McGuckian’s compositional technique. The grammatical and syntactical ambiguities gain significance as precise manifestations of a conscious acknowledgement of the inherent authorial desire to communicate while remaining hidden. Decoding McGuckian’s transgression of grammar as a conscious strategy of self‐exposure and concealment, the interweaving of public and private concerns in this volume becomes more apparent. Although many of her early critics failed to understand her poetry outside the realm of the private domestic sphere, her political and social isolation become apparent when the hostile images in her poems are read as multilayered signifiers of a young woman’s struggle with national, religious, and not exclusively as sexual, identity. This volume is inhabited by claustrophobic images, like for example in ‘The Sofa’ (FM 25), where the writing self is imagined as the closed‐in interior of a house, where moving furniture and opening letters are small, permitted acts of creativity that signal the imprisonment and isolation from the threats of the outside world.

After the often ambiguous self‐exposure and simultaneous concealment of The Flower Master, chaos and negation are the defining characteristics of McGuckian’s second collection‚ Venus and the Rain (OUP 1984; repr. Gallery Press, 1994). This is true not only on the level of syntax and vocabulary, but also as a transcendental opacity which permeates the poems. Written as a reflection on postpartum depression suffered after the birth of her first child in 1980, Venus and the Rain tackles issues of pain, abandonment, and feelings of insularity. The theme of creativity is dealt with in a similar manner, and poems, which reflect on their composition, convey an overriding sense of chaos and futility. Venus and the Rain was not particularly well received. After its initial publication in 1984, Michael Allen, for example, although admitting that ‘something good is happening in nearly all of them’ (Allen 1984, 59) discussed the poems as ‘disorientating – particularly for the male reader’ and regarded the collection as a quirky and odd volume, written from a very feminine point of view (Allen 1984, 59). Although McGuckian’s overriding sense of displacement within a predominantly male poetic tradition is reflected in many of the poems of Venus and the Rain, the main theme of the book remains focused on the creative process. Venus and the Rain is undoubtedly a dark volume, where harsh imagery is coupled with stark psychological themes to produce an overriding sense of chaos and futility. Because of the volume’s close association with McGuckian’s postpartum depression, arguably the poems can be best approached from the perspective of trauma theory, where shock, pain, triggers, and inability to speak become central organizing themes of interpretation. This volume, even more than the others, speaks through silence, and therefore quiet interior spaces feature heavily in this collection also. However, there is noticeably less safety in staying inside. In ‘Scattering’, for example‚ the speaker claims ‘If you had walked in, the room / Would have broken up into questions’ (McGuckian 1994, 21). We see that the poetic self is questioned and impeded from the inside, and remains contingent on accidental circumstance. The collection toys with the idea of potentiality, but ultimately leaves it to the reader to trace the outlines of a coherent writing self within the transcendental murkiness of the poems.

McGuckian’s next volume, On Ballycastle Beach (OUP 1988; Gallery Press 1995), continues in a similar vein and further develops the theme of involuntary creation through images of leakage, melting, and escape. Ideas of progress and development are thwarted at the outset, and most of the poems in the collection focus on the involuntary ‘happening’ of the creative process, as if the poems were writing themselves without authorial presence. The reason for this might be found in the poet’s constant search for a ‘safe space’ to write and be herself, which on the one hand she finds in Ballycastle Beach, her place of refuge on the North Antrim coast, but which is also contrasted with the political anxieties she internalizes through reading Russian and East European poets at this time. This becomes evident in the poet’s approach to language, since several of the poems are put together from English translations of poets’ essays and biographies, such as Osip Mandelstam, or Marina Tsvetaeva. McGuckian’s engagement with these artists betrays a deep‐felt solidarity with political persecution and traumatized experience, and continues the search for ideas of safety on private and public spheres. We see in On Ballycastle Beach a tentative development of a more coherent writing self; however, there is a sense of lack of safety and fear of persecution that permeates the poems. The poetic consciousness is still portrayed more as a failure than an articulate authority; however, even as a negative entity it is given some (unsafe) space in which to manoeuvre the creative process. The poet in this volume toys with the idea of ‘unwriting’ her creative self, giving over authorial responsibility to the reader and the created artefact; nevertheless‚ her artistic identity keeps ‘crawling’ back onto the written page.

Marconi’s Cottage continues the intertextual dialogues of the previous volume. Several poems take lines from correspondence between Tsvetaeva, Rilke‚ and Mandelstam. References can be found to the Bronte sisters, Byron, Gilbert‐Gubar, and Dickinson, and the collection as a whole ponders upon the anxiety of influence (see Alcoiba‐Murphy 2006, 44–91). On a personal level‚ the volume also reflects on the traumatic experience of the poet’s daughter’s birth in 1989 and foreshadows McGuckian’s father’s death.

Pregnancy, in McGuckian’s own declaration, is the central theme of Marconi’s Cottage (Sailer 1993, 113)‚ and its association with creative production gains increased significance in the poems. ‘Branches’, for example‚ considers the poetic mind’s troubled liaison with its work. The poem talks about ‘eyes’ that are looking at themselves, ‘diffused with blood’, ‘veins … powerful as open arms’ (McGuckian 1991, 78). This sight is evocative of a foetus’s view of the interior of the maternal womb. Like the foetus, the speaking subject considers herself interned within the confines of a maternal space, which creates her, but also from which she is created. The traumatic side effect of birth, the ultimate severance of mother and child, troubles the poetic voice on a literal, as well as a metaphorical, level. McGuckian was seriously distressed by the birth of her daughter Emer, and in her mind, poetry and actual birth came together. She describes this in an interview:


Well you see the birth itself was absolutely inhumane. Everything exploded and erupted: my relationship with my father and mother, my husband, and with the Church […] my unresolved moral thing with sexuality. For six weeks I didn’t sleep, and my whole body seemed to be weeping with liquid from every orifice. The whole body was just seared and opened and the mind as well. I was totally confused. […] I was put into a mental home for three or four weeks, and I had the baby taken away from me. I went absolutely bananas. I was on all sorts of drugs and things. I was told not to write poetry and told I would never write poetry again.

(O’Connor 1995, 595)


Marconi’s Cottage is probably the volume in which McGuckian explores in most detail how the trauma of giving birth coincides with the also distressing (side‐) effects of poetic creation, and the search for safety in her physical and political environment. The central concern of Marconi’s Cottage gains momentum in explorations of the poetic self, which, as the embodiment of a voice of origin, questions inherited myths of inspirational source. In this volume, significantly, there is no voice of God, angels, or other authorities. The only acknowledged voice of origin is that of doubt, duality, ambiguity, and labour. Childbirth, as a central metaphor, embodies the processual representations of these aspects of composition. Stuck in the birth canal, held captive in between the two dimensions of life and death, the poetic subject questions its own labouring deliverance.

The 1990s were a period of significant political change in Northern Ireland. Although the earlier years of the decade were pockmarked by horrific incidents in the continuing conflict, such as the Teebane and Sean Graham betting shop massacres of 1992, and the Shankill Road bombings and Greysteel atrocity of the following year, the Hume–Adams talks of April 1993 marked a major breakthrough in the quest for peace. In December 1993‚ the British and Irish governments issued the Joint Declaration on Peace‚ which was followed by the IRA and Loyalist ceasefires of 1994. Although the first ceasefire did not last, it was renewed in 1997‚ and the decade came to an astonishing conclusion with the coming into force of the Belfast agreement (Bew and Gillespie 1999, 256–404). It was also an era of rapid economic development as the Northern Irish economy benefitted from the onset of the Celtic Tiger in the South and grew more rapidly than any other part of the United Kingdom. The changing and less threatening societal environment was reflected in McGuckian’s work during this period, allowing for a more overt political voice to emerge, which was also influenced by her experience of teaching at the Maze prison. But personal factors were also of critical relevance. After the birth of her last child in 1989‚ she no longer had to deal with very young infants, and the postpartum depression from which she had suffered was now firmly in the past. However, her father passed away in 1992‚ which had a major effect on the poet. Indeed, Captain Lavender was largely a reflection on McGuckian’s relationship with her father and on his death, which is reflected by the collection’s unusually dark tone. This thematic focus emerges in the volume through poems addressing the contemporary political situation in a circuitous way. Published in 1994, Captain Lavender opens with a motto from Picasso: ‘I have not painted the war … but I have no doubt that the war was in … these paintings I have done’ (McGuckian 1994). The political changes of the early 1990s provoked a public response from Medbh McGuckian. Introducing a poem from this collection she said:


I was sort of accused by my own side really of not taking issue, or of not supporting them or of escaping. Then I began to feel a bit conscious‐stricken as an artist. I think I’m basically, if I’d been born in a different time, I’m just a love‐poet you know. So I’m not a war‐poet. So this is a love‐poem to the war if you like. […] But I’m not sure whether Picasso improved his art by looking at the war directly.

(Armitage 1995)


Images of war and death permeate these poems as the speaking subject embarks on a quest of conscience. The ethics of voice is the central enquiry‚ and the process of composition takes on the extra burden of morality. Captain Lavender is a book that addresses the contemporary political situation in an indirect way, allowing her social commentary to emerge from hidden allusions and metaphorical twists. McGuckian’s portrayal of the authorial voice as a hesitantly politicized subject that conveys morality through her containment of pain and violence makes space for reading this volume not only as a personal memento for the poet’s father’s death but also as a subtle introduction to McGuckian’s commitment towards sociopolitical commentary.

McGuckian's sixth collection, Shelmalier (Gallery Press, 1998), focuses on Irish history even more overtly. The collection explores the 1798 Rebellion and relates the poet's own learning process about her country's rebellious history, which enabled her ‘to welcome into consciousness figures of an integrity [she] had never learned to be proud of’ (Author's Note to Shelmalier). Her approach to the historical events is thus a deeply personal one, as she explores the emotional impact and legacy of the past, for instance in ‘The Feastday of Peace’, where ‘the long, long dead / steer with their warmed breath / my unislanded dreams’. The historical events and figures, then, are filtered through the poet's creative subconscious, her dreams, while political commentary or rhetoric is deliberately avoided. Instead, the figures of the United Irishmen fighting and dying for Ireland's freedom are 'resurrected' in at times romanticized or eroticized encounters, often playing upon traditional gendered representations of Ireland, for instance in ‘Stone with Potent Figure’, which envisions Ireland as a girl ‘buried / Weaponless in her coffin’ – sleeping rather than dead.

Similarly, Drawing Ballerinas (Gallery Press, 2001), McGuckian's seventh collection, centres on the Troubles as well as the onset of the Northern Irish Peace Process in the wake of the 1998 Good Friday Agreement. As McGuckian informs us in a footnote, the title poem refers to a quotation by French painter Matisse who, ‘when asked how he managed to survive the war artistically, replied that he spent the worst years “drawing ballerinas”.’ McGuckian thus implicitly answers back to those critics reproaching her for supposedly ignoring the civil war around her. Although the poem describes one of Matisse's ballerina drawings, her description presents the dancing girl as the victim of a bomb explosion:



The body turns in, restless, on itself,

in a womb of sleep, an image of isolated sleep.

It turns over, reveals opposing versions of itself,

one arm broken abruptly at elbow and wrist,

the other wrenched downwards by the force of the turning.
 

(McGuckian 2001)


The poem, as its footnote further informs us, commemorates ‘Ann Frances Owens, schoolfellow and neighbour, who lost her life in the Abercorn Café explosion, 1972’. As this poem poignantly illustrates, the legacy of the Troubles, though at times concealed and disguised, is deeply entwined with Medbh McGuckian's hauntingly beautiful and enigmatic poems.

If ‘the war’ is implicit in McGuckian's poems up to Drawing Ballerinas, it arguably moves centre stage in her next collection, a volume published for McGuckian's American readers and aptly titled The Soldiers of Year II (Wake Forest UP, 2002). Twenty‐two of the seventy‐six poems also appeared in Drawing Ballerinas, while some of the rest were published in The Face of the Earth (Gallery, 2002) and later collections brought out by Gallery Press. The Soldiers of Year II, however, is a volume with a strong and coherent thematic focus, concentrating on the effects of violence on the body and soul. Although the poet alludes to historical atrocities such as the Great Famine, the World Wars‚ or the Troubles, her attention is on the present, in particular on the ways in which language can process trauma. The opening prose poem of the volume, ‘Helen's War’, introduces this concept. The piece mentions a debilitating three‐year illness, and also hints at war, merging public and private traumas that are equally difficult to process. The word ‘die’ occurs seven times in different contexts, but the text does not limit time or characters, hinting at the pervasiveness of suffering. The poem ends with the speaker attempting to take the anonymous addressee back in time:


Once I wanted to take you down the lane to the haunted house, the fairies' house, we would have had a great day, but she wouldn't let me take you through the grass in case you got your feet wet. We were just setting off, when she gave this cry, or shriek, from the gate, and so we had to turn back.


The presence of pain, and the ‘shriek’ of the mother, halt the process of remembering, and the ‘haunted house’ of memory remains unvisited while trauma is still acutely experienced. Going back in time is only possible if the violence of illness, death, and political upheaval is accepted, owned, and articulated; otherwise reliving these experiences also re‐traumatizes.

Dealing with past trauma is also the subject of ‘Love Affair with Firearms’, which in its title calls attention to the paradox of healing: remembering heals but also re‐traumatizes. The poem describes ‘boys' graves’ on photographs, their deaths ‘stranded outside of time’. The act of remembering brings the speaker ‘right back where we were / before the world turned over’ into the moment precipitating violence, a process which ‘shovels up / fresh pain’ alongside the ‘long‐stemmed roses’ of healing. The central paradox of the poem is the demand of recovery through the passing of time in order to write lovingly about victims of violence without allowing anger and hurt to take over. The Soldiers of Year II suggests, however, that this is impossible, and that memory will always re‐traumatize.

McGuckian's following three volumes‚ The Face of the Earth (Gallery, 2002), Had I a Thousand Lives (Gallery, 2003), and The Book of the Angel (Gallery, 2004), concluded a four‐year period in which the poet produced a new collection annually. While the violence of the previous decade was largely absent, during these years the fragility of the peace process was all too apparent‚ and genuine confidence about the durability of the peace was frequently difficult to sustain. The political violence experienced through the Troubles had arisen in thematic, allegorical forms in McGuckian's more overtly political volumes, Shelmalier and Captain Lavender. Drawing Ballerinas had signalled the arrival of a new thematic voice and interest in McGuckian's work, reflecting on the Troubles from a more internalized, almost philosophical perspective. Its succeeding three collections published in Ireland continue with this theme, allowing the experienced violence and darkness to surface in an increasingly spiritual tone. Religion and faith appear as comfort and creative impetus, suffusing McGuckian's language with otherworldly and sacred imagery. Religion as a thematic focus follows the meditative reflections of The Soldiers of Year II and leads the poet back to contemplating the creative writing self. In The Face of the Earth, Had I a Thousand Lives, and The Book of the Angel death, spirituality‚ and religion become the source of creative performance, where divinity enters and reconfigures McGuckian's poetic language.

The Face of the Earth (Gallery, 2002) focuses on spiritual renewal through corporeal and natural images. The motto of the book, taken from the Psalms, is: ‘Thou sendest forth thy spirit, they are created: and thou renewest the face of the earth’. The face of the earth becomes the surface which bears the scars of the past yet which still needs renewal. The question, then, in both political and poetical terms, is whether rejuvenation is indeed possible or whether it remains an illusion. Here, the focus shifts to nature and its innate ability to revivify death and decay. In political terms, the collection considers ideas of progress and their relevance to the individual. And yet, The Face of the Earth also marks a return to the themes of McGuckian's earlier volumes. Images of nature and the female body as sites of identity evoke poems like ‘Isba Song’ or ‘Lime Trees in Winter, Retouched’ from Venus and the Rain, but the creative performance is centred on absence: ‘I kept colliding with the absence’ (‘High Altitude Lavender’). A deep‐seated unease permeates the volume. Words arrange themselves arbitrarily and the contribution of the author appears almost involuntary: ‘my hand made a shining journey of its own’ ("Christmas Eve Sky"). In terms of McGuckian's politicized aesthetics, this volume signals a temporary departure from a more overt political vocabulary.

Had I a Thousand Lives (Gallery, 2003) returns to some of McGuckian's earlier interests as well. Written for the bicentenary of the execution of Robert Emmet and Thomas Russell in 1803, the volume imaginatively appropriates the ‘saintly’ figures of Irish nationalist iconography to contemplate death and political sacrifice. The focus is not purely ideological though as the collection avoids direct commentary and political analysis. Rather, these poems suggest questions of identity and belonging through romanticized communion with Ireland's dead. It is in their death that Emmet and Russell ‘come alive’, and in this volume‚ death, in fact, becomes the driving force of the creative performance. The imagery of death in Had I a Thousand Lives characterizes the dynamics of identity formation. Identity, interpreted here as a construct of continual change and development, incorporates its own undoing. The political pressures of identity formation evoke a poetical response through reshuffling conventional metaphors of self. Death is no longer interpreted only as the ultimate obliteration of life. Seen as a threshold, death gains centre stage as the ultimate space and time which defines human, and poetic, expression. McGuckian comments: ‘Death is not something that should be used as an excuse for not saying things. Life is short’ (Modia 2004, 40).

The Book of the Angel (Gallery, 2004) offers a new departure within McGuckian's oeuvre. In this collection dedicated to angels, McGuckian reconsiders issues of religion, spirituality, and identity. The volume resolves some of the complicated issues at the heart of McGuckian's relationship to her Catholic faith:


Personal Catholicism is an ideal I try to follow, but the social persecution of the false minority created here has perhaps made me polemical and narrowed my focus or made me bitter. I have found it a relief to go back to pre‐reformation Dante for example. The Church's attitude to women was in my experience a very damaging coldness that took me a long time to recover from, if I have. On the other hand, the beauty and aspiration and comfort of the rituals and prayer have been a vital support. Specifically in The Book of the Angel I have been fascinated by the doctrines of the Eucharist and the Incarnation, and although the trial of Christ has always corresponded with my sense of Ireland's injustice and tragedy, the Resurrection, as with Yeats, has always given suffering a meaning and made living here, in the sense of the North and this world, possible.

(Modia 2004)




Perhaps most significantly, prayer becomes an alternative language of poetic and political expression as the act of composition is placed in the context of divine creation. McGuckian contextualizes the process of writing as prayer, and the unstable speaking (praying) self becomes the recipient of communication, simultaneously distanced as divine and approached as human. The reader becomes positioned within the process of prayer, and thus reading, too, becomes praying. This kind of poetic prayer is secular and humanist, however, and the central idea of disrupting patterns of communication remains dominant. The angels who occupy these poems and accompany the reader on a spiritualized journey, are ungraspable, shapeless, and in most poems genderless, though lovingly humanized transient creatures: ‘Words remain on the shore, but when the angel / falls in love, with his different prayer movements, / he is the perfect human’ (‘Poem Rhyming in “J”’). Ultimately, The Book of the Angel signals a departure from the earlier volumes in its daring, yet subversive, engagement with overt Catholic iconography.

In her last four volumes published to date‚ Medbh McGuckian returns to some of her earlier themes and simultaneously conducts a retrospective journey through her creative oeuvre. The Currach Requires No Harbour (Gallery, 2006) and My Love Has Fared Inland (Gallery, 2008) are both collections about journeying, while The High Caul Cap (Gallery, 2012) reverses this theme and explores the themes of loss and disintegration. Her last volume to date, Love, the Magician (Arlen House, 2018), is a daring, imaginative departure that speaks to and about women, addressing the paralysis of patriarchal dominance, ageing‚ and invisibility.

In a manner similar to the two preceding volumes, The Currach Requires No Harbour (Gallery, 2006) considers the effects and meanings of political violence. The collection was born out of the violence McGuckian's daughter, Emer, experienced in Belfast one day coming home from school, which had a profound effect on the poet. McGuckian recounted the details of the event in an interview as follows:


This bus [the school‐bus] would take all the children to begin with, but would then drop off the Protestant children in the Protestant area, and then ferry the Catholics up to the more Catholic districts. It's very clear where that border is. The bus was attacked there. All the Protestants got off and attacked the bus because they knew there were only Catholics left. Emer got a brick thrown at her head. She took an epileptic fit. It had hit her eye.

(Alcoiba‐Murphy and Kirkland 2010, 205)


The traumatic effect of this sectarian violence makes The Currach Requires No Harbour a heavily politicized volume. The first sixteen poems of the collection reflect on her daughter's injury and on the poet's personal struggle to come to terms with the seemingly unchanged violent landscape in which she lives. ‘Seeing’ and ‘blindness’ are central concepts here that shape the poet's understanding of politics, religion, and family responsibilities. However, McGuckian also claimed that The Currach Requires No Harbours is a ‘woman's book’, and the second part of the volume shifts the focus to older women and explores the metaphor of the ‘house’ in this context. In these poems, the poetic psyche is both the observing and the suffering subject‚ and the reader is invited to partake in this introspection. The verses reflect on the effects of political violence, but there is no morality and no didactic teaching. The poems, like hurt bodies, are simply there, presenting mortality and pain.

My Love Has Fared Inland (Gallery, 2008) promises a definite inward journey in its title. Taking up familiar themes of creativity and spirituality, the poems trace an introspective voyage the reader is not always invited to join. McGuckian returns to the language, and linguistic difficulty, of her earliest volumes. Her metaphors are self‐reflexive, introverted, and resistant to easy paraphrase. The motto of the book warns that ‘sound ha[s] to abandon the servile function of signification’ to become ‘vital’ and ‘its own excuse for being’. We are not invited to interpret, but only to enjoy the words ‘freely as music’. As often is the case with McGuckian, however, there is a thematic coherence that points beyond the linguistic difficulty. The volume's central ideas seem to float, dispersed among a variety of themes. Death, writing, nature, and love all play a part, brought together by the recurring motif of inward movement. This private journey is driven by suffering and authorial anxiety, and its meditations on death echo the poet's earlier work on this subject. Non‐consequential action, futility‚ and dead ends epitomize a voice which exists only for itself. This minimalistic, dark tone is at the crux of McGuckian's poetic expression in this volume, which seems to foreground ideas of passivity, failure, and futility. ‘South of Mars’ opens with a linguistic closure: ‘It's over now. Part of the story / has disappeared, into the void / of something that has ended forever’. The poem describes loss and a ‘sadness that slackens electrical lines’. Most tellingly it muses that ‘perhaps / what we thought would cast a thick shadow // will cast none at all’. Whether this is about leaving a poetic mark or personal anxiety, ‘casting a shadow’ becomes a recurring motif throughout the volume.

McGuckian's second last volume, The High Caul Cap (Gallery, 2012), is about death, loss, and the struggle to come to terms with grief. The poems chart the poet's progress from the helplessness of watching her mother's body deteriorate to mourning her death and trying to come to terms with life without her, and ending with imagining the already departed soul's impressions on life. ‘Dormition: Madonna with Trees’ attempts to accompany the mother on her ‘disintegrating voyage’. At the poem's end, the dying mother stands alone, ‘anchored’ in her life, while her loved ones hold on and ‘go beyond her’, into the abyss of death:



Now all of the bodies

stand to one edge of the drapery,

without releasing, go beyond her,

so that she may stall and anchor there.



The mother dies as quietly as she lived, softly slipping away from her family. What has changed is her child's encounter with oblivion, which alters her relationship with the mother. The dying process is also a process of love that embraces that void, rather than turning away from it. The Madonna's pietá gives example to the way love can make sense of death, an idea that stands at the centre of this collection. The book is both a haunting and a haunted gaze: it sees and shows everything, courageously accompanying the body on its journey of decline. The poems are populated by images of loss, blindness, illness, and other types of atrophy, taking ownership of that which usually the human gaze avoids. Looking for a safe place in the abyss, these works explore ideas of spirituality, interiority, and love.

Love, the Magician presents a very different, much more defiant authorial tone. The volume is addressed to women, who are the ‘magical beings’ populating these poems. The pain and loss of the earlier volumes is suffused with strength and a sense of mutiny against everything that stands in the way of female autonomy and agency. Thus, although the experience of ageing‚ for example‚ is depicted in its stark reality in ‘Notes From Bed’, (‘How astonishing, when the lights / of health go down, / a returning shimmer / of who she had been’ (McGuckian 2018, 23), the poem concludes with the speaker ‘opening [her] eyes’ and realizing that ‘life may be other / than that which is foreshadowed’ (24). This ‘faith‐based strategy’ gives visibility and agency to the ageing woman, who is no longer dependent on being seen by others for her selfhood. In a similar vein, McGuckian also presents historical writings of patriarchal dominance over women’s bodies in a context that subverts and ridicules the male voice, and gives power to the hitherto invisible woman. Thus, in ‘A Priest Assesses Breastmilk for Wet Nursing’, McGuckian cleverly reproduces a sixteenth‐century excerpt from Thomas Phaer’s Book of Children, where a man assesses the body of the future wet nurse as if discussing a domestic animal:



A fat nurse is preferable to a thin one, but if one can be

found that nearly corresponds with the constitution

Of the child’s mother, she will answer still better:

She ought to be able to suckle at each breast,

The nipples of which should be of a middling size.

These ought also to be irritable, so they grow erect

By being gently stroked with your finger,

Which is a necessary quality of their giving milk. (35)



The measured male voice that is offering instructions for choosing a wet nurse becomes absurd and somewhat divorced from reality towards the end of the poem, where male anxiety turns towards superstition and questions of fathering (‘The way Licidas rushes / to see if you have milk, it would seem the rake / is interested in the baby’). By stripping the text from its original historical context and presenting it as a twentieth‐century poem, McGuckian draws attention to how issues of male dominance still permeate our world (particularly in light of recent male uproars about breastfeeding in public‚ for example), and she also highlights the ridiculousness of masculine claims over female bodies. Although the female voice remains quiet in this poem, the woman emerges as a magically complex being who resists scrutiny and instruction.

Love, the Magician gives the impression that the poet has abandoned her authorial anxiety about meeting readerly and critical expectations. McGuckian is not trying to be a feminist in the ‘right’ way, nor does she want to apologize any longer about her writing technique and textual impenetrability. There seems to be a new‐found freedom in this collection, where the poet brazenly claims that ‘we are what we borrow’ (30), and finishes the volume with an unabashed ars poetica, ‘explaining’ her modus operandi:



Leave your nets, for I have found

a good net for a herring fisher,

with unattributed quotations

and abrupt shifts of subjects –

Because I am African,

dark, eastern, irrational, non‐western,

because I am feminine.



In conclusion, Medbh McGuckian takes us on an extraordinary journey in her volumes published to date. Encompassing gender, political, spiritual, and philosophical concerns, her multilayered work engages with issues that resonate with readers across continents. At the centre of her poetic universe‚ there is pain, trauma, silence, but also love and playfulness. Her unique poetic style renders her one of the most compelling voices in contemporary poetry in English. Her readers can expect to be challenged and engaged on a creative, linguistic, and philosophical level. Her unusual method of composition (weaving together strands from various prose texts and her ‘abrupt shift of subjects’) turns her poems into strangely original creations, where ‘all we have to go on is the words’.
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Paul Muldoon

ALEX ALONSO



1

When Paul Muldoon’s first collection, New Weather (1973)‚ was printed entirely and erroneously in italics, an anonymous reviewer noted in the Times Literary Supplement that the book’s typographical stress gave ‘the appearance of a monstrous refrain’.1 Looking back almost fifty years on, it seems fitting that a poet fascinated by the notions of origins and wrong turns should have started his career with a misprint.

Mistakes, corrections, and roads taken or not taken have become increasingly prominent motifs for Muldoon, who produced an erratum slip in rhyming quatrains (‘Errata’) in his 1998 volume Hay, and whose 2015 collection, One Thousand Things Worth Knowing, dragged this preoccupation with slips into the digital age, referring in ‘Dirty Data’ to computer records that are inaccurate, incomplete, or erroneous. Muldoon’s work has made an enrichment of miswritings, misreadings, and misrememberings, with the slip drawing attention to itself even when it slips the mind altogether. Take‚ for instance‚ the lovers in ‘History’ who are fumbling to recall their first encounter: ‘Where and when exactly did we first have sex? | Do you remember?’ (P, 87). In the earlier ‘October 1950’, Muldoon’s speaker imagines another sexual encounter that he cannot possibly remember, namely‚ the night of his conception: ‘Whatever it is, it all comes down to this: | My father’s cock | Between my mother’s thighs. | Might he have forgotten to wind the clock?’ (P, 76). Slips of the mind, and of rhyme words like ‘cock’ and ‘clock’, are categories of the would‐be mistake by which this playful, irreverent poet turns language into a vehicle for slippage. As the nod to Tristram Shandy suggests (‘Pray, dear, … have you not forgot to wind up the clock?’), this poem presents a cock‐and‐bull story about beginnings and begetting, using the moment of conception as a way of winding back, as Tristram does, to an ultimately elusive point of origin. But the poem’s fantasy of conception is also an act of self‐creation, and it prompts him to wonder what came before – perhaps ‘a chance remark | In a room at the top of the stairs’, or ‘an open field, as like as not, | Under the little stars’. Like Laurence Sterne’s epic of misadventure, Muldoon’s poem dramatizes the question of origins and how to write about them, going back to the childhood home in Northern Ireland which is so often the imagined point of departure and return in his work.



2

Muldoon was born in 1951, eldest child of Patrick Muldoon, a farm labourer and market gardener, and Brigid Regan, a schoolteacher. He lived most of his early life on a small farm in Collegelands, a townland in County Armagh. The family settled there, near The Moy, after a few years living in the village of Eglish in County Tyrone. ‘Through all his later migrations’, as Clair Wills has observed, ‘this childhood landscape … has remained the constant in Muldoon’s work’.2 Not only the places themselves, but the roots of place names and the memories attached to them remain at the forefront of Muldoon’s poetic imagination, wedding him to his native place through evocations of its history and folklore which have exerted an ever‐greater draw on his work as events have drawn him further away from home.

Muldoon moved to Belfast in 1969. Studying at Queen’s University, he forged a friendship with Seamus Heaney and several other established Northern Irish writers to whom Heaney introduced him, Michael Longley and Derek Mahon among them. After graduating from Queen’s‚ he married fellow student Anne‐Marie Conway, whom he later divorced in 1977, and took up a role as an Arts producer with BBC Northern Ireland in 1973, a role he held for the next thirteen years. Written during his stint with the BBC, ‘The Right Arm’ in Quoof (1983) thinks back to a time when his father ‘kept a shop in Eglish’, where the three‐year‐old Muldoon would habitually ‘plunge [his] arm into the sweet‐jar’. The end of the poem sees the right arm – his writing arm – uncannily well‐preserved:



The Eglish sky was its own stained‐glass vault

and my right arm was sleeved in glass

that has yet to shatter.

(P, 108)



In a characteristic flash of etymological wordplay, this ‘stained glass’ taps into the ecclesiastical root of ‘Eglish’, the Irish word for church (eaglais), which is ‘wedged between’ its Latin and French counterparts ‘ecclesia’ and ‘église’. The glass sleeve, a partition, makes a fairly transparent gesture to Northern Ireland’s sectarian divisions and its primary polarizing forces (the English, the church), with the jar itself becoming a ‘vault’, albeit a fragile one, which effectively annexes part of the speaker from himself. But the stained glass is also a kind of window or lens which has coloured the poet’s view of the world; and as we see in subsequent poems and collections, even now it has ‘yet to shatter’.

Thirty‐five years later in One Thousand Things Worth Knowing, Muldoon, having long since taken American citizenship, returned to the shop in Eglish in ‘Charles Émile Jacque: Poultry Among Trees’, a poem named after Jacque’s unremarkable depiction of a small wooden poultry shed. Originally published in Lines of Vision: Irish Writers on Art (2014), this ekphrastic poem crosses multiples lives and sightlines, refocusing the father’s shop in his native Northern Ireland as well as Muldoon’s earlier poem about it, and transplanting both onto a contemporary American landscape as seen through a nineteenth‐century French farmyard painting.3 A zigzag of remembered places and pictures, the poem is also a reminder of Muldoon’s method in the later collections, where memories are intertwined with the poems that first recorded them, and seem increasingly prone to translation across time and space. What’s lost, or indeed gained, in such translations is brought into relief here. ‘It was in Eglish that my father kept the shop’, the speaker begins, before the distant tinkle of the bell prompts another ‘childhood memory’, moving from the family shop to the ‘adjoining shed’ of the painting, where a chicken has filled its crop with hay: his father ‘opened it with a razor blade’, retrieved the sop of hay, ‘then sewed it up with a darning needle and thread’ (OTTWK, 14).

Playing on the familiar identification of ‘text’ and ‘textile’ (from texĕre, ‘to weave’) as well as the poem’s rich blend of old and new material, the father’s surgical needlework seems purposefully mimetic of Muldoon’s poetic stitching. Thematic threads of separation and withdrawal from the earlier poem are rewound and acquire new meanings across the years, with the razor blade and the stained‐glass cutting a line through each text, and the ‘clove rock’ plucked from the sweet‐jar returning in the hay plucked out of the chicken (‘cleave’, from the Old English clíofan, originally meant ‘to cut with a knife’). But where the wound in ‘The Right Arm’ was waiting to happen, in the later poem it has already been inflicted, and, if not exactly healed, at least partly repaired. The shed of the titular painting, once adjoined to the shop in rural Tyrone, is now thrown into a new version of pastoral as Muldoon’s speaker, neglecting ‘the blueprint of a shack from Poultry Keeping for Dummies’, prefers ‘to wing it, to tack | together Jahangiri Mahal from a jumble | of 2x4 studs … in New Jersey’s rough‐and‐tumble’. ‘The Right Arm’ and ‘Poultry Among Trees’ speak to each other across the decades as well as across the Atlantic, the first suggesting a ‘blueprint’ for the second, with Muldoon following the family template of poultry‐keeping and shed‐making (his father’s pursuits) while also making his own way in America. A series of impressions loosely linked by the central theme or memory of poultry‐keeping, ‘Poultry Among Trees’ characterizes the agile, autobiographical, and endlessly intertextual globetrotting of Muldoon’s associative imagination. Distanced here from recollections of the father who died in 1985, and from the shop in Eglish – site of his ‘earliest memories’, as the poet claimed in his Paris Review interview – the people and places of Muldoon’s childhood are nevertheless, as he states elsewhere, ‘seared onto my retina’.4

In the context of Muldoon’s life in two parts (the first spent in Ireland, the second in America), this pair of poems about early life in Northern Ireland speak to a highly productive tension in the poet’s work. Muldoon is routinely caught between the compulsions to revisit already opened ground and to venture into new territory. On some level, departures and returns have always been complementary forces in Muldoon’s creative imagination. In a 1981 interview with John Haffenden‚ the poet expressed his ideas of home and the importance of elsewhere, saying:


One of the ways in which we are most ourselves is that we imagine ourselves to be going somewhere else. It’s important to most societies to have the notion of something out there to which we belong, that our home is somewhere else … there’s another dimension, something around us and beyond us, which is our inheritance.5


More than simply wishing to leave, Muldoon gives the impression here that he ‘belongs’ in other places, as if ‘going somewhere else’ might also be a means of coming home. That other dimension ‘around us and beyond us, which is our inheritance’ could be referring hopefully to the prospect of a united Ireland; but it could just as easily refer to the United States, his eventual landing‐place and the destination of choice for many Irish writers before him. Muldoon’s poetry is intimately tied to personal history, and it is worth noting that his words in this interview came on the heels of Why Brownlee Left (1980), his third full collection, and his first after divorcing Conway. When the title poem tells of a farmer, Brownlee, who inexplicably abandons his farm, leaving a pair of horses ‘Shifting from foot to | Foot, and gazing into the future’ (P, 84), we are left with the impression that the usually sure‐footed Muldoon has grown hesitant about standing still. In similarly restive spirit‚ the collection’s last and longest poem, ‘Immram’, draws its name and narrative arc from a tradition of Old Irish voyage tale or immram (literally, ‘rowing around’). Muldoon’s ‘Immram’ is a retelling of Immram Curaig Máeldúin, or The Voyage of Muldoon’s Boat (also the source text for Tennyson’s ‘Voyage of Maeldune’), and the poetic sequence loosely follows the course of that particular legend with a contemporary twist. Written in a hardboiled detective style reminiscent of Raymond Chandler, the poem has a young male speaker making a dangerous pilgrimage in search of his lost father, only to end up, fatherless, in the Los Angeles pool hall where his journey began.6 The epic, often circular voyage is a structure Muldoon is particularly fond of, especially in his longer narrative poems; but here the American setting is one of several early clues that Muldoon may be gazing with intent into different possible futures, with a growing sense of wanderlust that precedes his emigration.

The poet’s fifth volume Meeting the British (1987) was the last he wrote in Ireland, and the final poem in that collection, ‘7, Middagh Street’, is openly awaiting his departure. A long sequence based in authorial biography, ‘Middagh Street’ is a transatlantic group portrait of the émigré writers and artists – ‘Wystan’ Auden, ‘Gypsy’ Rose Lee, ‘Louis’ MacNeice‚ and company – who lived on and off at the Brooklyn Heights address. Setting the stage for Muldoon’s US arrival that year, the poem begins in 1939 with Auden (who, like Muldoon, subsequently became an American citizen) sailing into New York with Christopher Isherwood. It finishes with MacNeice likewise taking passage for America, leaving Belfast ‘by the back door of Muldoon’s’ (P, 193).
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Muldoon made his own way to New York in 1987 with his partner Jean Korelitz, an American novelist, whom he married later that year. In the United States, the poet took up invitations to teach at Columbia, Princeton, Berkeley, and Massachusetts before returning to Princeton on a permanent basis in 1990. Those roaming academic engagements played into Madoc: A Mystery (1990), the first book of poems Muldoon wrote entirely in America, which had travelled with him across the United States: ‘I started it in Saratoga Springs’, he said, ‘wrote much of it in Berkeley, finished it in Massachusetts. Moving around a great deal as it moved around’.7 The title poem, ‘Madoc’, traverses the American landscape with the same spirit of enquiry, and is in many ways a crucial link in Muldoon’s poetic evolution. A vast epic of travel based, like ‘7, Middagh Street’, on the biography of a would‐be commune of writers, ‘Madoc’ takes Muldoon’s work into a new, experimental phase as it reflects obliquely on his transition from Ireland to the United States. Its counterfactual narrative is founded on the premise that in 1798 Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Robert Southey set sail for America to set up a utopian settlement, or ‘Pantisocracy’, on the Susquehanna River – a mission the poets planned but in reality never took. By far his longest and obscurest work, Madoc represents Muldoon’s poetic cabaret unleashed in America, scattering its ‘pearwood box | of tricks’ across a canvas of unprecedented size (P, 211).

The volume and its outsize title poem take their name from the myth of Madoc, a twelfth‐century Prince of Wales who was said to have landed in America in 1170 three hundred years before Columbus, where he founded a tribe of ‘Welch Indians’ (P, 269). Crammed full of clues, ciphers, and more than its fair share of red herrings, ‘Madoc’ is partly a mock‐detective story on the trail of this lost Welsh tribe. The poem sifts through etymological and historical accounts of Native America for a pivotal meeting point when the Old World meets the New. Southey’s horse Bucephalus is often a mouthpiece for these dubious hypotheses, as when informing the poet that ‘the “nock” in Mount Monadnock | is indeed the Gaelic word cnoc, a hill’ (P, 248). Although tongue‐in‐cheek, these etymological theories reveal a serious preoccupation with Hiberno‐American transmigrations. In the absence of a legitimate historical bridge between Muldoon’s native languages (Irish and English) and the languages of Native America, the poem conducts an imaginary investigation of Celtic roots and symbols in the New World, implicating Southey and Coleridge in its far‐fetched transatlantic exploration of the legacy of Prince Madoc. Madoc’s unlikely synthesis of sources is an indicator of Muldoon’s perennial interest in alternate lives and narratives of origination – both felt especially keenly here in his debut American volume, which itself represents what the poem describes as a ‘fork in the trail’ (P, 205).

Following this American mystery tour, Muldoon’s 1994 collection‚ The Annals of Chile, sees autobiography flood back into his work in the United States, and foregrounds America as the launch pad for a series of future returns to his childhood in Northern Ireland. The speaker in ‘Twice’ recalls discovering a thick cylinder of ice in a water barrel, which his school friends extract with a saw and crowbar. Squinting through the ice (another memorable lens) he sees a fellow student, Clery, grinning from both ends of a school photograph: ‘Two places at once, was it, or one place twice?’ (P, 331) The poem’s double vision – an impossible warp of images, times, and places – sets the tone for a volume which is habitually looking through, as well as back to, a distorted picture of the past. The Annals is largely eclipsed by another kind of doubling: a pair of hyper‐inventive poems of memory, ‘Incantata’ and ‘Yarrow’, which share a formal partnership and together comprise the majority of the book’s pages. ‘Incantata’ is a virtuosic elegy for the Irish‐American artist Mary Farl Powers, a friend and former partner of Muldoon’s‚ who died of cancer in 1992; ‘Yarrow’ is an elegiac epic of adolescence, commemorating the poet’s relationships with his mother and an anonymous lover known only as ‘S—’. These poems were written back‐to‐back in contiguous forms, both employing a sequence of ninety rhyme‐sounds that originated in ‘Yarrow’.8

That poem begins on the poet’s home‐patch, with the child‐self surveying the family farm in Northern Ireland while the adult‐self examines a sprig of yarrow from ‘a den in St John’s, Newfoundland’, haunted by the foreknowledge that the farm ‘would be swept away’ by the proliferating yarrow ‘that fanned across the land’ (P, 348, 347). As it returns to primal places, the poem also plays and preys upon slips of memory. Its narrative is based on a crucial misremembering, with the culprit seemingly the figure of the young poet himself, who mistakes his mother’s request for ‘marrow seeds’ on the way to market (363): yarrow seeds are accidentally purchased and planted, and the weed quickly overruns the farm. The course of the poem involves multiple Atlantic crossings, such as bird migration patterns, the voyages taken by the good ship Hispaniola in Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island, and the flight patterns of a fighter plane of uncertain origin: ‘“American,” did I write? British’ (388). ‘Yarrow’ turns on these transatlantic movements as well as the child’s momentous mistake, and acquires its dizzying momentum from the notion of slippage. Its highly elaborate form – ‘a series of intercut, exploded sestinas’, as Muldoon has stated, reprising a regular pattern of end‐rhymes9 – is built on a faltering sequence of verbal and episodic returns in which the ‘slip’ appears in the rhyming position on ten occasions, far more frequently than any other word. As both a verb and a polymorphic noun, ‘slip’ refers not only to a mistaken or accidental action, but to giving pursuers ‘the slip’, the ‘slip of a girl’ who appears in a recurring dream, the woman’s undergarment or ‘diaphanous half‐slip’, the ‘carbon‐slip’ (a copy of the boy’s shopping list of seeds), and the horticultural ‘little green slip’. These repetitions, almost always as line ends, suggest that slips are not only pressing on the mind of the poem, but are also pressed into its formal framework. Projected from America to early life in Ireland, the poem’s lines repeat their mistakes in subtly different ways, returning to examine the fault lines along which the overarching form and narrative fall ‘wildly out of synch’ (P, 385). Just as the italics of New Weather gave the entire volume the appearance of a monstrous refrain, so ‘Yarrow’ adapts that refrain into an aesthetic of continuous slippage, powered by a sestina‐like wheel which reprints and misprints itself into a monstrous autobiographical palimpsest.

Formally, it is possible to see a clear continuity from the rhyming template that emerges in ‘Yarrow’ and the sequence as it is re‐crafted in ‘Incantata’, with the same ninety rhymes appearing in the same order – this time arranged in a concentric pattern of octave stanzas, rather than intercut across a series of broken sestinas.10 The poem is a kind of monument to Mary Powers, charged with esoteric ideas of the spell or incantation as well as the musical cantata, which cycles through a deluge of memories in a consciously vain attempt, as in the final lines, to have her ‘reach out, arrah, | and take in your ink‐stained hands my own hands stained with ink’ (P, 341). If elegy, like rhyme, is a means of bringing things back, ‘Incantata’ is also setting the pattern going forward as it strains after the possibility of reanimation. When asked in 2000 about this extraordinary endeavour which invokes the form of a poem cast elsewhere, Muldoon explained:


I could tell you how I wrote ‘Incantata’, for example, was to just simply, physically, take all the rhyme words, rhyme endings, from ‘Yarrow’, start it again and just repeat it. […] I knew it was going to be such a hard poem to write, that if I didn’t […] have some sort of […] rail through it, I could probably not do it at all.11


This ninety‐rhyme scheme started life, then, as a ‘rail’ through raw, messy, emotional material about loss and desire that might otherwise derail his attempts to account for it in verse, and since then it has taken on a life of its own.

Insistently calling attention to itself, the scheme returns again in all of Muldoon’s subsequent volumes (except the latest in 2015, One Thousand Things Worth Knowing), producing a colossal commemorative magnum opus that now bridges five collections and sixteen years of poetic output.12 Like ‘Yarrow’ and ‘Incantata’, many of these are works are elegies; and while they ring the changes on a strangely familiar cast of characters including the mother, father, lost lover, sister, friend, wife, and child, all riff in different ways on a recognizable set of themes and motifs. Mythic quests, ghostly visitations, and suggestively autobiographical variations on the Muldoon family romance come together in an intertextual web or voyage of association. This great vortex of private material is at the heart of Muldoon’s poetic enterprise, not only in the forms of his later, longer works but in the self‐referential pattern of his entire oeuvre, which seems to be spiralling back on itself with increasing insistence. Of Muldoon’s earlier writing Clair Wills has noted that ‘the individual poem invariably resonates, through a pattern of chimes and allusions, with the distinctive voice of the volume in which it appears’.13 In his work since The Annals, however, those patterns and chimes and distinctive voices now look as if they transcend not only the individual poem but also the individual collection, with each book built on, and building in, a mobile trans‐textual annal of Muldoon’s life and works.

Notions of the trans‐textual, of Muldoon weaving his work into a rich tapestry of self‐reference, are taken up in ways besides rhyme in his 1998 volume Hay. The lines of ‘Errata’ are not genuine misprints or even Freudian slips, but a series of mock‐errata which parody the idea of correction:



For ‘Antrim’ read ‘Armagh.’

For ‘mother’ read ‘other.’

For ‘harm’ read ‘farm.’

For ‘feather’ read ‘father.’

(P, 445)



These lines suggest a continuation of the autobiographical family drama developed in The Annals, with ‘Armagh’ and ‘farm’ naming the original place, and ‘mother’ and ‘father’ the original actors. Almost all the corrected words in the poem appear elsewhere in Muldoon’s work, implying the existence of an autobiographical text that this poem is editing or reading itself against. By pointing the reader towards words or would‐be mistakes elsewhere, ‘Errata’ seems to suggest the possibility of a serial order of the slip beyond the individual Muldoon poem or volume. Read in this way, the errata themselves become less significant than what they seem to imply – namely, an authorial intra‐textuality cutting across his Irish and American oeuvre, and conjoining two strands of Muldoon’s life and career.
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The next few years were an especially busy period for the poet professionally, involving a series of transatlantic journeys in his capacity as Oxford Professor of Poetry. Muldoon delivered his Clarendon lecture series To Ireland, I (2000) in Oxford in 1998 before his election to the Oxford Professorship in 1999. The post demanded a further fifteen lectures, later collected in The End of the Poem (2006), which the poet produced while shuttling between Princeton and Oxford over a five‐year spell that coincided with the appearance of his ninth book of poems, Moy Sand and Gravel (2002). At the time his idiosyncratic, inventive, and delightfully overdetermined brand of literary commentary in To Ireland, I and The End of the Poem represented a new string to Muldoon’s bow, and his experience of ferrying between England, Ireland‚ and America – imaginatively in the critical texts, as well as in person – is built into both the lecture series and the poems he produced over that period. ‘Eugenio Montale: The Eel’ in Moy Sand and Gravel is Muldoon’s translation of a Montale poem he discusses at length in The End of the Poem, in which the eel trawls the seas to ‘fetch and ferry back | to some green and pleasant spawning ground, a green soul scouting and scanning | for life’ (MSG, 58). These movements epitomize the ‘veerings from, over, and back along a line, the notions of di‐, trans‐, and regression’ that characterize his critical prose as well as his poetry;14 and Muldoon evokes something of his own homing instincts in the eel’s long departure and return, triangulating Oxford with Princeton and Northern Ireland as the poet’s ‘spawning ground’. In To Ireland, I Muldoon refers regularly to what he calls ‘crypto‐currents’, usually a single word or image that ‘allows a reader to open the portal on this passage’ and connect it with another, pointing to the subtle connective currents by which many of his own poems are ‘almost invisibly’ carried along.15 That this eel poem has crossed over from, or into, his lectures is a sign that Muldoon’s poetic and critical texts share an appetite for the peripatetic, as well as an ambition to be part of a single continuous skein – two key aspects of his later writing, and two urges that seem to drive his poetry’s ongoing experiments with rhyme.

In the 2006 collection, Horse Latitudes, Muldoon’s imaginative strayings are not quite reined in but harnessed into a series of intricate elegiac forms. The most notable among these are three elegies for the poet’s sister: ‘Turkey Buzzards’, a magnificent hundred‐line poem comprised of one spiralling sentence; ‘Hedge School’, a highly crafted sonnet also comprising a single sentence; and ‘Sillyhow Stride’, a volume‐ending double elegy for his sister and the rock musician Warren Zevon, composed in terza rima. In the second of these, ‘Hedge School’, many of Muldoon’s compulsions – autobiography, history, etymology, intertextuality, multiple layers of memory – are brought to the fore. The poem thinks back along a female family line from ‘our great‐great‐grandmother’ to his daughter’s ‘all‐American Latin class’ (conjugating amo, amas, amat, with the prefix ‘Guantán‐’), to the teachings of Luciana, the sister in Shakespeare’s Comedy of Errors (‘headstrong liberty is lash’d with woe’), to thoughts about his own sister that he has tried and failed to suppress:



all past and future mornings were impressed

on me just now, dear Sis,

as I sheltered in a doorway on Church Street in St. Andrews

(where, in 673, another Maelduin was bishop),

and tried to come up with a ruse

for unsealing the New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary back in that corner shop

and tracing the root of metastasis.

(HL, 94)



A Maelduin was Bishop of St. Andrews in 1028, not 673 as the poem claims,16 although ‘another Maelduin’ did inherit the kingdom of the Scots in 673; and as the rhyme of ‘ruse’ with ‘St Andrews’ appears to suggest, Muldoon may have knowingly muddled his Maelduins here, nodding not only towards the farcical identity swaps of The Comedy of Errors but also the arch‐Muldoonian intertext, The Voyage of Maelduin. Another identity crisis follows, with the slip of amo (‘I love’) into ‘Guantánamo’ hinting at political falsehoods as well as errors in language, as well as playing on the slippery euphemism of the US ‘correctional facility’.

Metastasis is another part‐Latin word signifying ‘the movement of pain, disease, function, etc., from one site to another’, and it alludes in the lines above to the cancer detected in the poet’s sister. Her condition is addressed in ‘Turkey Buzzards’ earlier in the volume, as well as the concluding poem ‘Sillyhow Stride’, where we learn that their mother was diagnosed with ‘this same cancer, this same quick, quick, slow … thirty years ago’ (HL, 99). These intimate meditations about Muldoon’s closest female relations seem to have metastasized themselves, not only spreading through the volume but between books. The slip and the disease were grimly connected twelve years earlier in ‘Yarrow’, Muldoon’s elegy for his mother in The Annals of Chile, where the poet made a show of correcting the initial misidentification: ‘“Ovarian,” did I write? “Uterine”’ (P, 388). ‘Hedge School’ again goes in search of an error, or for some linguistic way out of the predicament – though as in ‘Yarrow’, correctly identifying the root of the disease will not ‘unseal’ it, with the New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary providing little consolation from the poem’s solemn identification of ‘Sis’ and ‘metastasis’. It may be that ‘ruse’, not ‘metastasis’, is the keyword in the poem: for while the dictionary and the diagnosis remain sealed, the desire to take shelter in language persists as Muldoon’s modus operandi in these family elegies; and in evoking the poet’s struggle to find the right words, ‘trying to come up with a ruse’ to open the dictionary provides a way of structuring the poem, as well as representing the pains taken to write it.

Where in Horse Latitudes intimations of mortality are the prevailing theme, Muldoon’s 2010 volume‚ Maggot, dwells on what life leaves behind, its poems trailing in the wake of events that give way to a series of meditations on rotting away. The volume’s centrepiece, ‘The Humors of Hakone’, is a gruesome reflection on the poetics of failure, the opening image of the ‘poem decomposing around what looked like an arrow’ pointing to the discovery of a murdered woman in Kyoto, Japan, and to an autopsy that gives up little more than variations on the refrain, ‘It was now far too late’. Foregrounding ‘the rot in erotica’, as Muldoon puts it elsewhere in Maggot, ‘The Humors’ is a kind of murder‐mystery poem written in the language of entomological forensics, building a case that falls short of answers (M, 98). The speaker’s insistence on his belatedness and consequent lack of conviction – ‘too late to cast about for clues’, ‘too late to establish … the time of death’, ‘too late to know if this was even the scene of the crime’ (63–64) – typifies the volume’s concern with missing links, potential misidentifications, and what can or can’t be pieced together after the fact. ‘A Hummingbird’ presents us with another mysterious ending that combines the skid of a tyre with the slip of the pen, jolting sideways from a throwaway comment about Finnegans Wake to the aftermath of yet another collision:



‘You know I still can’t help but think of the Wake

as the apogee, you know, of the typo.’

Like an engine rolling on after a crash,

long after whatever it was made a splash.

(M, 91)



Errors in typing and the unexplained fallout of an accident roll together in these gnomic final lines, with the engineering of mistakes – or the aftermath of mistakes – both thematic and paradigmatic in this volume about verbal and mechanical failures.
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Muldoon’s career, however, shows no signs of slowing down, even if, since the move to America, his work has become both easier and harder to place. His latest offering, One Thousand Things Worth Knowing, is by far Muldoon’s most international collection to date, its ports of call ranging from Belfast to Dominica, Havana to Nigeria, Newfoundland to Shoreditch. The book also brims with references to sailing and shipbuilding, with many poems turning on the nautical language of the dockyard or sea voyage. As we first saw in ‘Immram’, the Irish myth of Immram Curaig Máeldúin and the son’s oceanic pursuit of his father’s ghost has provided an enduring model for Muldoon’s myth‐making excursions of personal and poetic discovery. The same can be said of ‘Yarrow’ and ‘The Bangle (Slight Return)’, two earlier poems in which ships are prominently featured, and where the sea‐quest is central to surreal explorations of a partly invented family history.

In this 2015 volume, ‘Catamaran’ continues the line of family voyages. It is a poem about whale‐watching in which Muldoon now assumes the role of the seafaring parent, sailing with his son off the coast of the Caribbean:



Between Dominica and Martinique

we go in search of sperm whales, listening for their tink‐tink‐tink

on a hydrophone

hooked up to a minispeaker.

(OTTWK, 62)



A ‘hydrophone’ is an instrument used to detect underwater sounds – reverberations which seem emblematic of the overdetermined echoes, or ‘crypto‐currents’, that move beneath the surface of Muldoon’s work. Evoking the long‐distance communications of the whales, that ‘tink‐tink‐tink’ also calls back to the opening section of Muldoon’s ‘The Bangle (Slight Return)’: ‘We heard the tink | of blade on bone’ (P, 459), with ‘bone’ itself returning in the later ‘hydrophone’. These distant sonic trans‐textual connections point to a broader phenomenon in Muldoon’s writing, an aspect of his poems which can sometimes give way to the sense of being awash in a sea of echoes and allusions, and can make reading them – especially the longer poems – a strangely disorienting experience. ‘Catamaran’ is a poem about orientation at sea, finding a way of linking these whale sounds to ‘A prisoner’s tap | on a heating pipe’ (a code used to communicate between cells), to the copy of Lord of the Flies his son is reading, to Charles Monteith, William Golding’s editor, who salvaged the novel from ‘the slush pile at Faber’s’ twenty years before he would publish Muldoon’s New Weather, to the sudden vision of ‘lying by my dead wife | just as a sperm whale lies by its dead mate’, and to the clinching derivation that brings us back to the poem’s title: ‘A corruption of the Tamil term for “two logs | lashed together with rope or the like,” | the word we use is “catamaran.”’ A dizzying demonstration of Muldoon’s formal craft, the poem is a blaze of interconnection – testament to the bonds of Tamil and English, prisoner and prisoner, writer and editor, father and son, husband and wife, and of course the logs that keep the twin‐hulled vessel afloat, a vessel which is itself a means of bringing islands like ‘Dominica and Martinique’ closer together.

Staying in the same geographical region, ‘Cuba (2)’ recalls a recent trip to Havana with his daughter. Cuba emerges from this poem as a nation trapped in the past: from ‘the ’59 Buicks’ and ‘’59 Chevys’ to the ‘rain‐bleached streets … put through the mangle’, ‘much has been submerged here since the Bay of Pigs’ (OTTWK, 71, 74). But the poem also reflects Muldoon’s immersion in his own past, recycling as it does two earlier titles, ‘Cuba’ and ‘Anseo’, from the 1980 book Why Brownlee Left:



I’m hanging with my daughter in downtown Havana.

She’s worried people think she’s my mail‐order bride.

It might be the Anseo tattooed on her ankle.

It might be the tie‐in with that poem of mine.

(71)



‘I’ve suffered all my life from post‐traumatic fatigue’, he adds, as if destined to relive the history of his writing in flashback. Later the speaker alludes to another old title, ‘The Sightseers’ from Quoof, when ‘running down the list of my uncles’: ‘It was Uncle Pat who was marked by a gun’ (72). Those ‘tie‐ins’ with previous ‘poems of mine’ are an illustration of how Muldoon’s work is now not only returning to old material, but revising and reworking that material more self‐consciously than ever. Where ‘Cuba’ was a poem set in Northern Ireland in the shadow of the Cuban Missile Crisis, ‘Cuba (2)’ is set in present‐day Havana, clouded by Irish political concerns as well as Cuba’s post‐revolutionary malaise: ‘In Ireland we need to start now to untangle | the rhetoric of 2016’ (74). Like the previously discussed ‘Charles Émile Jacque: Poultry Among Trees’, in which the poet appears to relate to ‘the quizzical | view chickens take of history going in cycles’ (OTTWK, 15), ‘Cuba (2)’ is not only alluding to earlier poems but is a full‐fledged poetic sequel in itself – a displaced, transatlantic follow‐up to the original. ‘Noah & Sons’ is another notable example of the poetic sequel, offering a facsimile of the misprint model first explored in ‘Errata’, a poem published in Hay nearly twenty years earlier: ‘For “ewe” read “yew.” | For “baler” read “thrasher.” | For “retina” read “retinue.” | For “Ashur” read “Asher”’ (92). If in previous collections the ninety‐rhyme scheme was a way of producing a reusable framework for a series of long poems, now in One Thousand Things Worth Knowing, with Muldoon having ditched that rhyming template, we may be witnessing the emergence of a new order of serial writing.

Muldoon in his poems has always been preoccupied with origins and a sense of serial order, driven by a pattern of departures, returns, slips, and corrections that have enriched and given fresh impetus to a delightfully protean, imaginatively questing body of work. These concerns have become more entangled over time as the poet and his writings have criss‐crossed the Atlantic, and as his rhymes and intertextual references have become increasingly palimpsestic. In his earliest collections‚ Muldoon was heading somewhere else long before he actually left Ireland, and since arriving in the United States in 1987, the wanderlust that animated his previous work has been persistently redirected across a global landscape, with the island of Ireland placed at the centre of the map.

Ireland is certainly at the centre of Muldoon’s Rising to the Rising (2016), where the poet makes good on the need, as stated in ‘Cuba (2)’, ‘to untangle the rhetoric of 2016’. In this striking short volume of commissioned pieces for the 2016 centenary of the Easter Rising, the émigré poet transforms himself into Ireland’s bardic orator, a transatlantic performer unabashedly ‘speaking for Erin’. As we see in ‘1916: The Eoghan Rua Variations’, Muldoon’s speaker, unlike the ambivalent Yeats in ‘Easter 1916’, stands openly with the rebels: ‘The English pound | the GPO while we ourselves meet brute strength with brute | determination’ (R, 21). The balance of the book is heavily tipped towards the significance of the Rising for the Irish Republic, but in ‘July 1, 1916: With the Ulster Division’ we also find an evocative account of a unionist soldier at the Battle of the Somme, daydreaming about a girl from his hometown in Killeeshil (also the hometown of Muldoon’s father) before going over the top. The volume’s choral showpiece ‘One Hundred Years a Nation’, commissioned by RTÉ and broadcast live on Easter Sunday 2016, is an ambitious oratorio that sweeps through Irish history from the mythic past of ‘Finn and his men’ to present times when ‘Finn MacCool [has given] way to cool’ (30, 35). The poem centres on Ireland’s path to independence, framing the Rising as a stage in the nation’s reproductive process, ‘the bloody wave, the bloody spume | from which might spring a nation’ (32). Yeats’s words are again audible in these lines about Ireland’s nascent nationhood, not only in that memorable ‘spume’ from ‘Among School Children’, but in ‘the bloody wave’ that invokes ‘the blood‐dimmed tide’ of ‘The Second Coming’. But where Yeats a century earlier feared a rough beast slouching towards Bethlehem to be born, Muldoon’s anthem retrospectively revises that forecast of Ireland’s fortunes, its ‘main cause … to rejoice, | one hundred years a nation’ (37).

From Muldoon such an outright celebration of nation is more than a little unexpected, and appears starkly at odds with the transnational, tricksterish, deracinated attitudes of his work to date. In the Author’s Note to ‘One Hundred Years a Nation’, Muldoon questions ‘the idea of singularity that is at the heart of any concept of the nation’ (R, 28), and so seems to confirm that he sees the oratorio as travelling in a singularly unusual – and unusually singular – direction. Ten years earlier, in ‘The Old Country’ in Horse Latitudes, the poet took a very different approach to émigré nostalgia, presenting a mischievously satirical vision of Northern Ireland in which ‘every resort was a last resort’, ‘every ditch a last ditch’, and ‘every job an inside job’ (HL, 39, 40, 46). Those playful, ironized reflections on ‘the old country’ motif are missing from ‘One Hundred Years a Nation’, where, perhaps understandably given the commission’s commemorative purpose, the pleasure principle is not so much to the fore, and the need to monumentalize the occasion has overtaken any inclination to subvert it. Muldoon’s objections to ‘parish parasites’ and Ireland’s recent economic boom‐and‐bust (‘a great stag may be dragged down | by flimflam and stagflation’) are spiced with wordplay, but in the end they take little away from the poem’s decidedly buoyant vision of Ireland in the coming times: ‘we are ready to make our mark | on an Ireland yet to be’ (35).
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The resurgence of Ireland and the Irish language in Muldoon’s recent writing, evident not only in Rising to the Rising but also the interim volume Lamentations (2017), is undoubtedly related to the 2016 centenary. When it comes to Northern Irish attitudes‚ Muldoon has habitually placed politically sensitive words in other mouths, leaving possible ironies lurking in poems such as ‘Gathering Mushrooms’, where the nationalist plea (‘If we never live to see the day we leap | into our true domain, | lie down with us … and wait’) is delivered by ‘the head of a horse’ (P, 106). But recently the strength of the poet’s own republican sympathies has been pushed to the fore. Even as his commitment to internationalism seemed to peak in One Thousand Things Worth Knowing, the question of Irish nationhood has emerged more forcefully in his work over the last few years, nowhere more clearly than in Rising to the Rising. Muldoon’s career to date has followed the contrary calls of departure and return, drawing back to his roots in Northern Ireland while also revelling in the uprootedness and transatlantic mobility afforded by his American position – and perhaps his long‐term removal from Ireland, coupled with the diminution of sectarian tensions in recent years, have emboldened him to speak less guardedly on Irish matters. Where Muldoon goes from here remains an open question; but if his most recent work tells of new weather, perhaps the next departure will begin, as it has before, with a return to the familiar.



Abbreviations

The following abbreviations are used in the text to refer to works by Paul Muldoon:
	HL
	Horse Latitudes. London: Faber & Faber, 2006.
	M
	Maggot. London: Faber & Faber, 2010.
	MSG
	Moy Sand and Gravel. London: Faber & Faber, 2002.
	OTTWK
	One Thousand Things Worth Knowing. London: Faber & Faber, 2015.
	P
	Poems 1968–1998. London: Faber & Faber, 2001.
	R
	Rising to the Rising. Loughcrew: Gallery Press, 2016.





Notes


	1 See Tim Kendall, Paul Muldoon (Bridgend: Seren, 1996), 25. Parts of this essay are due to appear in Alex Alonso, Transatlantic Formations: Paul Muldoon in America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020).

	2 Clair Wills, Reading Paul Muldoon (Newcastle‐upon‐Tyne: Bloodaxe, 1998), 16.

	3 With thanks to Hugh Haughton, whose unpublished paper on ‘Paul Muldoon and the Game of the Name’ (Irish Association for the Study of Irish Literature conference, University College Cork, July 2016) was the first to identify the rich lines of correspondence between ‘The Right Arm’ and ‘Charles Émile Jacque: Poultry Among Trees’, and has informed the reading I give here.

	4 Paul Muldoon, ‘The Art of Poetry No. 87’, interview by James S. F. Wilson, The Paris Review, 169 (2004) at https://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/30/paul‐muldoon‐the‐art‐of‐poetry‐no‐87‐paul‐muldoon; Sebastian Barker, ‘A Drink with Paul Muldoon’, in Long Poem Group Newsletter, 7 (1998), last accessed 31 Jan. 2019 at http://www.dgdclynx.plus.com/lpgn/lpgn72.html.

	5 John Haffenden, Viewpoints: Poets in Conversation with John Haffenden (London: Faber and Faber, 1981), p. 141.

	6 In the original version of the story‚ Maelduin sets out to avenge his father, but after finding his father’s killer, chooses instead to forgive him. Muldoon’s poem revises this: the father is a drug mule who, as it transpires, has absconded to Buenos Aires to escape his employer, Redpath, and it is he who forgives the son and pardons his father. ‘Immrama’, a partner poem to ‘Immram’, imagines an alternative world in which his father set sail for South America, with the speaker ‘trailing [his] father’s spirit’ as far as Argentina (P, 85).

	7 Paul Muldoon, ‘The Art of Poetry No. 87’, interview by James S. F. Wilson, The Paris Review, 169 (2004), 86.

	8 Although ‘Incantata’ appears earlier in The Annals than ‘Yarrow’, which concludes the volume, in personal correspondence with the author Muldoon has confirmed that ‘Yarrow’ was in fact written first.

	9 Earl G. Ingersoll and Stan Sanvel Rubin, ‘The Invention of the I: A Conversation with Paul Muldoon’, Michigan Quarterly Review, 37.1 (1998), last accessed 10 Mar. 2019 at http://hdl.handle.net/2027/ spo.act2080.0037.106.

	10 Kendall was the first to spot this connection, in Paul Muldoon, 221.

	11 ‘Paul Muldoon in Conversation with Neil Corcoran’, in Paul Muldoon: Poetry, Prose, Drama, 185.

	12 These are ‘Yarrow’ and ‘Incantata’ in Annals (1994); ‘The Mudroom’, ‘Third Epistle to Timothy’, and ‘The Bangle (Slight Return)’ in Hay (1998); ‘At the Sign of the Black Horse, September 1999’ in Moy Sand and Gravel (2002); ‘Sillyhow Stride’ in Horse Latitudes (2006); ‘The Humors of Hakone’ and ‘The Side Project’ in Maggot (2010).

	13 Clair Wills, Reading Paul Muldoon, 22.

	14 Paul Muldoon, To Ireland, I (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 5.

	15 Muldoon, To Ireland, I, 17, 52.

	16 Peter McDonald footnotes this dating inaccuracy in ‘Paul Muldoon’, The Cambridge Companion to Irish Poets, ed. Gerald Dawe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 400, n.10.








29
William Boyd: ‘Fiction … So Real You Forget It is Fiction’

CHRISTINE BERBERICH



William Boyd is one of the most prolific and decorated contemporary novelists. His novels sell well, attract a wide range of prestigious literary awards‚ and are turned into successful film or TV adaptations. Since the publication of his first novel, A Good Man in Africa, Boyd has made a worldwide name for himself as a novelist, a writer of short stories, screenplays, reviews‚ and criticism. His work has been translated into more than 30 languages. Yet, despite all of this, Boyd appears to be a neglected author, largely disregarded by academics‚ who seem to gravitate far more readily towards his contemporaries Martin Amis, Ian McEwan‚ or Julian Barnes. This chapter sets out to celebrate the work of Boyd, the novelist, to assess the reasons behind the seeming lack of academic interest, and to take a closer look at a few of his texts that perfectly exemplify his understated writing style that cleverly camouflages postmodern literary techniques.



Life and Work

William Boyd was born in Accra, Ghana, in 1952 to Scottish parents. His father Alexander was a doctor; his mother a teacher. The young William grew up in both Ghana and Nigeria‚ where his father ran different university health centres, before being sent to Gordonstoun Boarding School. He studied French at the Université de Nice, and obtained an MA in English Literature and Philosophy from the University of Glasgow before reading for a DPhil in English Literature at Jesus College, Oxford. From 1980 to 1983 he worked as a lecturer in English Literature and Critical Theory at St Hilda’s College, Oxford; since 1983 he has focussed on his career as a full‐time writer. He is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature, an Officier de l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres, and was awarded the CBE in 2005 (see Elices 2006 & www.williamboyd.co.uk).

Boyd’s writing career took off in 1981 with the publication of A Good Man in Africa, which received immediate critical acclaim, winning both the Whitbread Book Award for a First Novel and the Somerset Maugham Award. A Good Man in Africa featured the first of many expat British characters adrift in the world that have come to symbolize much of Boyd’s work. Morgan Leafy, the novel’s protagonist, inhabits the same West African world that Boyd himself had experienced during his childhood, and the novel also features a thinly veiled biographical representation of his father in the character of Dr Murray (see Testard & Summerscale 2011). Boyd’s second novel, An Ice‐Cream War of 1982, is similarly set in Africa, though East Africa this time, with its focus on the conflicts between Germany and Britain over East Africa during the First World War. It further cemented Boyd’s reputation as a promising writer in the contemporary British literary scene with a nomination for that most prestigious of British literary awards, the Booker Prize, and by winning the John Llewellyn Rhys Prize. In 1983, Boyd was included in Granta’s ‘most promising young authors list’ alongside the likes of Ian McEwan, Salman Rushdie, Kazuo Ishiguro, Julian Barnes, Graham Swift‚ and Martin Amis (see ‘The 1983 Granta List’, n.p.). To date, Boyd has authored thirteen further novels: Stars and Bars (1984), The New Confessions (1987), Brazzaville Beach (1990), The Blue Afternoon (1993), Armadillo (1998), Nat Tate: An American Artist 1928–1960 (1998), Any Human Heart (2002), Restless (2006), Ordinary Thunderstorms (2006), Waiting for Sunrise (2012), Solo (2013), Sweet Caress (2015), and Love is Blind (2018); five short story collections: On the Yankee Station (1981), The Destiny of Nathalie ‘X’ (1995), Fascination (2004), The Dream Lover (2008), and The Dreams of Bethany Mellmoth (2017); two editions of collected non‐fiction: Protobiography (1998) and Bamboo (2005); one theatre play: Longing (2013); three plays for television: School Ties (1985), Longing (2013), and The Argument (2016); and several screenplays, among them the adaptations of his own novels Restless, Any Human Heart and Armadillo, but also adaptations of literary classics such as Ford’s The Sword of Honour, Waugh’s Scoop, or Vargas Llosa’s Aunt Julia and the Scriptwriter. Among his literary awards are the McVitie’s Prize for Scottish Writer of the Year for Brazzaville Beach, the Sunday Express Book of the Year and the Los Angeles Times Book Prize for The Blue Afternoon, the Prix Jean Monnet de Littérature Européenne for Any Human Heart, and the Costa Book Award and the Yorkshire Post Novel of the Year Award for Restless, as well as nominations for the International Dublin Literary Award and the Man Booker Prize 2002 for Any Human Heart, the 2007 British Book Awards Richard & Judy’s Best Read of the Year for Restless and the Walter Scott Prize for Historical Fiction for Sweet Caress in 2016 (see www.williamboyd.co.uk).



Critical Reception

This is an impressive and very diverse list of publications, and recognition of Boyd’s output through awards and prizes is evident. Reviewers praise his work – Brooke Allen, for instance, refers to him as ‘one of the most skillful [sic] and appealing writers at work today’ (2003, 111), Sybil Steinberg points out his ‘prize‐studded literary career with stints screenwriting in Hollywood and teaching at Oxford’ that sees him ‘ranked in the company of Amis, Unsworth and McEwan’ (2002, 49), and fellow novelist Justin Cartwright labels him ‘one of the most admired novelists of our time’ (2016, n.p.). In view of all this, it is curious and difficult to understand that Boyd is relatively under‐represented when it comes to academic work. The majority of publications about him and his work come in the form and shape of book reviews and interviews. Critical articles are few and far between. To date, the only extended critical work on Boyd, a monograph devoted to the use of satire in some of his narratives, was published by the Spanish scholar Juan Elices in 2006. There is an additional smattering of academic articles and book chapters by, among others, James Acheson, Pilar Alonso, Andrew Biswell, Anna Branach‐Kallas, Cristina Rivas Campoamor, Jacques de Decker, Douglas Dunn, Manuel González de Avila, Alberto Lázaro, Dougal McNeill, Jacqueline Reymond, Michael Ross, Bathie Samb, Dominique Vinet‚ and Pierre Vitoux – they are listed in the References section at the end of this chapter for further reference – but their relatively small number does not do justice to the wealth of Boyd’s output. Curiously, most of these articles have been produced by Spanish‐ and French‐language authors; most of them focus on Boyd’s African novels – A Good Man in Africa, An Ice‐Cream War and Brazzaville Beach – with a couple of articles on his The New Confessions, general overviews of Boyd, the writer, and some work on his particular Scottishness. But that is pretty much it, and in English‐language academia‚ Boyd is particularly under‐represented. The critic Elizabeth Day laments this lack of critical acclaim that consistently sees Boyd lose out to his contemporaries Amis or McEwan (2010, n.p.). Similarly, Elices highlights the lack of criticism but explains it with ‘his realistic style, in a moment in which postmodernism prevails, and the themes he deals with’ as probably being ‘the reasons why his novels and short stories have not drawn as much attention as those of … Boyd’s contemporaries’ (2006, 15). This apparent focus on literary realism has been the focal point for other critics too, suggesting that Boyd’s fiction seems to refuse to engage with more postmodern literary techniques. Tony Thomas, for instance, quotes Boyd himself as saying ‘I don’t want to take off into fantasy or magic realism’ (2006, 242) – but a refusal to engage in magical realism or fantasy does not equate a refusal to engage with postmodernism in general. Pierre Vitoux, by contrast, argues that Boyd’s narrative does not often ‘deviate from the norms of modern fiction’ (2000, 79) – without actually going into detail what these ‘norms of modern fiction’ entail. In a video interview with Boyd for the Guardian Conversation at the ICA in 1989, interviewer Susan Richards suggests that he might be considered ‘a rather unfashionable writer … [not] because readers don’t like [him] but [because he is] out of step with a lot of things happening in the literary world’, intimating that, instead of being an experimental writer, he is, rather, ‘a populist and … a great storyteller’ (Writers Talk 1989, 17:36–17:41). This is a rather problematic distinction as it – rather short‐sightedly – suggests that an author with ‘popular’ appeal is, inevitably, not taking literary risks by being more experimental. For most critics, consequently, the use of narrative realism is the one main thing that sets Boyd apart from other contemporary and, potentially, more critically acclaimed and openly experimental authors, Ian McEwan, for instance, whose recent work, Nutshell (2016), offers an experimental new take on Hamlet recounted from the perspective of a foetus, or Martin Amis, whose work again and again attracts and simultaneously repels through its florid use of profanities or its subject matter, such as, for instance, his 2014 Auschwitz ‘comedy’ The Zone of Interest. By contrast, Boyd labels himself as ‘broadly … belong[ing] to the same broad stream … of the realistic novel’ (Writers Talk 1989, 3:20–3:26), explaining that, for him, it is ‘a conscious … decision’ to ‘write in the realistic tradition’ (Writers Talk, 18:28‐18:3). But this adherence to narrative realism needs to be examined more closely. ‘Narrative realism’ does not automatically exclude experimentation‚ which can come in forms and shapes other than just narrative style. A willingness to take risks or experiment can be seen through a choice of specific topics, through covert social or political messages. It is in this light that Boyd’s work will be assessed in the following section.


‘I Don’t Want to Be Somebody Who Experiments’ versus ‘Fiction … So Real You Forget It is Fiction’: the William Boyd Experiment

The interview with Susan Richards took place in 1989, and it is fair to suggest that Boyd’s writing style, as well as his approach to fiction, might have changed in the intervening years as he himself grew and matured as a writer over the course of a literary career that now spans well over three decades. By 1989, he had published four successful novels: A Good Man in Africa, An Ice‐Cream War, Stars and Bars, and The New Confessions. These novels are, admittedly, predominantly realist in style, and seem to support Boyd’s own statement that ‘I don’t want to be somebody who experiments’ (Writers Talk 1989, 15:12–15.14). The first two works draw heavily on Boyd’s personal experience of growing up and living in Africa; Stars and Bars again features a misfit British expat trying to settle down to life in the United States. The New Confessions is the first in a, by now, series of Boyd novels chronicling the story of the twentieth century through the figure of a peripatetic protagonist. What is evident in these first four novels are a number of recurrent themes and motifs that are also found in his later work. The Boyd expert Elices points out that most of Boyd’s narratives share some ‘thematic and stylistic features’ (2006, 12) such as ‘the figure of the expatriate, humour and satire, the recurrent presence of the African continent and … the use of realism’ (2006, 12). Indeed, many of Boyd’s novels are set in Africa; most prominently feature a British expat at large in the world, trying to fit in somewhere yet often finding himself alienated. Boyd is also celebrated for his use of dark humour and satire that allows comparison to the work of Evelyn Waugh, Kingsley Amis‚ and Grahame Greene. But, as Boyd’s work progressed and despite his protestations to the opposite, there is evidence of stylistic experimentation in his novels. Both Brazzaville Beach (1990) and Armadillo (1998), for instance, feature different timelines in their narratives. The Blue Afternoon (1993) contains an experimental narrative structure with the narrator Kay Fischer introducing the novel in her own voice, but then providing a written account of an elderly male protagonist, Salvador Carriscant, that she attempts to narrate in his, rather than her, words. For James Acheson, this makes the novel an example of historiographic metafiction as it is self‐conscious about the ‘impossibility of writing with absolute certainty about the past’ (2016, 533). Solo (2013), a recent addition to the James Bond canon, shows that Boyd is comfortable appropriating an altogether different genre by emulating earlier work by Ian Fleming‚ which prompted Guardian critic Nicholas Lezard to ask if ‘William Boyd [had] outdone Ian Fleming’ (2014, n.p.). It can consequently be argued that it is his very versatility that marks Boyd as a writer willing to take risks, refusing, in Andrew Biswell’s words, ‘to be tied down to any particular subgenre of the novel and [defending] his right to publish new work that differs completely from what his reading public might expect’ (2001, 32).

It is noteworthy that Boyd followed his comment about not wanting to experiment in the ‘Writers Talk’ interview with the statement that ‘you can take the broad stream of realism which has existed and still exists and borrow from the postmodernist tradition if you feel like it’ (Writers Talk 1989, 19:25–19:35). This shows that Boyd is a novelist who is acutely aware of different literary trends and techniques and willing to either discard or engage with them, depending on the demands of his project. The following discussion will focus on those of Boyd’s novels that offer literary biographies of individual protagonists and, through them, the twentieth century – the first here is the aforementioned The New Confessions (1987), followed by Nat Tate: An American Artist 1928–1960 (1998) and Any Human Heart (2002). In fact, the protagonist whose life story spans most of the twentieth century and who is used to, effectively, chronicle historical events of the twentieth century is yet another one in the list of recurrent features in Boyd’s oeuvre. In an interview of 2005, Boyd explained that ‘I didn’t intend to write these three books when I started out, but I look back now, and I see they form a triptych. All three are a product of something that had obviously been obsessing me, and I think I’ve got it out of my system now’ (Bolonik, 2005, 46). Interestingly, Boyd’s recent novel, Sweet Caress (2015), is yet another addition to this series of work that, I will demonstrate, should be seen as intriguing examples of experimental postmodern historiographical metafiction.

In a recent interview, Boyd acknowledged that, since the late 1980s, he has been ‘trying to make fiction seem so real you forget it is fiction’ (House 2015, n.p.). While the word ‘real’ once again features prominently in this quote, hinting at his aim to write in the realist tradition, this statement does, simultaneously, also suggest a far more postmodern attitude towards fiction writing that is not only conscious of, but actively engaging with the very processes of writing. In fact, the idea to produce something more real than real, so to speak, echoes Baudrillard’s postmodern concept of hyperreality. Boyd’s attempts to offer something so ‘real’ that the reader forgets its fictionality is immediately problematized by the fact that what he produces is, still and obviously, fiction. The remainder of this chapter will highlight Boyd’s postmodern techniques that blur the boundaries between what is real and what is imagined, between fact and fiction, and show that this, in fact, has become the central tenet of his work.

The first‐person narrator of The New Confessions begins the account of his life with his birth that coincided with the death of his mother. The novel thus applies a strictly chronological, and seemingly realistic, structure following the protagonist John James Todd’s incidence‐rich life that takes him from Scotland to the trenches of the First World War, the film studios of Weimar Germany, to the decadence of California and the McCarthyist witch‐hunt of the late 1940s and early 1950s. Michiko Kakutani, writing in The New York Times, summarized that the novel examines ‘the intersection between public events and private lives, the consequences of history on ordinary men and women’ (1988, n.p.). This intersection between history and the individual is something that Boyd developed considerably in his later novels Any Human Heart and Sweet Caress. But The New Confessions also stands out for its intertextuality: inspired by Jean‐Jacques Rousseau’s Confessions (1782–1789), Boyd presents a carefully layered novel that harks back to Rousseau’s original text in a number of ways. First‚ there is the obvious link between the titles – Confessions versus The New Confessions. In terms of structure‚ the text also echoes Rousseau’s; the novel’s protagonist John James Todd shares characteristics with the protagonist of Confessions. Most importantly, Rousseau’s text is not only subtly alluded to but repeatedly and openly referenced: Todd reads Confessions as a young man and is so impressed that he vows to turn them into a film project. His entire professional life and career thus revolve around Rousseau’s original‚ which he wants to celebrate and further immortalize through a series of silent features. The French critic Pierre Vitoux discusses The New Confessions alongside Gérard Genette’s theories of interrelation between texts, suggesting that Boyd’s novel is an example of Genette’s postmodern transtextuality. This suggests that the hypertext of The New Confessions simultaneously uses Rousseau’s Confessions as its hypotext, that is, as its basis; that it alludes to it paratextually through echoing the original title in the title of the ‘new’ text; and that it offers an ongoing metatextual commentary on the original text (see Vitoux 2000). In the process, The New Confessions goes above and beyond a mere realist narrative and engages with very contemporary postmodern literary concerns.

Any Human Heart (2002) is, for many critics, Boyd’s most successful novel to date. Fi Glover, for instance, refers to it as ‘the book that changed my life’ (2009, 52). It charts the eventful life of Logan Mountstuart, taking in a vast number of different locations – Oxford University, the London of the Bloomsbury set, Paris, Spain, New York, the Bahamas‚ and West Africa – witnessing a wide variety of historical events – the Wall Street Crash, the Spanish Civil War, the Second World War, the Biafran War – and meeting an improbably large assortment of historical and extremely colourful figures ranging from Virginia Woolf to Pablo Picasso, from the Baader‐Meinhof Gang to Ian Fleming and the Duke and Duchess of Windsor. In addition to name‐checking important public figures‚ Any Human Heart also engages with literary works, memoirs‚ and biographies, all carefully annotated, footnoted, or referring the reader to additional resources; it even contains a detailed index. But the novel also stands out through its experimental structure that allows Boyd a playful, though ultimately thought‐provoking‚ engagement with world history. Written entirely in the form of journal entries, it offers a sprawling narrative covering seven decades; and, just as any journal or diary, there is not always closure or a neat ending to separate narratives. Some storylines peter out, characters die or disappear from the scene without any further explanation. The tone of the narrative is, once again, seemingly realist – but this is constantly challenged by the very style and structure of a novel that often leaves questions unanswered and anecdotes incomplete. Effectively, Boyd’s narrative both supports and challenges the notion of the ‘realist’: it is realist in that it mirrors ‘real’ life‚ where there is not always a neat sense of closure. But it simultaneously goes against the neat closures and satisfying endings often celebrated in traditional nineteenth‐century British realist novels, such as the work of Charlotte Brontë, Elizabeth Gaskell or, to some extent, also that of Charles Dickens.

The journal structure of Any Human Heart also allows Boyd to address historical events without additional commentary from the vantage point of historical hindsight. Instead, he presents events and people as they would have been assessed or considered at the time. A particularly pertinent example comes in Mountstuart’s journal entry for Saturday, 1 October 1938: ‘If I’m honest with myself’, he writes, ‘I completely understand the relief people feel over Munich’ (2002, 202). What Mountstuart refers to here is, of course, the Munich Agreement of 1938 that allowed Hitler to annex the Sudetenland without being challenged by France or Britain. Prime Minister Chamberlain considered this agreement to have ensured peace in Europe – a sentiment that Mountstuart shares: ‘Hitler doesn’t want war – what he wants are the spoils of war’ (202). With historical hindsight, of course, we know that Hitler did want war, and that the Munich Agreement did not prevent but merely delay it by a few months; but Mountstuart does not have that benefit. For Boyd, the journal ‘is the literary form that most approximates the way we all live’ (Bolonik 2005, 47), unmediated, less contrived or constructed than biographies, autobiographies‚ or memoirs‚ which always assess the bigger picture. In an interview with Elizabeth Day‚ he explains that in Any Human Heart, he tried to ‘reproduce that sense of living life on the hoof, of living life as we all do, with the future this blank void in front of us and not guessing the significance of anything’ (2010 n.p.). But his technique also, again, shows up the impossibility of representing history in all its complexity and with certainty. As Acheson has pointed out in his discussion of The Blue Afternoon, ‘Boyd seeks to demonstrate … that the world is endlessly complex and that the ostensibly omniscient writer of history and biography will always fail to represent its complexity adequately’ (2016, 540). In Any Human Heart, Boyd highlights this ‘incomplete’ knowledge about history by not engaging with it retrospectively at all; instead, he presents his protagonist Logan Mountstuart seemingly unmediated, yet still subjective, assessments of history as he sees it unfolding around him – and leaves the reader with the option to offer an alternative reading of the events driven by historical hindsight.

Boyd’s use of intertextuality in Any Human Heart is different from the transtextuality that drives The New Confessions. It does not build upon a single literary precedent. Instead, it engages with a plethora of writing, both fictional and factual, in an attempt to give additional credence to his protagonist Mountstuart. He does not just mingle with celebrities. His encounters with them are based on ‘real’ events that these historical figures themselves chronicled in their respective memoirs and journals – which is certainly evidence of Boyd’s painstaking research‐driven approach to writing his novels. Mountstuart’s depiction of the Modernist icon Virginia Woolf in his journal entry for 4 March 1935, for instance, is very unfavourable, showing her making racist comments about Cyril Conolly’s ‘black baboon’ and ‘little gollywog wife’, comments he references with a footnote entry referring the reader to Woolf’s own diaries. A quick check in The Diary of Virginia Woof. Volume IV, 1931–1935 does, indeed, reveal an entry for her stay in Ireland where she ‘spent one night, unfortunately with baboon Conolly & his gollywog slug wife Jean’ (1982, 210). Similarly, the several allusions to novelist Anthony Powell, a writer Boyd greatly admires – ‘a man called Powell, another historian… His tutor was Kenneth Ball’, ‘drinks with Powell and his friend Henry Yorke at their lodgings in King Edward Street’ and ‘luncheon at L’Étoile with Roderick and Tony Powell’ (2002, 90; 91; 130) – are, as I have shown elsewhere, closely modelled on Powell’s own memoirs (Powell, 1983, pp. 80–83; 105; 118; see also Berberich, 2007, 161). The critic Sarah Harrison Smith, reviewing Any Human Heart for The New Leader, complains about the inclusion of, in her estimation, often false and annoying footnotes and references that she considers ‘coyly phony’ (2003, 27). But this is the very point of these footnotes in a work of fiction: Boyd consciously wants to blur the boundaries between fact and fiction: some of them, such as the ones above, are real; others are not, and the reader has to be alert. A case in point is Mountstuart’s account of his meeting with the American experimental painter Nat Tate. He follows the entry ‘went round to Nat Tate’s studio at 6.00 to collect my “Still Life No. 5”’ with an account of Tate’s drink and drug habit, musical taste, and imminent travel plans, concluding that ‘He has some talent, Nat, but he seems unduly tormented’ (2002, 336–337). This section is followed by a footnote referring to Boyd’s own book on Nat Tate – ‘For a fuller account of Nat Tate’s life, see Nat Tate: An American Artist by William Boyd (21 Publishing, 1998)’ (2002, 337) – a book that, although real, and as will be shown below, is by no means a ‘real’ biography. Any Human Heart thus succeeds in blurring the boundary between fact and fiction – it refers to both real and invented characters, presenting them all as historical figures, and painstakingly backing up these claims with footnotes and references, both real and invented. In fact, and as Day explains, ‘Boyd’s technique [in depicting Mountstuart’s life’] was so convincing that, at the time of its publication in 2002, many readers believed Mountstuart to be real’ (2010, n.p.).

The notion of ‘hyperreality’ is thus one that needs to be considered in connection with Boyd’s work: Mountstuart, a fictional character who was mistaken for a real person. These boundaries between fact and fiction had already been blurred very successfully in Boyd’s Nat Tate of 1998, a work that preceded the publication of Any Human Heart and that is so cleverly referenced in it. In this beautifully illustrated and produced book, published by the small imprint 21 Publishing Ltd, Boyd outlines the life and discusses the work of the American painter Nat Tate, a tragic artist who recognizes his own mediocrity, destroys most of his work and commits suicide. The book was launched at a lavish party in New York where no other but David Bowie, in his little‐known role as publisher of art books, read excerpts from the book to the assembled audience of art critics who ‘spoke openly about Nat Tate, warmly remembering aspects of his life, shows they had attended, reflecting on the sadness of his premature death’ (Boyd 2011, n.p.). But the twist in the story was that Nat Tate never existed. He had been made up by Boyd to highlight the pretentiousness of the contemporary art scene; Nat Tate, in short, was a hoax, his name made up by abbreviating ‘National Gallery’ and ‘Tate Gallery’, and Bowie himself was in on the joke. The hoax of ‘Nat Tate’ went above and beyond the publication of a made‐up biography; it reverberated through the art world; spawned TV documentaries; most importantly, Nat Tate’s one remaining work, ‘Bridge no. 114’, created by Boyd himself for inclusion in the book, was auctioned at Southeby’s as late as 2011 (see Boyd 2011) where it fetched an unexpected £7,250 (see Kennedy 2011, n.p.). The hoax had, indeed, taken on a life of its own and developed far beyond what author and publisher could ever have envisaged or hoped for. Nat Tate is by far the most experimental of Boyd’s work to date – by creating a complete hyperreality, a reality that never existed in the first place. The reproduction of Tate’s drawing ‘Bridge no. 114’ included in the book is a classic simulacrum in Baudrillard’s sense, a copy without an original, just as Tate himself has never existed and is, in fact, a pure simulation, a simulacra that has no relationship to any reality. In Nat Tate, Boyd indeed succeeded in creating fiction so real that its readers forgot it was a fiction – a fiction so real that it even affected Boyd’s own perceptions when he ‘half expect[ed] Nat Tate to stride into the room and shoulder me aside’ during the Southeby’s auction (Boyd 2011, n.p.).

But Boyd was not satisfied with merely producing some fake artwork to go with his fake biography: the book contains footnotes with references to works consulted in its production. Among the referenced titles one stands out in particular: Logan Mountstuart: The Intimate Journals, edited by William Boyd, and to be published in 1999. Just as he references Nat Tate the painter in Logan Mountstuart’s fictional journal Any Human Heart, Logan Mountstuart makes an appearance in Nat Tate. And Logan Mountstuart’s intimate journals were indeed to come out – under the title of Any Human Heart. For very attentive readers familiar with Boyd’s work, the appearance of Mountstuart was a clue that the ‘biography’ of ‘Nat Tate’ might, indeed, be a fake, might be a novel rather than a piece of factual biography, as Mountstuart had already made his first appearance in Boyd’s short story ‘Hotel des Voyagers’, published in 1995. Nat Tate thus takes Genette’s transtextuality even further: by building on and referring to fictional texts as factual ones, and by referring to future fictional texts not yet even published as factual evidence. Effectively, Boyd’s novels thus serve as a metatextual running commentary on the work he has done before and is to do after. The ‘Nat Tate Hoax’ caused quite a stir both in the art world and in the media, and not everybody could appreciate it as a brilliant piece of provocative fiction. Boyd tried to defend his creation, explaining that ‘the fundamental aim of the book … was to destabilize, to challenge our notions of authenticity … What was created was a form of reverse propaganda. Not truth disguised by lies, but “Truth” peeled away to reveal the true lie at the centre’ (Boyd 2005, 374). It is this playful deconstruction of ‘truth’ and ‘fact’ that makes Nat Tate: An American Artist stand out as a brilliantly conceived and extremely cleverly executed work of postmodern, historiographical metafiction: a ‘realist’ narrative seemingly focussed on an individual life story but, ultimately, and far more importantly, a novel showcasing the inherent uncertainties behind anything that is presented as a fact. In today’s age of ‘post truths’ and ‘alternative facts’, Nat Tate should not only be reissued but should be set reading on any university syllabus.

Although Boyd himself considered his three pseudobiographies a triptych, the publication of Sweet Caress in 2015 shows clearly that he is, as yet, not done with creating fictional memoirs working through the history of the twentieth century that challenge the concept of fact versus fiction, invention versus reality. Sweet Caress, focusing on a female protagonist, Amory Clay, born in 1908, narrates Clay’s life story up until her suicide in 1983. Just like Mountstuart, Clay lives through turbulent historical decades‚ and as readers we are given glimpses of the twentieth century literally and metaphorically through the lens of a female photographer: she trains as a society photographer in the London of the 1920s, scandalizes her contemporaries with a series of erotic photography from the louche nightclubs of the late 1920s Weimar Berlin, witnesses the Blackshirt riots in mid‐1930s London, turns to war photography in France during the Second World War and, later, in Vietnam. In the process, she has relationships, gets married, becomes a mother, is widowed, and leads a generally peripatetic existence, never content to settle in the same place for long, always pushing herself to new challenges. First, the style of the novel is noteworthy, as it appears to be a combination of previous techniques seen in The New Confessions and Any Human Heart. Like The New Confessions, Sweet Caress starts with Amory Clay’s birth – so it appears to follow the strictly chronological biographical tradition. And, just like Any Human Heart, Sweet Caress incorporates Amory Clay’s journals, though they are interspersed with her retrospection. Boyd’s recent novel consequently mixes the unmediated journal technique of Any Human Heart with the mediated memoir form of The New Confessions to create a new hybrid form. In addition to historical hindsight, Amory Clay also peppers her memoirs with hints of things to come in the future, as well as express regret at things missed. The second paragraph of the novel is a case in point: ‘Why did [my father] say ‘son’ [in my birth announcement]? To spite his wife, my mother? Or was it some perverse wish that I wasn’t in fact a girl, that he didn’t want to have a daughter? Was that why he tried to kill me later, I wonder…? By the time I came across the parched yellow cutting hidden in a scrapbook, my father had been dead for decades. Too late to ask him. Another mistake’ (Boyd 2015, 3). This paragraph alerts the attentive reader to what Clay will be doing throughout her memoirs: to query things that she had no influence on; to speculate on individual occurrences; and to anticipate events that are to come later on, signposting key moments in her life story, while also highlighting the fact that there will be gaps in her memoirs where she is unable to provide answers or reasoning for other people’s actions.

Second, Boyd offers an eclectic insight into the twentieth century. Yes, Amory witnesses, through her camera, some big historical events – such as the liberation of France during the Second World War and the Vietnam War. But she also chronicles some events that are not often the focal point of official history writing – in particular‚ when she witnesses a rally of the British Blackshirts and is beaten up by Oswald Mosley’s thugs. Boyd’s ‘Maroon Street Riots’ (2015, 182 ff.) are representative of the series of marches and anti‐Semitic attacks the BUF conducted in the run up to the infamous Battle of Cable Street that took place on 4 October 1936, when residents of London’s East End came together and refused to let Mosley’s Blackshirts parade through their streets. For Amory Clay, the Maroon Street Riots lead to personal trauma in the form of both verbal (‘Jewish Red whore!’ he shouted at me and I felt his spittle fleck my cheeks’ [2015, 187]) and physical assault on her that result in a dramatic miscarriage. But the actual inclusion of the historical reality of not Italian, not German but British Fascism is particularly noteworthy here. The Battle of Cable Street is always, and correctly, held up as an important example of British resistance to Fascism. Yet the commemorations often fail to acknowledge the actual extent of the British Fascist movement prior to that event, as well as admit to the fact that Mosley’s party had, even beyond that now celebrated day in the East End, enjoyed more than just marginal support in the British population. As Amory is beaten up, the ‘crowd around [her] began to thin and drift away, seeking safety’ (2015, 187) – symbolizing the fact that resistance to the Blackshirts was few and far between. Boyd’s novel thus sheds light on a relatively brief but nevertheless dark chapter of British history, when anti‐Semitism was endemic even in Britain‚ and uniformed thugs could parade on London’s streets relatively unchallenged (see also Pugh 2005, 226 ff.).

Given Amory’s profession, photography and photographers do, of course, play a vital role in the conception of the novel. Sweet Caress includes reproductions of actual photographs, 75 altogether, depicting both moments from Amory’s life as well as highlights of her artistic career as a professional photographer. Diligently captioned to link into Amory’s story, these photos both seem to authenticate the narrative, adding actual ‘imagery’ to Amory’s story while, simultaneously, further blurring the lines between fact and fiction. While they are, of course, ‘real’ photos, Amory Clay is not a ‘real’ person, let alone a celebrated photographer, but a fictional creation. So rather than the photos giving credence to her narrative, the narrative has been carefully constructed to fit around the images that Boyd, ‘an avid collector of anonymous photographs’ (House 2015, n.p.), had found, bought and collected over a number of years. For Boyd, this addition of found photographs acted as ‘a most curious enhancement of the fiction’ he was trying to create as ‘These are real people and real photographs, yet by captioning them and colonizing them for my fiction, it has the effect of making the fiction more real’ (Page 2015, n.p.). Once again, Boyd plays with the notion of making fiction ‘so real you forget that it is fiction’, and this blurring of lines continues in the Acknowledgements at the very end of the novel. Without any preamble, Boyd lists 32 female names. Among them, the reader recognizes names of famous female pioneers of photography and journalism such as Margaret Michaelis, Lee Miller, Gerda Taro, Lisette Model, Edith Tudor‐Hart, Rebecca West‚ or Diane Arbus. But there are also the names of two of the ‘war photographers’ that feature in Amory Clay’s narrative, Renata Alabama and Mary Poundstone‚ that seem to be made up, albeit potentially modelled on real‐life precursors (see‚ for instance, Day 2015, n.p.; Davis 2016, n.p.). Fact and fiction are once again mixed successfully, and Boyd has succeeded again in creating a realist fiction that, however, challenges the division between fact and fiction.




Conclusion

William Boyd, the preceding discussion has shown, is not only one of the most prolific and highly decorated contemporary authors; he should also be considered one of the most important and ultimately most experimental contemporary authors. His work builds upon pre‐existing literary traditions, seemingly going back to the idea of the nineteenth‐century realist narrative. For many critics, this is laudable; for others, however, it appears dated. What these critics do not acknowledge, however, is the fact that Boyd’s narratives much exceed traditional notions of narrative realism. Yes, on the surface his narrative is realist; but underpinning this is a complex postmodern approach to fiction that is preoccupied with the very processes of writing and fictionality, with reality and hyperreality. His work builds up momentum and stands in constant dialogue with itself – for instance‚ through the inclusion of and reference to the same character (such as Logan Mountstuart or Nat Tate) over a number of works. His work is diverse – ranging from historiographical metafictional pseudobiographies to realist narratives about scientists tracking the movements of chimpanzees in East Africa to high‐speed Cold War spy thrillers – but contains a number of recognizable and recurrent themes and preoccupations. His novels are not overtly political – yet include many important twentieth‐century political and historical events that are not always sufficiently represented in contemporary British writing: the Biafran War in A Good Man in Africa, for instance; the under‐represented African battlegrounds of World War One in An Ice‐Cream War; the presence of British Fascism in Sweet Caress; or, particularly pertinently for the post‐Brexit referendum political climate in Britain, Armadillo’s Romanian immigrant protagonist’s desperate attempts to disguise his Eastern European origins behind an assumed overly British identity. Boyd thus does not produce political manifestos or rally cries but, instead, work that quietly but thoughtfully engages with important themes without wishing to present opinions to the readers. His incorporation of postmodern narrative techniques and strategies, such as his take on historiographical metafiction or his preoccupation with inter‐, trans‐ or metatextuality discussed here, is subtle and requires careful reader engagement to even be detected; it is not as openly self‐reflexive as, for instance, the recent celebrated historiographical metafiction of WG Sebald, Patrick Modiano‚ or Laurent Binet. But it is precisely this that makes his work distinctive; Boyd produces novels that can be read and enjoyed at a number of levels: as, in Elizabeth Day’s words, ‘rollicking good [stories] with the minimum of pretension’ (2015, n.p.), or, alternatively, as cleverly constructed, highly intertextual‚ and challengingly postmodern works that require the reader to look for and understand connections that could easily be overlooked. It can only be hoped that this very talented writer will, in due course, achieve the academic attention that he deserves.
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‘Some of These Things Are True, and Some of Them Lies. But They Are All Good Stories’: The Historical Fiction of Hilary Mantel

LAURA J BURKINSHAW



‘Writing a contemporary novel was just a way to get a publisher. My heart lay with historical fiction’ (Mantel, quoted in Simpson, 2015). Hilary Mantel’s statement encapsulates her approach to historical fiction writing in the specific, and her literary career in general: ‘I only became a novelist because I thought I had missed my chance to become a historian’ (Mantel, quoted in Simpson, 2015). Certainly, her historical fiction has been her most successful: she was awarded the Man Booker Prize twice for her trilogy on Thomas Cromwell, in 2009 for Wolf Hall, and again in 2012 for Bring up the Bodies. Despite the positive reception to her numerous contemporary novels, it is the strength of her most recent historical fiction which has catapulted her to fame. However, it is this prominence that has provided a platform for the traditional disquiet surrounding the place of historical fiction within the literary establishment to rear its head.

Detractors typically highlight the inaccuracies inherent in fictionalizing the past, criticized as a mishmash meeting of ‘neither good history nor good fiction’ (Massey, quoted in Evans, 2014, 136). This is exacerbated by its status as ‘genre’ fiction and its frequent yoking to its less well‐respected cousin‚ the historical romance, whose escapism and wish fulfilment detracts from any serious literary pretensions (De Groot 2010, 6, 52). However, the success of Mantel’s historical novels challenges this perception. She is certainly well respected by the literary establishment: as well as the double Booker win, her historical fiction has won numerous other literary prizes, including the Costa Book Award and the David Cohen Prize, as well as numerous garlands from the establishment in reviews and prominent appearances at book festivals.

The increasingly frequent inclusion of historical fiction on the list of Booker Prize winners and other literary accolades is suggestive of the need for the recategorization of the status of historical fiction. This is explored in Jerome De Groot’s The Historical Novel (2010) and Richard Bradford’s The Novel Now: Contemporary British Fiction (2007). Leigh Wilson posits that it is not that ‘the historical novel infiltrated the world of mainstream literary fiction; more that the mainstream literary novel per‐se became historical’ (2015, 145–146). As this debate has been heavily dissected in these works and others‚ it is not the focus of this chapter. Instead, it will focus the historical fiction of Hilary Mantel, namely‚ A Place of Greater Safety, Wolf Hall, and Bring up the Bodies. So, has Mantel transformed what had previously been dubbed ‘genre fiction’, thus elevating it into literary acceptability? Or is Mantel simply catering to the readers’ desire for escapism, with novels more akin to well‐written ‘costume dramas’? Essentially, is Mantel popularizing a new literary art, or are her novels popularism disguised as literature?

Mantel answers the charges levelled against her historical fiction. ‘The accusation is that authors are ducking the tough issues in favour of writing about frocks’, coining the phrase ‘chick lit with wimples’ (Mantel 2009). Although this is true of some forms of historical fiction, this is not the kind facing the criticism. Mantel pinpoints the issue well: ‘the grumbling is aimed at literary fiction set in the past, which is accused of being, by its nature, escapist’ (2009). Detractors assume that to write in the past is to be divorced from engagement with contemporary issues. The idea of all historical fiction as escapist is initially compelling. What literary, or indeed contemporary, relevance can yet another story of the Tudor Court have? However, to dismiss all historical fiction as escapist simply because it is set in the past is reductive. It does not account for the literary historical fiction which uses the historical to offer commentary on the self, society, and culture as finely as any contemporary literary novelist. Thus, in Mantel’s hands, the Tudor Court, far from being another bodice ripper, explores the concepts of memory, morality, brutality, truth, history, nationalism, religious extremism, and society on the very cusp of the transition from the Early Modern into the Enlightenment, the roots of how ‘we’ came from ‘them’. As Mantel’s novels demonstrate, once the preconceived assumption of the rose‐tinted past is removed, if historical fiction is used ‘sans nostalgia’ and absent the ‘pink, romantic glow’, then the past becomes a viable and valuable setting for literary fiction (Mantel 2009). Mantel’s historical fiction is absent of the happy endings expected from escapism. This is not just adherence to the historical record. It signals the sophistication of her work: in contrast to a costume drama, in life one cannot cling to the comforting assumption of a satisfying ending. For Mantel, the end of the novel is rarely the end of the story. A Place of Greater Safety concludes with the execution of Desmoulins and Danton. Significantly, Robespierre, the third of the central trio, is still alive when the novel ends. With his execution three months later, his story is concluded in thirteen words in the author’s notes. Any reader with even a passing knowledge of the French Revolution would be surprised the novel was not continued to what might be expected as its natural conclusion with Robespierre’s death, which is generally considered to mark the end of Le Terreur, the period of extreme violence which characterized the early years of the Revolution. At the time of writing this chapter, the Cromwell novels are part of an as‐yet‐unfinished trilogy, so this lack of a definitive ending is expected. Yet Wolf Hall closed with the anticipated royal progress to Wolf Hall, the ancestral home of the Seymour’s, and Henry VIII’s third wife Jane. The final line holds a weight of anticipation: despite Henry’s seeming contentedness, the reader knows to expect Anne’s downfall. Mantel’s acknowledgement of what is to come is an effective workaround of the inherent fallacy of historical fiction, especially on a subject as popularly known as Henry VIII and his wives. Readers are willing to suspend their foreknowledge, but only to an extent; she cannot ask them to be entirely ignorant. ‘Wolf Hall’ becomes the focal point of the narrative that the entire novel is working towards. Not Henry and Anne, but the anticipation of Jane. With the last two words, the entire perspective shifts‚ made no less effective despite the fact it is expected. Bring up the Bodies closes in anticipation of a beginning: ‘There are no endings … They are all beginnings. Here is one’ (Mantel 2013, 482). Cromwell’s star is on the ascendancy; he has never risen so high. Even with no prior knowledge, the reader may guess this ‘beginning’ will mark the start of his downfall. A sense of unease is introduced through the ‘imp beneath your chair’ coiled and waiting (482). He cannot end by resting on his laurels. The narrative in Mantel’s novels does not end because the story has not finished. These were the lives of real historical figures, and the reader is offered excerpts as though through a viewfinder, not fictional characters who cease to exist after the author has finished. Although it is the past, the immediacy of the narrative means that the past is happening in the present. The past becomes a lived experience.

Deeper engagement with contemporary concerns is of a distinctly literary bent, elevating Mantel’s work from costume drama to literary art form. Brooker is correct in his assessment that Mantel does limn the ‘transformations in popular life’, noted by Lukács, in the form of the English Reformation and the French Revolution (2015, 173). Periods of intense social and cultural change are not only the most interesting, and therefore popular, but are the episodes that reveal the most about the human condition, when who we are, how we think, and what we do is on best display. Despite the most recent of these novels being set at the end of the eighteenth century, they are exceptionally topical. The radical politics, religious extremism, nationalism‚ and nation‐building in Wolf Hall, Bring up the Bodies, and A Place of Greater Safety create a cocktail of ideas and emotions that are contemporary and relevant. In this light, the rumours of a familial relationship between Desmoulins and Antoine Saint‐Just in A Place of Greater Safety takes on new relevance. ‘Things get passed around so easily on the Internet. And fact becomes fiction and fiction becomes fact’ (Mantel, quoted in Simpson, 2015). In a society where the phrase ‘alternative facts’ is used unironically, this blurring is especially telling. Desmoulins believes that Saint‐Just must be ‘some sort of cousin because I used to see him at christenings’ (Mantel, quoted in Simpson, 2015). Desmoulins refers to him as his ‘maybe‐relative’, and this familial kinship is simply assumed by other characters (Mantel 2010a, 300–301). The cast of characters provides no clarity for the reader as it lists Saint‐Just as ‘acquainted with or related to’ Desmoulins‚ emphasizing the ambiguity of their relationship (Mantel 2010a, xv). The extratextual information does not provide a definitive ‘truth’, with the reader left in the unsettling position of not knowing. That Mantel uses a genre form that relies on alternative versions of the ‘facts’ to draw these comparisons compounds this. These are not fictionalized versions of ourselves and our peers. They are versions of the real, creating a resonance less easily dismissed than contemporary characters might be. The historical time difference provides a distance which allows for a subtler commentary, allowing Mantel to critique without giving the impression of didacticism. Her commentary is shrouded, and therefore more unsettling when its meaning becomes clear. Only towards the end of the novel does the full meaning of the phrase ‘a place of greater safety’ become clear: the only safe place in this world is the grave.

Ostensibly concerned with the overhaul of social and political systems, A Place of Greater Safety highlights the inhumanity and brutality inherent both to these processes, and people in general. Ordinary people do monstrous things. Average Parisians form the crowd, a faceless mass capable of utter depravity: ‘A cook had been cooked … and there were the usual dubious reports of cannibalism’ (Mantel 2010a, 486). Taken individually, these actions are atrocities. Yet when they occur so frequently and so rapidly, the reader becomes inured to the violence‚ and it begins to seem commonplace. The inclusion of ‘usual’ in reports of cannibalism highlights the banality of the episode when in fact hundreds were killed in the Insurrection of 10 August 1792 when the National Guard stormed the Tuileries Palace. Those of the Swiss Guard who were taken prisoner were victims of the September Massacres‚ where it is estimated that over 1,000 people were killed. Mantel recounts how Desmoulins and others, at the direction of Danton, drew up lists of who is to be killed. Here, freedom is arbitrary: they bicker and drink and chivvy each other onto the next sheet of names (518). As the situation devolves from organized slaughter to outright massacre‚ it is not lamented as an atrocity but instead met with exasperation: ‘we might as well not have bothered sitting up all night over those lists’ (518). It is the lack of sleep that is regretted, not the loss of life. Mantel uses this episode to explore the thought process behind systematic state‐sanctioned mass murder. Significantly, the reader gets two perspectives on this, one from an official in the prison directly involved, and one from Desmoulins. For the officials, identification of the correct prisoners quickly becomes an issue: ‘anyone in prison must be there for a reason … and that reason must be against the public good … all aristos look the same to me; I can’t tell them apart’ (519). This demonstrates the descent into dehumanization, how one becomes the many and the many are killed. From Desmoulins‚ the reader is offered a more personal perspective: ‘we washed our hands, we made a list, and we followed an agenda, we went home to sleep while people did their worst’ (519). While it is clear Desmoulins feels guilt over the role he played – ‘we will never, now, know a moment free from guilt’ – he allowed himself to be involved‚ and as the situation devolved, he ‘simply turned away’ (519). This is a jarring and personal account of the role of the individual in the brutality of the collective. Further, the repeated emphasis on the list of names and the arbitrary nature of selection draws unpleasant associations with Nazi lists in concentration and death camps. The most disturbing aspect is that Desmoulins remains deeply likeable, despite being directly culpable in this atrocity and others throughout the novel. Receiving perhaps the most sympathetic portrayal of the trio, he is the only one consistently referred to by his first name, engendering a camaraderie with the reader. Danton and Robespierre remain slightly removed to the cheeky Camille. This is a comment upon how brutality is not always obvious or visible: ‘There is no sense of evil in the room, just tiredness and the aftertaste of petty squabbling’ (518). Ordinary administration results in extraordinary horror.

In the cases of Wolf Hall and Bring up the Bodies, Mantel has emphasized ‘you don’t have to strain for parallels to find significance’ (2018). Two central themes of the Cromwell novels are religion and nation. After all, ‘nothing could be a more current topic than what is faith? Why would somebody die for their faith? … Nation‐making is again the nationalist urge, is extremely topical’ (Mantel and Barker 2018). This is not a suggestion that you read the past to understand the present. This is a reductive view of the importance of history. Instead, Mantel sets forth her historical case and invites the reader to find similarities and contrasts. That it is the reader’s choice and requires active participation is a mechanism of emphasizing this effect. It takes greater meaning because the reader chooses to draw these parallels; we‚ the readers‚ see it without being told it. This is not to say there is no agenda: Mantel controls the narrative and selection. Here, the ‘transformations in popular life’ is the shift from Catholicism to Anglicanism. In the Tudor period, the concepts of nation and religion were inherently linked. Thus, breaking from Rome and establishing a new national church was both spiritual and secular rebirth, as a new religion gave rise to a new nation. Mantel explores the twin concepts of nation and religion in tandem; partially from historical accuracy, and partly out of contemporary considerations. Is religious tolerance a threat to the state, and what actions should be taken against those who disagree? What is England’s role in relation to Europe? Who oversees the nation, and what powers are at their disposal to govern? Although the choices and answers selected by the Tudor characters differ from contemporary options (the sociopolitical map of Europe has changed much in the last five hundred or so years), they do contain a similarity that resonates: ‘It is time to say what England it, her scope and boundaries’ (Mantel 2010b, 338). Cromwell is musing on what it means to be a nation and the establishment of society: ‘the compacts that hold the world together’ (338). This engagement with complex and problematic issues means Mantel’s historical fiction cannot be considered popular escapism. The reader is forced to confront unpleasant realities they might seek to avoid. That these are historical realities does not lessen the impact. The reader is not a time tourist; the subjects and topics of the novels are uncomfortable and designed to affect. They cannot be considered light reading.

A distinction must be drawn between historical fiction in general and the literary that is historical. Although their shared location of a past time frame ensures they are all considered historical fiction, the boundaries of the genre are mutable and generally poorly defined. Mantel’s novels are less historical fiction that is literary, but more literary fiction that is set in the past. Thus, ‘the standard mechanisms of mimesis and authenticity have been redeployed’, turned away from our fictionalized selves, instead ‘watching the past as though time travel had allowed us to witness its convincing particulars’ (Bradford 2007, 99). Here the analogy of time travel can be repurposed. Rather than being a vehicle for escapism, the reader is furnished with the unvarnished past. The distance is both simultaneously removed and reinforced. Time travel, would such an experience be possible, would be inherently immersive, a way to experience things as they were, both the beauty and the grotesque. However, in providing an unfiltered account of the past, the stark difference between ‘them’ and ‘us’, between our society and theirs‚ is heightened. In standing in the very middle of Hampton Court Palace or the Jacobin’s Club‚ the distance between then and now becomes achingly vast. It is in this liminal space, the paradoxical combination of proximity and distance, that the literary nature of Mantel’s novels becomes apparent. However, this is utterly reliant on providing the reader with a seemingly ‘accurate’ account of the past. It is this supposed attention to authenticity and accuracy that is a hallmark of Mantel’s fiction. Indeed, the Guardian ran an article lamenting that university students are taking Mantel’s Cromwell trilogy as fact (Brown 2017). While allowing for journalistic hyperbole, Mantel excels in creating a richly furnished, highly sensory, seemingly accurate world for her characters to inhabit. This illusion is so complete that it feels like the world these characters did inhabit. The reader does not just imagine Henry’s doublet; the elegance of Mantel’s prose means you can run your fingers over the brocade.

Mantel constructs these worlds through utilizing copious amounts of historical research, both to inform the background of the narrative and directly within the text: ‘I track the historical record so I can report the outer world faithfully’ (Mantel 2017). This ranges in form. In A Place of Greater Safety, direct source material is interjected into the text providing the semblance of a historically accurate framework for the overarching structure of the novel and an informal timeline. They act as updates of ‘current affairs’, be they quotations, essay extracts, playbills, or reports of the rising price of bread. Mantel places known quotations directly into the mouths of the characters: Danton’s last words are accurate, as is Robespierre’s assertion that ‘history is fiction’ (Mantel 2010a, 566). This adds a layer of authenticity to the narrative as the characters’ fictive dialogue is intermingled with genuine quotations. Similarly, in the Cromwell novels, the wider Tudor world is rendered in such detail, down to the minutiae, that the reader is compelled to believe its authenticity. Diarmaid MacCulloch, who recently authored a biography of Thomas Cromwell, where Mantel is referred to in the introductory material, describes this as a ‘startlingly accurate’ depiction of Henrician England. Mantel asserts that ‘nobody else works by this method, with my ideal of fidelity to history’ (2015). This approach does seem her hallmark, whose novels have an unusual degree of reliance on historical research. However, this approach is disingenuous. It relies on some elements being common enough knowledge to be recognized as accurate without requiring reference or corroboration: Danton asking the executioner to show his severed head to the people or Henry VIII near death in a jousting bout. This lulls the reader into a sense of security. As they identify these points of recognition, the reader becomes more willing to accept the other historical ‘facts’, regardless of accuracy. This is not to say Mantel is deliberately misleading or consciously altering known historical facts. She asserts she makes the ‘fiction flexible’ to bend around the facts rather than vice versa (Mantel 2015). But this willingness to believe lends credence to the fictional aspects of the narrative, the part for which there can be no historical record, and that is the dialogue and the characters mindsets. It encourages the reader to be more accepting of her version. Toby Litt has criticized this type of historical fiction, where the author makes claims to accuracy, as a contract in bad faith, specifically a ‘reciprocal pair of bad faiths’ on the part of the author and the reader (2008, 111). He asserts that historical fiction is an oxymoron: ‘historical fiction is neither historical nor fictional’ (113). For Litt, the phrase encapsulates the vacillation between facticity and transcendence which is at the heart of bad faith (113). Here, facticity is the historical; the author's emphasis on research and accuracy. Transcendence is the fictional and the elements that go beyond available historical material (i.e. personal motivation, interior perspective, speculation where source material is unavailable). Melding the two leaves the reader with the false impression that they know more about the historical period, person‚ or concept than they did before reading the novel, as the personal is applied to the factual. However, in accepting the intermingling of fact and fiction – ‘of accurate fripperies of dress and inaccurate motivations of the heart’ – the reader has no accurate basis for what they know to be true (114). For the author, the bad faith rests in stating how the past was. For the reader, it rests in believing the author’s version. The two meet on a middle ground defined by what is true and what cannot be proved to be inaccurate. Significantly, Litt assumes that the reader is unaware of the inherent fallacy of historical fiction, that they are searching for a contract in good faith with the author. Yet Mantel makes no pretence that her works are anything other than fiction: ‘a reader knows the nature of the contract … [they are] actively requesting a subjective interpretation’ (Mantel 2017). The reader is aware of this dichotomy between fact and fiction, and is therefore not bad faith. Mantels historical fiction is an oleograph; she makes no attempt to pass it off as an oil painting. Instead, she writes in the plausible: interweaving the fictionalized interior and the historical exterior, with the former legitimizing the latter.

Of significance is Mantel’s choice of characters. With few minor exceptions, most of her characters are real individuals, and famous historical figures people her novels prominently. This is well outside the norm for historical fiction. Typically, the role of famous figures is marginal; instead‚ the narrative will focus on either ‘middling’ or fictive characters who function as a focal point ‘for the dramatic collision of opposing extremes between whom they stand, or more often waver’ usually centring on the ‘transformation of popular life through a set of representative human types’ who are swept by social forces (Lukács, quoted in Anderson, 2011). Mantel subverts this by focusing almost exclusively on famous figures and high politics. Danton, Robespierre‚ and Desmoulins are the titans of the French Revolution and Henry VIII, Anne Boleyn, and Thomas More are significant players in her novels on Thomas Cromwell, himself of undeniable historical importance. This adds a layer of authenticity to the narrative as the reader can be presumed to have at least a basic awareness of them from the outset. It is barely an exaggeration to say most people in Britain know the story of Henry VIII and his six wives. Indeed, Henry VIII and Jesus Christ tie for fourth place on the ‘top historical characters’ list in What Historical Novel Do I Read Next? (Anderson 2011). As it is easier to believe in what or who you already know existed, the reader is immediately included in the narrative. This foreknowledge provides satisfaction in the familiar: the reader is in on the secret. It generates inclusivity that accounts, in part, for her popularity as this insider knowledge is not present in purely fictional characters, amplifying the reader’s emotions and reactions. The displaying of an individual’s head post execution is both gory and shocking. To know that Thomas More’s head was displayed on London Bridge until it was given to his daughter for burial is even more so (Mantel 2010b, 646). However, in concentrating on the lives of real historical figures, Mantel must further contend with issues of inaccuracies and allegations of ‘bad faith’, above and beyond that which historical fiction is usually accused. If the central character is fictive, the author has greater literary licence as they must only stay true to the broader sweeps of history and the more marginal real historical figures. For Mantel, in selecting such well‐known characters, their every action may be scrutinized for inconsistencies and errors. For example, Mary Roper, Thomas More’s daughter, did collect his head from London Bridge‚ and it was buried with her. That it was exhumed in 1824 and finally laid to rest in St Dunstan’s Church in Canterbury‚ where it was displayed for many years is a historical fact. The extent of Cromwell’s involvement, however, can only be speculated on. It is possible he instructed the bridge‐master to accept Mistress Roper’s bribe; it is equally possible he was not involved at all (Mantel 2010, 646). There is no historical record to either confirm or deny Mantel’s version; a conversation between confidants concerning a traitor’s head would not leave any. Instead, she constructs a version that is plausible: not manipulating the historical facts but working in the silent margins. Nonetheless, she does make factual errors. Historian John Guy points out she names the wrong Sheriff of London to take Thomas More to the scaffold (Brown 2017). It was not Humphrey Monmouth, but instead either Nicholas Levison or William Denham, who were serving as sheriffs when More was executed in July 1535 (Noorthouck 1773). However, the sum of this inaccuracy is confined to four lines, and his role in the narrative is negligible. Does it matter who led More to the scaffold? It is a detail the overwhelming majority of readers would miss, commented upon by only the most pedantic of historians, and does not spoil the enjoyment of the text. This highlights the difference between accuracy and authenticity. Monmouth is not accurate, but his inclusion does not negate the authenticity of the novel. And yet, this marks a greater instability in the text. Mantel is known for her copious amount of research: the very fact they are so well researched, with so much of the narrative and details correct to the best available facts, makes the errors and misportrayals more problematic.

Mantel’s depiction of Thomas More illustrates this beautifully. Wolf Hall and Bring up the Bodies is a reclamation project for the reputation of Thomas Cromwell, much maligned as a Tudor villain. As he rises so must More fall, and the reader is given the inverse of A Man for all Seasons. Instead of the gentle humanist who courageously followed his conscience to death, Mantel presents More as a religious fanatic, an arrogant, manipulative, misogynistic torturer, the very antithesis of his supposed humanist beliefs. One damning episode in a list of many is the conversation between Cromwell and Dick Purser, whom More had whipped when he was a boy (Mantel 2010, 639). The brutal whipping and humiliation of a child is expressly recounted: ‘the ladies of the house giggle … and the thin weals spring out against his skin and bleed’ (639). Against this, Cromwell is cast as the sympathetic protector who allows Purser to witness More’s downfall. Cromwell becomes his literal shoulder to cry on inspiring Purser’s loyalty – ‘I will follow you to the death’ – as well as the readers (640). Purser was whipped by More, an episode he recounts in his The Apology of Sir Thomas More Knight 1533: ‘I caused a servant of mine to stripe him like a child before mine household’ (More 1533, 118). However, ascertaining the accuracy of Cromwell and Purser’s conversation is a historical impossibility: there is no record of what happened to Dick Purser after he left More’s employ. While this was presumably a deeply unpleasant experience for Purser, beating one’s servants was not uncommon. It would not have marked More out as malice incarnate as Mantel suggests. While the real More was not as saintly as represented in A Man for all Seasons, he was not as black as Mantel paints him. Mantel’s version of More is even more of a ‘Torquemada‐on‐the‐Thames’ than even Geoffrey Elton’s, who originated the ‘Cromwellian revolution in history’ (Horowitz 2019). Guy emphases that much of More’s slander came from the Elizabethan‚ John Foxe‚ who relayed much of his information as ‘reported by credible witnesses’, which Guy translates as ‘here come the alternative facts’ (Guy, quoted in Brown 2017). This raises the question of whether Mantel had deliberately tarnished More’s reputation to contrast Cromwell, or whether she has merely researched a less than credible source, a source that Elton himself credited (2017). Either of these eventualities is possible and highlights the difficulties faced by historical fiction surrounding accuracy and legitimacy. However, I suggest Mantel is not making an error but reporting on rumours that might have swirled around in the wake of an execution for treason. More was a public figure. It follows that he was spoken about, and as the conversation increased‚ the information was altered, either through misreporting or to serve individual ends. Mantel is not passing these rumours between characters, but instead reporting them to the reader: ‘I track the historical record so I can report the outer world faithfully – though I also tell my reader the rumours, and suggest that sometimes the news is falsified’ (Mantel 2017). For example, in A Place of Greater Safety, eyewitnesses saw Camille at the storming of the Bastille: ‘despite the fact you were here; you were also there’ (Mantel 2010, 233). Mantel is inhabiting her own world and offering alternative interpretations of actions that are known to have happened (Purser) in much the manner of a sixteenth‐century Londoner. They are compounded in the retelling, creating a distorted fictional view of the real men. Again, the potential familial relationship of Desmoulins and Saint‐Just highlights this manipulation of rumour and truth. It is not until the final chapter that Saint‐Just denies the connection: when asked if they are cousins‚ he responds ‘No, I don’t think so’ (840). Even this denial is hesitant, perhaps unsure himself. Could it be Saint‐Just has been confused with Antoine Fouquier‐Tinville, a genuine cousin of Desmoulins? They had the same first name, both moved in the same revolutionary circles, and Fouquier‐Tinville was a lawyer while Saint‐Just studied law for a year. Fouquier‐Tinville himself remarked, ‘I thought he was related to you, too’ (840). Mantel refers to both men as ‘cousin’ throughout the novel‚ suggesting that ambiguity of their relationship is intended rather than a lack of clarity. ‘It’s now become a “fact” that they were cousins’ despite very little source evidence to corroborate this (Mantel, quoted in Simpson, 2015). The audience must choose what to believe as Mantel makes no effort to adjudicate.

Mantel has achieved success, both literary and popular, due to her focus on the personal: not simply character choice, but the geography of the characters’ mental landscape. This is the battleground for Mantel’s negotiations concerning accuracy, authenticity‚ and literary invention. A reader of historical fictional is more ‘self‐aware of the artificiality of the writing’ and engaging with the imagination outside of the contemporary, be it knowledge or experience, than in other forms of fiction (De Groot 2010, 4). To combat this, Mantel restricts her invention to the characters’ inner world. Close attention to the historical record imposes a rigid form on the narrative: Mantel cannot alter the facts as far as they are known. Key here is the adherence to known facts, which eventually run out‚ and Mantel is left with inaccessible gaps in the archive, significantly spoken conversation‚ and inner thought. It is in these silences and erasures that Mantel invents. The inventions of the unknown margins create a fictional inner world. This combines with the historical ‘facts’ of the external world. The intermingling of fact and fiction provide a plausible narrative which has the ring of authenticity. ‘I would make up a man’s inner torments, but not, …, the colour of his drawing room wallpaper. Because his thoughts can only be conjectured’ (Mantel 2017). There is no record or ‘fact’ to gainsay these inventions. Even diaries and personal papers may have experienced some form of self‐censorship. One could argue the invention of personal motivations is far more inauthentic than décor: motivations drive enplotment, furniture is window dressing. And yet, this extreme attention to detail allows the reader the feeling of looking through the characters’ eyes at their contemporary world, creating authenticity. The reader is subsumed in the detailed and sensory world created for them. The reader puts more faith in the authenticity, rather than artificiality, of the external world. This creates the sense that only the mindset of the characters is fictional. This external authenticity convinces of the inner world’s plausibility, and so feed into each other. Considering this, Mantel’s preoccupation with the men who built these nations is unsurprising. Despite the tumultuous times, she is focused on the individual. A Place of Greater Safety ends on a deeply personal note, with an extract from The Times interjecting history into the fictive, questioning why ‘Camille Desmoulins, who was so openly protected by Robespierre, is crushed in the triumph of this dictator’ (Mantel 2010, 872). The French Revolution is compressed into a struggle between three colleagues and friends. Yet this serves to humanize the subject, allowing the reader to empathize with characters who might otherwise have been distinctly unlikeable. They are not stock figures designed to act as conduits for the great historical, social, and cultural changes occurring around them. Her characters are not ‘representative human types’; they are distinctly ‘real’ people. They are real, not just by virtue of their not being fictive, but Mantel’s Pygmalion‐esque characterization imbues them with a weight and verisimilitude resulting in a Galatean transformation from archival material and national mythology to disconcertingly present individuals. This was clearly enabled by her extensive historical research, but also her willingness to fill the silences, and (re)construct conversations. Thus, although England is shaped by the Reformation, for Mantel, this Reformation is shaped by Cromwell.

Mantel’s coup de maître comes from shifting the narrative away from the glittering royal court, instead focusing on the inner life of Thomas Cromwell. ‘Change the viewpoint, and the story is new’ (Mantel 2017). The shift in focus to Cromwell provides the illusion that the reader is being granted unprecedented access to the hidden. The familiarity with the historical figures suggests a behind‐the‐scenes tour with the latest gossip concerning mutual acquaintances. Cromwell is a slightly adjunct character to Henry VIII, and his relative obscurity grants Mantel a wider margin for mental invention: it would be harder to successfully create her own mental voice for such a towering historical figure. Both Wolf Hall and Bring up the Bodies have an internal homodiegetic narrative perspective so that everything is seen through Cromwell’s eyes. Renate Brosch emphasizes how it is Cromwell’s perspective which ‘guarantees textual coherence and defines the vision of the world represented’ (2018, 57). Cromwell is, therefore, the reader's eyes and ears within the Tudor world, and it is his perceptions and understandings that shape the reader's interactions with it. This creates a sense of empathy and sympathy between the reader and the protagonist, while simultaneously challenging our ‘values regarding fictional subjectivity’ (58). Cromwell is an amalgam of historical and contemporary qualities: enough points of similarity to evoke familiarity, with enough difference to ensure that the reader is authentically situated in the past. This is different from A Place of Greater Safety, where the sometimes interjections of authorial voice and changes in pace, form‚ and deliberate anachronisms – ‘Now [Lucille] thought, what the fuck’s the use’ – jars the reader out of the narrative (Mantel 2010, 483). The reader is not a passive recipient of the story but must actively engage to find meaning. In contrast, both Wolf Hall and Bring up the Bodies are more submersive experiences. Mantel addresses the issue of creating suspense when the outcomes are known by using the present tense. Although no longer experimental, the present tense can subvert the sense of complete access to the historical world, leaving Cromwell as the reader’s only point of entry. It is uncertain and shifting: the reader cannot know which aspects of the narrative may later become important (Brosch 2018, 65). It further gives the impression that Cromwell as a person is a work in progress, allowing for character development of a historically rigid figure. Mantel breaks with the traditional use of first‐person or elided first‐person narration for interior monologue. Instead, it is rendered from the third‐person internal perspective. This repeated use of ‘he’, more frequently throughout Bring up the Bodies the use of ‘he, Cromwell’ to assuage the critics, obscures the deixis. The difficulty in determining who the ‘he’ is in Cromwell’s narration ensures the reader is frequently jolted out of the narrative, creating distance in what was an immersive experience. This emphasizes the nature of the text (yes, this is fictional, and yes, it operates at a historical remove), creating an ambiguity to Cromwell and introduces instability to the texts. Despite the appearance of unfettered access to Cromwell’s interior world, he remains enigmatic. The obscured deixis ensures participation on the part of the reader, who must be actively engaged. The gaps in Cromwell’s narrative, the fractured syntax‚ and allusions to unrecounted memories encourage ‘readers to engage with their own imaginative construction of what they value in this ambiguous personality’ (Brosch 2018, 58). In filling in the blanks, the reader becomes further invested in the protagonist. The unknowingness and unknown of Cromwell combine to create a highly subjective narration.

This subjectivity questions the ‘real’, an essential aspect of historical fiction. The focalization on Cromwell presents the reader with a distorted world view, one which the reader is complicit in creating. Mantel’s copious historical research suggests a concrete reality of the past. Yet, as our perception of it is filtered through a subjective interior perspective, it challenges this reality. Wilson convincingly argues that the real is established ‘through the fixing of the limits of the narrative in the interior world and perceptual processes of protagonists’ (2015, 154). Here, the thinning of the boundary between literary and genre in contemporary historical fiction denotes the novel’s ability to represent the real, a marked contrast to the 1980s postmodernist privileging of the fictional. For Wilson, this is indicative of a wider loss of faith in the fictional (146–147). If, as Wilson suggests, realism is essential to fiction’s continuing relevance and yet is no longer possible, the new‐found popularity of literary historical fiction can be explained. Historical fiction provides a link to the ‘real’ of history, while simultaneously ‘asserting fiction’s privileged role in accessing that ‘real’’ (149). Hence, the literary novel’s turn to the historical suggests an attempt to combat wider instabilities. The agreed significance of historical events allows for the assurance of guaranteed importance.

Mantel uses the representation of interiority to locate the real and yet avoids traditional methods of grounding the novel in concrete reality: third‐person narration, the preterite, and the ‘reality effect’ (reality through useless detail) (155). She is distinctly uninterested in the description of physical objects. Instead, Mantel uses Cromwell’s perceptions‚ which give the illusion of unfettered mental access, as well as providing detail of the external world and his relation to it. As the exterior description is so sparse, the reader increasingly relies on Cromwell’s mental judgements. Thus, the reader's first impression of Cardinal Wolsey gives far more weight to his relationship with his servants than how his rooms are furnished. From a subjective perspective, Cromwell places more importance on these relationships than on the physical: ‘food, wine, fire built up’ (Mantel 2010, 18). That Cromwell’s assessment is subjective is not the issue: the reader trusts his perceptions and allows them to shape their interaction with the wider world. He is trustworthy because he has been made familiar to the reader. Cromwell’s mindset has a distinctly modern cant, which acts as a counterpoint to the historical: Cromwell is the modern viewfinder into the Tudor world. He is attributed with desirable contemporary qualities: financial acumen, legal genius, multilingualism, empathy, wit, and perceptiveness. Most compellingly, he possesses a deep curiosity and startling insight into the world and people around him. One example is the rumour of Anne’s ‘deformity’; a supposed sixth finger on one hand. There are no contemporary descriptions of Anne’s supposed ‘deformities’. These reports appear only after her execution. Henry VIII was deeply superstitious, so any deformity would have been treated as suspicious, suggesting their implausibility. However, Cromwell sees through the rumour and supposition: ‘he thinks she is a woman who doesn’t like to show her hand’ (Mantel 2010, 241–242). As he is the reader’s access to this historical world, his ability to see through the deception appears to validate his world view, leaving the impression that what he sees is true. This adds authority to his narrative: Cromwell alone can provide clarity. To create this image of Cromwell, Mantel sacrifices some historical accuracy: in Bring up the Bodies, the description of Cromwell’s proposed legal reforms shades into a quasi‐welfare state (43). In fact, according to Elton, much of Cromwell’s legislation was either diluted or outright failed (Horowitz 2011).

However, the reader’s access to Cromwell’s interior world is more restricted than it initially appears. Mantel suggests a false transparency that is only revealed with the intrusion of the external real onto the internal. Wilson has remarked on the absence of Cromwell’s ‘villainous acts’ from the constructing consciousness of the narrative (2015, 163). Cromwell must be rendered familiar and sympathetic to secure the reality effect in his consciousness (163). Yet Cromwell is a problematic figure, whose internal reality does not always match the external. Cromwell congratulates Gardener that they manage a boat trip without either throwing the other in the Thames (Mantel 2010, 235). This becomes distorted and fed back to Cromwell as him threatening to drown Gardener: ‘that is not precisely his memory of the conversation’ (296). Although perhaps a simple distortion of rumour, episodes such as this accumulate within the texts. For instance, he remembers attempting to drown the eel‐boy in Putney but then immediately questions ‘did I really do that? I wonder why’ (133). It is offered without context or clarification. The most telling episode is of his depiction in Holbein’s portrait. This portrait provides an external frame of reference for Cromwell in that it makes both him and the reader aware of what everyone else knows. Cromwell comments ‘I look like a murderer’ to which his son responds, ‘did you not know?’ (527). This is principally to the reader, to shatter their illusions of Cromwell. The question of whether Cromwell is a murderer or not is debated through both novels. These episodes are outside of Cromwell’s consciousness to act as a reality effect, the interruption of ‘real’ onto the previously perceived reality. And yet, the reader has spent too long inside Cromwell’s interior world to be anything other than invested. The clarity provided by the portrait has little impact on their perception of him. The pretence to unrestricted mental access is disingenuous. Mantel appears to draw back the veil to allow for this access, yet it remains firmly in place. If, as Wilson argues ‘to assert that the individual mind and its perceptions … is the best connection to the real’, then the illusion of clarity creates instability within the narrative as it undermines the reader's assumptions (2015, 157). Cromwell is constantly re‐editing and re‐organizing his interior world; thus, his memories cannot be trusted. He remembers only a distortion of the incident with the eel‐boy, his actions but not motivations. Cromwell is completely open that his persecution of Norris, Rochford, Weston‚ and Brereton in Bring up the Bodies is revenge for their performance in the play in Wolf Hall where they dragged ‘Wolsey’ to hell. His interviews with the accused men are framed around their roles in the play, the four paws of the devil. Cromwell possesses a ruthlessness that goes beyond pragmatism: ‘now they must accommodate me, or be removed’ (47). The reader is complicit in Cromwell’s construction as morally questionable due to Mantel’s ability to manipulate the reader’s desire to actively engage with the protagonist (Brosch 2018, 58). This shift in Cromwell’s character intensifies as the narrative progresses. Or possibly, the reader merely begins to see Cromwell more clearly. The uncertainty created through Cromwell’s editing of memory and the past is indicative of the way Mantel deals with historiography within her historical fiction: ‘I don’t think you can write any intelligent historical fiction these days without it also being historiographical fiction’ (Mantel 2018). For Mantel, history is ‘the record of what’s left on the record’, a system of organizing rather than the truth that one can eventually find (Mantel 2017). Engagement with the issues of historiography suggests her work is not costume drama, which frequently depicts a ‘secret history’ or hidden fact which is presented as historical truth. Mantel’s concern with rumour, unstable memory, shifting facts‚ and partial evidence (also evident in A Place of Greater Safety) provided a far more nuanced, and distinctly literary, account of the past.

Mantel’s historical fiction is not popularism or costume drama, but they are popular. In the case of her most famous works, Wolf Hall and Bring up the Bodies, this is due to the subject matter. The Tudor Court is the heartland of British popular history, closely resembling a national soap opera. As a story, it has all the elements to engender lasting interest: murder, intrigue, politics, royalty‚ and violence. The year Mantel won the Booker for Wolf Hall the judging criterion swirled around the tension between literary and readability (Moseley 2010, 429). In Wolf Hall Mantel delivered both. The question remains then, ‘are we reading history amplified by the empathy of the novelist or fiction dressed up in historical costume?’ (Bernier 1993). Mantel’s works – A Place of Greater Safety, Wolf Hall and Bring up the Bodies – are the former. They are not escapist but laden with contemporary relevance, exploring society and people through historical and fictional simulacrums, engaging with wider literary themes, demonstrating the sophistication of these novels. Mantel places great emphasis on the historical accuracy of her novels, and while not always infallible, she does present remarkably authentic historical worlds. This is compounded by her unusual choice of real and important historical figures, and the use of narrative technique to privilege the reader with access to their inner landscape. They combine to allow Mantel to explore the plausible in a manner that feels distinctly genuine rather than artificial. That her novels are popular does not negate their literary place.
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Linton Kwesi Johnson

EMILY TAYLOR MERRIMAN



Linton Kwesi Johnson’s energetic and focused blend of poetry, reggae, and radical activism established a new way of writing in the United Kingdom during the politically turbulent years of the last quarter of the twentieth century.

Born in 1952 in Chapelton, Jamaica, Johnson spent his early boyhood mostly with his grandmother. At the age of 11 he followed his mother to England. While attending Tulse Hill secondary school, he joined the youth wing of the Black Panthers and became active in radical movements, including local and international anti‐racism and black socialism. He married at 17 and raised a family in London, where he studied sociology at Goldsmiths’ College. He struggled to support his family in a hostile economic and racial environment by working as an office temp, on building sites, and in factories (Jaggi 2002). Johnson was part of the Race Today Collective and the Arts Editor of its journal Race Today. His journalism work included reporting for the BBC and for Channel 4. He also founded his own record label and music publishing company. He is often known as LKJ, the middle name added in later in life, ‘Kwesi’, being a Ghanaian name signifying ‘born on a Sunday’. In the 1970s and 1980s, LKJ established himself as the most prominent voice among the second wave of black writers to publish and perform in the United Kingdom during and after the wave of immigration from the Caribbean that began in 1948.

LKJ is primarily a political poet, a lyricist of protest, asserting the rights of black people and demanding the emancipation of the working class. His early works often addressed specific situations or historical events in England, including the survival of the Notting Hill Carnival, a celebration of Caribbean culture, despite attempts to repress it in 1976 and 1977 (‘Forces of Viktri’); the New Cross fire in 1981, and the Black People’s Day of Action that followed it (‘New Craas Massakah’ [1983]), and riots in south London in the early 1980s. However, his subject matter is not confined to racial and social justice, and many poems evoke elegiac mourning, praise, and communal consolation, as well as the great poignant topics of death, love, and time. Not religious but profoundly ethical, LKJ shows his audience that these universal human themes are powerfully interwoven with issues of justice, both locally and globally.

Through his reggae music and live performances‚ he reaches a larger audience than most contemporary poets. Even without musical backing, he is a master of performance poetry, specifically ‘dub’, or ‘reggae poetry’, a form that he himself, inspired by blues and jazz poetry, partly invented from a range of Caribbean root sources, and which involves spoken word on top of drum and bass tracks.

LKJ’s first audience was the diasporic black community of London; he subsequently expanded his audience base during the late 1970s and 1980s to include primarily young, left‐wing, white English people and other Europeans, some of whom were involved in the anti‐apartheid movement and in anti‐racist work. As a member of activist circles, as well as a participant in the Caribbean Artists Movement, Johnson protested the black community’s subjection to oppressive domestic forces. He spoke out with a determined, incisive public voice. He enacted verbal resistance to the fascist movement in Britain, in poems like ‘Fite Dem Back’ (on the Forces of Victory album, 1979), which uses the martial arts technique of assertively turning the aggression of attackers — in this case members of the National Front — back on themselves (Johnson 1996, 69). As a socialist he opposes the exploitative economic structures of late capitalism. While his tone has mellowed and he no longer composes much new material, over the course of his career he maintained his tune of righteous protest, and he has continued to speak about international matters as well as to create solidarity between his home community in the United Kingdom and transnational forces that reject racism, colonialism, and economic and spiritual exploitation.

LKJ’s publications include Voices of the Living and Dead (London: Race Today, 1974), Dread Beat An’ Blood (London: Bogle‐L’Ouverture, 1975), Inglan is a Bitch (London: Race Today, 1980), and the somewhat retrospective, and more introspective, Tings An’ Times (Newcastle upon Tyne and London: Bloodaxe Books and LKJ Music, 1991). In the twentieth century‚ most of these poems were collected in Mi Revalueshanary Fren: Selected Poems (London: Penguin Modern Classics, 2002). This volume was the first book by a black poet and only the second one by a living poet to be included in that Penguin series. It was re‐released by Penguin in 2006 as Selected Poems with additional material. LKJ’s discography includes Dread Beat An’ Blood (Virgin, 1978), Forces of Victory (Island, 1979), Bass Culture (Island, 1980), LKJ in Dub (Island, 1981), Making History (Island, 1983), LKJ Live in Concert with the Dub Band (LKJ Records, 1985), Tings an’ Times (LKJ Records, 1992), LKJ Presents (LKJ Records, 1996), LKJ A Cappella Live (LKJ Records, 1996), More Time (LKJ Records, 1998), Independent Intavenshan (Island, 1998), LKJ in Dub Volume 3 (LKJ Records, 2002), Straight to Inglan’s Head: An Introduction to Linton Kwesi Johnson (Island, 2003), and LKJ Live in Paris (LKJ Records, 2004).

Inspired by the political philosophy of C.L.R. James, who advocated black autonomy, including the setting up of independent institutions, LKJ established his own record label in 1981. Artists on LKJ records include Jamaican poets Mikey Smith and Jean Binta Breeze, and Dennis Bovell, a reggae musician, producer‚ and sound engineer with whom LKJ has often successfully collaborated. Although LKJ no longer releases much new public material, he still reads and performs at literary festivals, and occasionally in concert. Best known in the United Kingdom, he nonetheless has an international reputation, in Europe, especially France, in the United States and beyond. In 2012 he received English PEN's Golden PEN Award for a lifetime's distinguished service to literature. His native island of Jamaica gave him an Order of Distinction in 2014. In 2017 Rhodes University in South Africa awarded him an honorary doctorate.

LKJ’s work distinguishes itself in the literary canon by participating in (but not confining itself to) performance or ‘spoken word’ poetry. While he himself invented the phrase ‘dub poetry’ to identify the work of Jamaican poets such as Oku Onoura and Michael Smith, (whose work has roots in, among other places, the dub lyricism of Jamaican DJs talking over reggae tunes), and while ‘dub poet’ is a label that critics continue to apply to him, LKJ has sometimes described his own work differently, as ‘reggae poetry’ – although he is understandably reluctant to use any labels at all that circumscribe the scope of his work.

Dub music is a subgenre that grew out of reggae and which expressly emphasizes the percussion and bass tracks: ‘the instrumental side of a reggae song re‐mixed with a lot of reverbs and echoes to enhance the danceability of the music, to give the music a kind of spatial dimension’ (Johnson 1996, 66). Dub participates in the ‘sound system’ technology‐enabled culture that became popular in the 1970s as part of the background sound to youth – especially black youth – rebellion. In a somewhat similar way, the lyrics of dub poetry get laid down, at least using some internally heard rhythm, onto a reggae beat. LKJ has clarified the relationship between dub and ‘dub poetry’ by asserting in an interview with Mervyn Morris that dub poetry is poetry ‘within its own right. [ … It] functions as poetry to be recited to poetry‐listening audiences, something separate from the sound system tradition’, which is about enlivening the music and dancing (Johnson 1989, 255–257). His own work also fits this characterization of ‘dub poetry’ even if that label is too restrictive‚ and his own work is one step even further removed from sound system culture: while the music has always been important to him, LKJ has sought to bring the verbal dimension of his creative work into the foreground.

LKJ’s poetry is typically subversive, oppositional, and resistant to the norms of traditional white English verse – it embodies a vocal and literary means of fighting back against decades of structural, societal, and personal racism, including endemic police violence towards young black men. It also opposes the stultifying forces of capitalism and human exploitation in various guises. The political radicalism of the poems is not for its own sake or for the aggrandizement of the protestor’s ego; the poems celebrate all kinds of positive human qualities, including strength, ingenuity, yearning, joy, spirit, and freely given service to others – the shared aspects of human being that are our birth rights and should be available equally to all. These qualities provide the often subtly drawn but ever‐present backdrop against which the protest is dramatically enacted. In ‘Seasons of the Heart’, a later, unusual poem, employing Standard English, Johnson highlights in simplicity his underlying message, one that is meaningless unless the reality of oppression and deprivation is recognized and combatted: ‘Life is the greatest teacher / Love is the lesson to be learnt’ (Johnson 2006, 83). While at first hearing his early poetry may portray a ‘savage bleakness’ arising from the oppressive circumstances of young black people in that period (Sandhu 2003, 355), there is a nearly constant undercurrent of passion and celebration, of certainty that the culture ‘yet still breedin love’ and it will ‘alltah / when oppression scatah’ (Johnson 2006, ‘Bass Culture’ 15–16).

LKJ primarily uses Jamaican or Black British language, a form distinct from the dialect of Standard English. This vernacular variety differs from more privileged linguistic conventions in terms of vocabulary, idiom, rhythm, and grammar. LKJ also deploys phonetic spelling, which is one reason why speakers of Standard English benefit from hearing performed versions of the poems, to reduce misreadings and outright failures of comprehension.

His poetry is shaped in formal structures that are innovative rather than established, although they draw on oral verse forms that have their origins in a variety of global literary and aural traditions, including the Bible, African rhythms‚ and storytelling, and European forms like the ballad. On the page, these alternative linguistic idioms look quite distinct from Standard English. Aloud, they form their own powerful centre of gravity. They enable LKJ to establish independent poetic ground that weakens the enslaving and colonizing strictures of English. It is worth noting, however, that if British Received Pronunciation were spelled out as it actually sounds, the effect is equally ‘non‐standard’ and apparently unfamiliar to the reading eye, even to speakers with that accent. By demanding a public hearing for Black British English, LKJ requires white British people to attend to the linguistic modes of a minority group – if they want to have any genuine understanding of their fellow citizens. LKJ’s mode of writing, then, calls attention to the nature of otherness. It enables both a solidarity around separate, besieged, political identities in the United Kingdom (black people, people of colour more generally, the working class) and requires a recognition that human beings – to sum it up as concisely as Bob Marley – exist in a universal context of ‘one love’. In fact, it is this ultimate ethical context of equality and unity that necessitates separatism and group‐based solidarity in a world marred by systemic injustice and prejudice.

LKJ is one of very few poets who can be certain that his work has had a real effect in the sociopolitical world. His poems and lyrics often undertake specific work; he has galvanized people into activism and helped to create an environment in which black people can speak out and white people listen. Along with Caribbean British bands like Steel Pulse and Aswad, and African musicians like the Senegalese band Touré Kunda, and the South Africans Hugh Masekela and Miriam Makeba, his art inspired and educated left‐wing young British people involved in attempts to dismantle apartheid and change the racist mindset of mainstream white British society. His poems constitute a demand for a recognition of inherent black power and vibrancy, even or in fact especially in the face of oppression. Some of his earliest work from the 1970s subordinates artistry to activism, and even constitutes deliberate propaganda around particular circumstances, as he himself acknowledges (Johnson 2006, 69). In broader terms, and in ways that have allowed his verse to flourish in several dimensions, he has aimed for his poetry to be a ‘cultural weapon in the black liberation struggle’ (Johnson 2010, 51).

LKJ, ever his own man, knew that black people in Britain needed to form their own institutions and have their own leaders, in the face of a range of forms of oppression and exploitation. Thus‚ he set about in a poem like ‘Independent Intervenshan’, ‘enunciating the position of the alliance of the Race Today Collective, the Black Parents Movement and the Bradford Black Collective, which was more or less saying we’re not victims and we don’t need to be led by the Socialist Workers Party and the Communist Party and all these parties who were preying and trying to exploit the oppression of black people, and that we had a history of resistance and rebellion, and that we could organise ourselves’ (Johnson 2006, 69–70).

LKJ’s generation organized and eventually rioted to protest the ‘sus’ law. Dating from early nineteenth‐century legislation, this was a stop and search law that allowed the police to target young people and to make arrests on the supposed belief that someone, a ‘suspected’ person, is about to commit an offence. After stepping up to defend others from police harassment, LKJ himself was subject to false arrest and criminal accusations; he was acquitted at trial. In 1981, he was interviewed for an article seeking to explain the rioting in Brixton (Couto). Poems like ‘All Wi Doin is Defendin’ (Johnson 2006, 11–13) and ‘Time Come’ (Johnson 2006, 23–24) were seen in hindsight as prophetic of the violence that erupted in south London in the 1980s. From LKJ’s point of view, they were merely pointing out the obvious: that suppressed energy necessarily bursts out in violence.

Less overtly propagandistic material also exerts political influence. LKJ has always been acutely aware of the intersection of race and class, globally, but especially in Britain. He advocates socialism. His version of black radicalism reinforces Black British identity, as part of an international movement. He was at the forefront of a generation of black writers in the United Kingdom whose terms of engagement were more radical than those who preceded them, for example Sam Selvon the novelist. LKJ himself calls the artists of his era ‘the Rebel Generation’ (Johnson 2007, 33). Donnell and Welsh declare, ‘The radical nature of his work, especially in linguistic terms, paved the way for the breakthrough of a new generation of Black British poets in the 1980s, including V. Bloom, Jean Binta Breeze, Ben Zephaniah, Jimi Rand, John Agard, Grace Nichols, Jackie Kay, Maud Sulter, Fred D’Aguiar, Amryl Johnson and David Dabydeen’ (1996, 296).

Much of the genius of LKJ’s work lies in its achieved syncretism of diverse sources. In interviews‚ LKJ has cited many and wide‐ranging influences, including‚ for example‚ African American scholar W.E.B. DuBois, and Malcolm X; African American poets Langston Hughes, Claude McKay, Gwendolyn Brooks, Sonia Sanchez, and Amiri Baraka; writers from the Caribbean like Frantz Fanon, Martin Carter, Aimé Césaire, Derek Walcott, Kamau Brathwaite, Louise Bennett, and Prince Buster; DJs like Big Youth; his own teacher and mentor John la Rose; African writers Okigbo and U’ Tamsi; and even British poet Gerard Manley Hopkins (Johnson 1996, 2002, 2007, 2008). His earliest and perhaps more powerful literary influence, however, was the King James Version of the Bible, which forms part of the oral tradition in the Caribbean. As a boy, he read it regularly to his grandma, who loved the Hebrew Bible, especially the Psalms, the Song of Solomon, and Ecclesiastes, but who was not able to read herself.

Some of the hallmarks of biblical poetry can be readily discerned in LKJ, for instance‚ anaphora, epistrophe, and parallelism. Yet, like the typical Englishman of today, he is not religious, and he has in fact actively rejected religion of all kinds as irrational and potentially oppressive ‘soh mek wi leggo relijan’ (‘Reality Poem’, 2006, 38). See also Johnson’s interview with Laurie Taylor for an extensive and thoughtful answer regarding LKJ’s complex opinion about religion and his interview with Burt Caesar for more on his ambivalent relationship with Rastafarian religion ([Johnson 1996, 68]). Nonetheless, LKJ’s voice resonates with the warnings of a secular socialist prophet, predicting violent consequences for those who do not attend to their moral responsibilities, and calling for a better future for all people, a future in which everyone is taken care of by the society that they participate in.

LKJ’s popular audience, which includes concert fans and music listeners, has been much larger than his readerly one. LKJ has himself expressed regret that he did not receive sensitive critical attention earlier on: ‘My work would have benefited from good, serious criticism. But then I was the only one doing what I was doing’. Fortunately, he later discovered others in Jamaica doing similar work, for example‚ Oku Onuora, Mutabaruka, and Jean Binta Breeze (Johnson 1996, 72). Such external criticism might have helped him to hear what he was doing more clearly, and perhaps enabled him to extend his repertoire. Nonetheless, LKJ continued to break new creative ground for decades. His current literary reputation is unassailable, and his multidimensional achievement is remarkable.

In the 1990s, he began to receive more sustained scholarly attention. Most commentary focuses on his political agenda in a local context and how it is fostered by his linguistically innovative use of Jamaican language in Britain (see, for example, Hitchcock 1993; D’Aguiar 1993; Dawson 2007). An early influential, much reprinted essay, David Dabydeen’s ‘On Not Being Milton: Nigger Talk in England Today’, acknowledges LKJ as one of the ‘greatest exponents’ of patois. Dabydeen quotes from LKJ’s ‘reggae sounds’ and describes how the electric equipment of amplified music, its ‘sound system’, de/reconstructs technology for subversive purposes: ‘The mass‐produced technology is re‐made for self‐use in a way that patois is a “private” reordering of “standard” English’ (Dabydeen 1989, 410). Dabydeen thereby associates the resistant musical productions with LKJ’s resistant poetic productions. What is absent from Dabydeen’s otherwise astute observation is an awareness that LKJ’s purposes are not primarily oriented towards ‘self’ or ‘privacy’, distinctive though they are, but towards community, the marginalized and oppressed black community of Britain specifically and politically social oppressed communities more generally. L.O. Lane, seeking to counter reductive readings of LKJ that fail to take into account the literal and political spaces in which the art manifests, argues that LKJ’s work shows how “planned violence forces the poetry into a confrontational framework with which it does not necessarily identify” (Lane 162).

The literary establishment, still mostly white in the United Kingdom, has expressed ambivalence about Linton Kwesi Johnson. Antagonistic comments have appeared in print. LKJ himself described and quoted in print a few that appeared after the publication of the Penguin volume. He sardonically comments that at least one of the critics ‘sounded the alarm that the fortifications had been breached’ (Johnson 2010, 51). Earlier the racist criticism of LKJ and his public role was more overt, such as that in a 1982 Spectator profile in 1982 (Kerridge). Thanks to writers like Linton Kwesi Johnson, however, the British literary mainstream has become richer and more varied over recent decades, and LKJ is now himself an establishment figure. One downside to this brand of success for LKJ, along with the changed if still problematic nature of race relations in the United Kingdom, is the fact that young black music listeners in the United Kingdom today may have heard of him, but they are no longer familiar with his work.

This loss of a primarily youthful audience is an inescapable result of the inevitability of ageing. The overall arc of LKJ’s career has slowed over time, and has even included periods of low and even non‐existent productivity. In a 2012 interview, he acknowledged that it’s been a long time since he’s written a poem, but he accepts that fact without concern and sees it in the literary context of the decline in quality of most poets’ work and also in the human context of surviving prostate cancer – the kind of personal experience that puts life’s experiences into perspective (Morrison 2012). Given his early success as a mouthpiece for marginalized youth, it may at first seem surprising or contradictory that LKJ has actually acquired his current ‘elder statesman’ status rather than stepping into obscurity. The contradiction disappears, however, when one focuses on how at the centre of LKJ’s work is the essence of respect, self‐respect, and the respect owed to others who have made sacrifices or achieved triumphs, especially in the shadow of racism. This theme continues to resonate with older people‚ who remain LKJ’s fans, and with his literary reading and listening audience.

Part of the shift in LKJ’s voice has come from the more prominent role he has given to his British sense of ironic humour, although the bite of the verse is not weakened by its wit. ‘If I Woz a Tap‐Natch Poet’ wryly quotes as one of its epigraphs the Oxford Companion to Twentieth‐Century Poetry’s entry on Johnson: ‘dub poetry has been described as … “over‐compensation for deprivation”’. The quotation points to a prominent vein in the criticism of dub poetry, which stereotypes it as a form limited to ‘protest rhetoric’ (Donnell and Welsh 1996, 23). The poem self‐consciously undertakes a lot of simultaneous work. It showcases what LKJ can achieve in a lyrical mode by evoking the pangs of lost love and by praising other poets, all of whom are black, except, in a pointed gesture designed to turn the tables, a token white poet: T.S. Eliot. Yet the poem’s main thrust is to imply, by comparing the relative popularity of Mandela and Buthelezei (Chief of the Zulus and an opponent of Mandela and the African National Congress during the fight to end apartheid in South Africa) that the popularity of LKJ’s verse is a testament to its power and strength, and that there is certainly no rhetorical deprivation here (Johnson 2006, 94–97).

Over the years LKJ has also written more elegiac verses, for example‚ for his family members, including his father ‘Reggae fi Dada’ (Johnson 2006, 50–53) and a nephew who was mysteriously killed in a train accident‚ Reggae fi Bernard (Johnson 2006, 88–90). He has also memorialized public figures, such as Guyanese historian and activist Walter Rodney, in ‘Reggae fi Radni’ (Johnson 2006, 47–49) and another Guyanese man, Bernie Grant, who was elected as a Member of Parliament in Britain in 1987: ‘BG’ (Johnson 2006, 104–106). Even these poems, however, show how the personal and the political are woven in the same fabric. ‘BG’ retells some of the history of Bernie Grant’s stalwart strength and bravery, and how his individual qualities enabled him to be the spokesperson for a community. Speaking to the deceased, LKJ’s narrator says that we remember ‘how yu … dedicate yuself to yu constituency/ brace yu braad back gense bigatri / an stan firm fi justice and equality.’

In tandem with these career shifts that foreground both humour and mourning alongside the political activism, the critical reception of LKJ has shifted. Henghameh Saroukhani, for example, using a retrospective approach, assesses the ‘globalizing shift’ that she discerns in LKJ’s work and in particular the effect of his publication by Penguin (2014). She argues that the chronological organization of the material in the Penguin volume, rather than designating distinctively different phases, enables ‘fresh comparative readings of old poems in ways that demonstrate how these verses can be recontextualized along transnational lines’ (258). Saroukhani concludes that the way Penguin sets up the poems to be read does not de‐politicize them but enables them to be read politically in a large variety of other contexts: ‘contemporary readers are also invited to reinterpret and revalue Johnson’s dissident poetry in distinctly translocal and transnational ways’ (267).

Notwithstanding these potential interpretive proliferations, richness is lost in a soundless reading of the words on the page – even more so with reggae poetry than with other forms – and readers accustomed to Standard Englishes will struggle with LKJ’s representations of Jamaican or Black British English. For these reasons, critical close readings of Johnson benefit from listening to recordings of performed versions and considering matters of rhythm, timbre, pacing, musical accompaniment or its absence, and other aural aspects of the oeuvre.

LKJ’s poetry is orally very satisfying in its use of repetition and variation in rhythm and often inventive rhymes. As Fred D’Aguiar describes in his introduction to Mi Revalueshanary Fren: ‘More often than not his lines begin with a trochee and the poems sustain a rhyme scheme locked to a few rhyming sounds, same word sounds or word ending, rather like the ballad, the sestina or villanelle’ (D’Aguiar 2002, xi). It is worth noting that D’Aguiar’s comparative examples here are longer forms, which like Johnson’s typical forms take some time and space to do their work, often repeating a clause or phrase to shifting effect the second time around. Most of his poems take up several pages of print; they require space to acknowledge complexity, including through repetition with variation. The closest to a short or sonnet‐like poem is ‘Seasons of the Heart’, an experiment in miraculously making fresh the kind of poetic idiom that has long been cliché: fading youth and passing love, combined in pathetic fallacy with the march of the English seasons (Johnson 2002, 83).

Descriptions of LKJ’s performing and reading style are varied and often laudatory. His voice ‘thumps’ (DiNovella in Johnson 2007, 34) and ‘smoothly purr[s]’ (Dawson and Palumbo 2005, 180) in the bass register. Critics speak of his voice as mesmerizing, or of his using a ‘chant and mantra’ style (D’Aguiar 2002, ix). Such techniques enable LKJ to create a sense of altered, or heightened consciousness in which the import of the righteous anger and the communal connection can be more deeply felt. The performance is richly charged with a sensuous but not exhibitionistic masculine energy that attracts without being overbearing. The effect is arousing, but in a tantric kind of way, like the erections Johnson used to experience as a boy listening to his schoolteacher play the organ in church (Johnson 2003). Concert performances with his band succeed musically in being simultaneously very tight and very laidback. When performing with others he manages to lead without dominating or domineering. With his perfect sense of time, LKJ’s speaking voice unerringly enters the flow of the sound at the right moment. Audience members speak of their experience of witnessing his combination of power and restraint.

These aural qualities mirror thematic aspects of the lyrics themselves. LKJ personifies authority and responsibility, most starkly assumed in challenging circumstances that often reduce those aspects of character because of white society’s exploitation and white people’s fear and violence. His classic poem ‘Sonny’s Lettah’, which directly criticizes the ‘sus’ law (the abused regulation that allowed police to stop and search any ‘suspected person’) and takes the form of an epistolary narrative in voice of the older brother, encapsulates in story form the nature of this responsibility‐taking. An older brother writes from prison to his mother to explain how he responded to police brutality by protecting his younger brother, because unjustified violence bred counter‐violence. The role of the elder is summed up in these words: ‘I jus couldn stan‐up deh / an noh duh notn’ (Johnson 2006, 27).

Much of LKJ’s work evinces an instinctive sympathy for young people and their desires, which are often squashed by societal structures and demands and by economic exploitation or exclusion. A poem such as ‘Want fi Goh Rave’, for example, is designed to catalyze in the reader or listener a degree of empathy for the situation of a young man who might typically (stereotypically) be judged for his antisocial behaviour (2006, 33–34). The lyrics show how existential meaninglessness arises from exploitation and how crime arises from lack of opportunity. Johnson achieves this partly through his adept dance of pronouns An ‘I’ is just walking down the road in the opening of the poem, and along with this first‐person narrator, we the reader hear what ‘him’, a young man, says about being homeless, having to report regularly to the police station, while growing up and wanting to make some money and wanting to party. The poem prompts its audience to let go of stereotypical judgements about criminal behaviour, because the narrative of the poem first invites us to have sympathy for the young person whose natural instincts are thwarted. Part of the identification with the first‐person narrator comes because he is just ‘waakin doun di road’, something that most people (in London at least) do on a regular basis. James Procter argues that dub poetry replaces the ‘disengaged, passive, solitary idling of the bourgeouis flâneur’ with ‘the communal voice of the black working class’ (2003, 102). While in many LKJ poems this is indubitably the case, in others, he does deploy a flâneur narrator, ambulating through urban space, exercising his right as a black man in London to walk his city streets. He observes and he comments pointedly (showing rather than telling) on the situations that he witnesses. The voice sometimes participates in a collective ‘wi’, and sometimes maintains his individual human sight and insight, both literally moving down the street and often emotionally moving because of what is observed.

Like many a contemporary Englishman, LKJ has an ambivalent relationship to his own nation. In his case‚ the ambivalence is intensified by his experience and rejection of racial oppression. One of LKJ’s most striking and popular poems is ‘Inglan is a Bitch’, which gave its title to his third collection of poems (Johnson 2006, 39). In ‘Inglan is a Bitch’, a representative black male first‐person narrator tells his story of being badly paid and poorly treated in the workplace, despite his hard labour and initially strong work ethic. The piece, while impressive, indicates a weak spot in LKJ’s testament for human equality. As in most of his poems, the male perspective is the assumed norm, and in this particular poem the language derives much energy from misogyny. The repeated term ‘bitch’, used to refer with insulting anger to England, evokes the cruelty of imperialist ‘Britannia’ and her supposed ‘ruling of the waves’ and her enslavement of African people. The word ‘bitch’ in the poem took on added resonance when hard‐right conservative Margaret Thatcher became the first female Prime Minister the year that the poem was published.

Apt in these ways, the term ‘bitch’ nonetheless is one often used dismissively to diminish women who exercise power over men. The main topic of the poem is a righteous complaint about the economic and social disempowerment of the black man in white society, but it configures that disempowerment as emasculating by implicitly associating the power of the English state and its corporations over immigrant black people with the (supposedly) unjustified exercise of female power over men. The association is effective, because the dislike of female power is common across genders, but from a feminist point of view‚ of course‚ the choice of rhetoric is unfortunate. It is also indicative of a typical gender divide in the early poems. Discussing the representations of masculinity in some of LKJ’s other poems, Sukhdev Sandhu notes that with only a couple of exceptions, LKJ’s London is a ‘men‐only environment’ (2003, 363) and he ends up romanticizing ‘a vision of London street culture – full of hustling, dread, strutting machismo – whose social manifestation he deplores’ (364).

LKJ professed in 1996 to seeing feminism as a ‘confused ideology’ (which he seems to equate here somewhat reductively to such issues as women wanting to be paid for raising their own children), although he makes an exception for ‘lucid’ bell hooks who brought a ‘black dimension’ to feminism (Johnson 1996, 73–74). Nonetheless, LKJ recognizes female power: he has said that his mother (to whom he dedicated Mi Revalueshanary Fren) was the greatest influence on his life (Morrison 2012); he was instrumental in establishing the public success of Jamaican woman poet Jean Binta Breeze, and in a poem from the 1980s he movingly elegizes his friend, May Ayim, who was a poet and activist in Berlin: ‘afro‐german warrior woman’ (2006, 91–93). And the poets he pays homage to in ‘If I Woz a Tap‐Natch Poet’ include the women Jayne Cortez and Lorna Goodison (2006, 95–96).

The end of the poem ‘Ingl an is a Bitch’ notes in a double entendre that there is no escaping the fact that England is a bitch, and that there is no escaping England. So the real question arises, and concludes the poem: ‘is whe wi a goh dhu bout it?’ – that is: What are we going to do about it? This is the redeeming moment of the poem, in which the rejection of the experience of emasculation is envisioned as possible, as something that the poem itself actively works for, and which it calls its audience to work for also. The relationship between England and black people (as well as between men and women, one might add) is here to stay, and it is only by engaging in the power struggles that a victory—justice—can possibly be achieved. Bringing the reader into this engagement, the individual pronouns of the preceding part of the poem ‘me, yu, it’ expand into a plural ‘wi’, with its recognition of the reality of strength in numbers and our mutual responsibilities to each other.

LKJ deploys a similar rhetorical strategy in a poem from the same time period, ‘Forces of Victri’, with its repeated line ‘now wat yu gonna do’. In this instance, however, the ‘yu’ is juxtaposed to the ‘wi’ of the poem – who are clearly identified in the dedication as the ‘Race Today Renegades and the Carnival Development Committee’, that is, the forces victorious in defending the Notting Hill Carnival and its celebration of Caribbean culture. In this instance, ‘now wat yu gonna do’ is a challenge, however, rather than a question. It throws the reality of the matter in the face of those who might resent it, and requires them to accept defeat, and possibly even consider joining in with the winning side, who, after all, are dressed magnificently in many colours and are ‘comin rite through’. Near the end of the poem, in a further effective rhetorical move, LKJ uses the third person plural pronoun ‘dem’ to describe ‘di poor opposition’ – implicitly, now, ‘yu’ (who may have been reluctant, but are nonetheless persuadable) can come together with ‘wi’ against the now powerless ‘dem’ who would have quashed Caribbean British community and public creativity (2006, 37–38).

Part of what makes LKJ’s poetic voice so valuably distinctive is the way it resonates with the authority of someone who is taking responsibility for his own well‐being and that of his community, which in the first instance is the black community of London, but which extends out in wider circles to Caribbean people as a whole, the entire black diaspora, all working people, and even all of humanity. The resonance is all the more intense because it is spoken in a non‐standard dialect, one spoken in London by a disadvantaged minority, and originally forged out of African languages and English as a consequence of white people’s vicious international enslavement of black people. Material that might be perceived as offensive to the political or literary establishment in fact is righteously defensive of the human rights of people whose lives are not valued or respected in the culture where they live. In this challenging context, LKJ combines energy and relaxation at the same time. Cool in his personal presentation, he generates political heat that burned through literary and social barriers. He achieves these triumphs during his youthful years of vociferous yet composed idealistic protest, and he continues to manifest a poised yet outspoken presence in his later years as an established Black British poet, a description that he helped to make possible. LKJ’s legacy of literary protest continues to form and influence younger writers, who share the challenges he confronted, but whose paths have been widened by his trailblazing.
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Hanif Kureishi

LAURENZ VOLKMANN



From postcolonial storyteller and acclaimed Anglo‐Indian author to ‘postethnic’ writer of male introspection – this is the widely accepted trajectory of Hanif Kureishi’s career as literary author and much revered, yet controversial representative of an ethnic minority group in Britain. Born of an Asian father and an English mother in 1954, Hanif Kureishi started publishing as a writer of pornographic fiction under various pen names and then continued with socially critical plays for the Royal Court during the 1970s. He rose to sudden literary stardom with film screenplays for Stephen Frears in the 1980s (My Beautiful Laundrette and Sammy and Rosie Get Laid). His career was further boosted with his hugely successful first novel, the coming‐of‐age story about an Anglo‐Indian protagonist moving from the ennui of the outskirts to the vivacious centre of London, The Buddha of Suburbia from 1990. This was succeeded by an artistically and commercially less outstanding novel, The Black Album from 1995. The late 1990s and early 2000s saw a steady outpouring of slimmer novels and short stories (including the controversial male confession Intimacy, 1998), followed by a small array of fictions and essays circling around issues of artistic development and sociocultural changes in Great Britain in recent decades. Gradually, Kureishi’s early concern with ethnic minority issues has been superseded and displaced by a more introspective, less politically committed perspective. All in all, Kureishi’s critical reputation still rests with his early works which established his status as an unconventional, ground‐breaking literary genius of ‘Black British writing’ (Stein 2004) and as ‘the first locally‐born writer of real quality to articulate British‐Asian experience to a substantial degree’ (Moore‐Gilbert 2001, 17).

Yet behind the interpretative template of swift achievement and relative decline‚ there are a number of constants and subtle topic shifts in Kureishi’s work which will be delineated in the following. He remains a key literary commentator on contemporary multicultural and cosmopolitan British society and maintains his multifarious strategies of subversion, self‐debunking‚ and playfully rejecting the ‘burden of representation’ critics have placed upon him as an ‘ethnic minority writer’. Most importantly, though, Kureishi has continued a self‐conscious grappling with the early labelling of him as a successful representative of an ethnic minority group. Increasingly, Kureishi has infused his writing with questions of identity formation along lines other than ethnic issues – namely‚ the chances, uncertainties‚ and challenges of hybrid, ambiguous identity formation in the postmodern age. Permeating his work, though usually less acknowledged, are themes such as the influence of popular culture, political and economic ideologies‚ and‚ most markedly, the issue of how changing images of masculinity and male sexuality determine individual behaviour and social mores.

 

Postcolonial and Multicultural Issues to Postethnic Bricolage

In the opening paragraph of Kureishi’s autobiographically inflected novel The Buddha of Suburbia, the protagonist famously describes himself as belonging to ‘a new breed’ (Kureishi 1990, 3). And indeed, like his fictional character Karim, Kureishi writes as one of the first generation of ethno‐English writers who do not identify themselves in terms of postcolonial displacement or diaspora. Instead, he defines himself primarily – in that order – as a Londoner and as English, or British (Schoene 1998, 111). Unlike Rushdie, who wrote back to the imperial centre in fictions aimed at ‘chutnifying’ the English language and thus at prising it away from the former colonizers, transforming Western modes of mimetic representation by strategies of magic realism, Hanif Kureishi wrote from the imperial centre, vividly portraying a ‘new reality’ of cosmopolitan frictions and interminglings, tackling the issues of racial prejudice and evolving ethno‐English identities. His fictional mélange featured ‘the irresolvable tensions between Anglo‐British suburban ennui and the post‐imperial national fantasies of cultural excellence clashing vehemently with the nightmarish realities of inner‐city life’ (Schoene 1998, 111). His early film scripts and novels from the 1980s to the mid‐1990s established Kureishi’s iconic status as the representative of the British‐Indian or British‐Asian experience and as an outstandingly talented ‘minority author’ (Perfect 2014, 28). This status was cemented with the immediate critical acclaim of The Buddha and its increasingly canonical status (Yousaf 2002). For example, it has remained a favourite text of schools in European countries such as Germany (Schüren 1998, Volkmann 2011).

Kureishi’s early works of fiction may be regarded as a considerable contribution to the ‘establishment of a definitive genre of British Asian writing deserving recognition in its own right’ (Upstone 2010, 1). Other writers born in Britain or who settled there since childhood include British‐Asian authors such as Salman Rushdie and V.S. Naipaul, and then Ravinder Randhawa, Atima Srivastava, Nadeem Aslam, Meera Syal, Hari Kunzru, Monica Ali‚ and Suhayl Saadi (Upstone 2010). It was especially Kureishi who influenced the writing of ‘second‐generation’ writers after him. The shift from a concern with the post‐imperial legacy to defining a new form of Englishness which includes immigrant and mixed‐race British citizens of the second and third generations becomes clear in British‐Asian author and journalist Hari Kunzru’s observation that first‐generation writing essentially comprised ‘the story of immigrants, of outsiders gaining or failing to gain acceptance into a world whose terms are set by a white population. Only recently has a body of second‐generation fiction arisen, dealing with the experience of those of us who have always already found ourselves “here”, and whose Britishness eclipses our relation with the other countries in which our parents grew up’ (Kunzru 2000, n.p.).

To the rising generation of new Britons, Kureishi was seen as a representative of multiculturalism, but also of counterculture, and he became regarded as a maverick spokesperson. Zadie Smith remembers her first reading of The Buddha when she was fifteen years old: ‘There was one copy going round our school like contraband. I read it in one sitting in the playground and missed all my classes. I’d never read a book about anyone remotely like me before’ (quoted in McCrum 2014, n.p.). In a similar vein, Meera Syal recalls her fascination with Kureishi’s flippant and seemingly irreverent political stance, reflected in his inspiring ‘ability to satirize the sacred cows’ of late twentieth‐century postcolonial British society: ‘He was very hip, the first hip Asian in the arts as far as I can recall’ (quoted in Ranasinha 2002, 122).

While today within Britain Kureishi is usually referred to as a British writer, the ethnic labelling of his work has remained, frequently informed by theoretical angles of ethnicity studies, Black British writing‚ or postcolonial studies. Approaching Kureishi, it seems crucial to keep in mind what Graham Huggan (2001) has dubbed the highly marketable label of the ‘postcolonial exotic’. With critics noticing and partly decrying Kureishi’s increasing movement away from explicit concerns with issues of race and ethnicity and the coterminous problematics of racism, discrimination‚ and the pervasive influence of colonial patterns of thought, it has remained commonplace to describe Kureishi as an author whose early works can be (re‐)interpreted along the lines of central tenets of postcolonial theory. Critical readings through the lens of postcolonial theory, as Winkgens suggests, could interpret Kureishi’s early works as perceptive and deeply imaginative portrayals of the complex and conflict‐ridden predicament of the immigrant condition in multicultural societies. ‘Eminently visible because of their “brown” skin color, biologically marked as racially different minoritarian Others, collectively stereotyped by the “white” majority as victimized objects of racial abuse and violence, and alternatively cast as eroticized objects of exotic desire […], Kureishi’s immigrant protagonists – torn between the prescribed binary subject positions of cultural assimilation and diasporic isolation – are primarily concerned with trying to locate themselves, to make sense of their “in‐between‐ness” and to sort out the concrete options of their potential for cultural and ethnic hybridity’ (Winkgens 2011, 230).

The protagonists’ quest for self‐discovery, identity‚ and self‐knowledge is emblematic of a larger project of redefining Englishness or Britishness. Kureishi clearly aims to subvert and punctuate essentialist and dominant concepts of traditional ‘white’ national identity. Instead, his early oeuvre tends to show how such concepts of privileging dominant discourses have come under pressure from global developments, multiculturalism‚ and the both homogenizing and liberating forces of popular culture, thus reworking concepts of national identity in terms of Britain’s diverse population. Clearly influenced by Salman Rushdie and easily interpreted in terms of Homi Bhabha’s theories about cultural hybridity, Kureishi’s early texts can be read as presenting critical incidents regarding negative aspects of cultural and ethnic hybridity such as ‘forced assimilation, internalized self‐rejection, political co‐optation, social conformism, cultural mimicry and creative transcendence’ (Gilroy 1987, 13). However, they simultaneously tend to endorse notions of cultural hybridity and intermingling as liberating and emancipatory forces. Blurred lines of ethnic identities tend to be reflected by a broader context of fluid constructions of gender and sexual preferences, manifest in the frequently bisexual leanings of the main protagonists in My Beautiful Laundrette and The Buddha. Such affirmations of experiment, play‚ and fluid affiliations in combination with the rejection of totalizing cultural inscriptions and unambiguous world views are clearly cultural concepts shaping Kureishi’s style, his blend of racy, idiomatic dialogues‚ and pop‐culture references.

This anti‐foundational vision of identity as mobile and self‐negotiated coupled with the characterization of Kureishi’s protagonists, who follow a quest ‘for highly individualized life paths befitting their personal dispositions and aspirations’ (Winkgens 2011, 230), obviously outlines the contours of postmodern identity formation. As Shadid, a character in Black Album, contends at the end of his anxious quest for personal and public meaning: ‘There was no fixed self; surely our several selves melted and mutated daily? There had to be innumerable ways of being in the world’ (Kureishi 1995, 228). The sense of belonging and ideological closure offered to Shadid in the form of religion (fundamentalist Islam in his case) is rejected as a totalizing, monologic‚ and ‘life diminishing’ choice. The overt or oblique rejection of fixed categories of making sense of one’s identity or dissolving life’s ambiguities by means of simplistic concepts make it possible, as Upstone suggests, to ‘identify in Kureishi’s work a notable ideological positioning’ (Upstone 2010, 41). Conversely, this critical stance towards any ‘given’, seemingly natural certainties explicitly projects an alternative, secularized, individualized world view, one which is put forward in what critics have called Kureishi’s ‘postmodern didacticism’ (Upstone 2010, 44). It is didactic in the sense that it intends to deconstruct all preconceived notions about racial, ethnic, gender‚ and cultural identity formation on the one hand and, on the other, by advocating hybrid, in‐between, ambiguous‚ and uncertain elements as the ‘norm’ and as building blocks of postmodern identity bricolage.

Even in the more pronounced engagement with issues of ethnicity in his earlier fictions, a link with postmodernism’s celebration of playful difference and pluralism is expressed. Likewise, open and fluid concepts of identity emerge as new models to be espoused by the individual in search of meaning and a sense of belonging. It is in short story collections published around the millennium such as Love in a Blue Time (1997), Midnight All Day (1999), Intimacy and Other Stories (2001), and The Body and Seven Stories (2002) that the issue of ethnicity seems deliberately downplayed if not outright neglected. The author himself has continued to express his willingness to resist those critics who impose on him the requirement to write solely about the Black British experience or to discuss ethnic issues in his writing.

In his ‘postethnic’ stories (Stein 2004, 118), the author probes questions of the unstable, polymorphous‚ and fluid nature of selfhood. Distinct from his earlier ‘ethnic’ stories, the essential categories of self‐identification and self‐fashioning are not just race – or class or nation, for that matter. Within a broader framework, the essential categories employed for identity formation in the narratives are the anonymity and ethical pluralism of urban environments. This is reflected in the insecurity and fragility of relationships, which in turn is gauged against the backdrop of an increasingly dynamic society. Mainly, the focus has shifted from ethnicity to gender issues. Indeed, gender as possibly the most important aspect of identity formation in the stories is usually highlighted in exploring private and personal forms of masculinity. While many stories tend to reconceptualize gender in terms of a frank and explicit negotiation of libidinous desires, hedonism and sensualism within the context of probing gender options and expressions (Winkgens 2011, 244), the stories could also be interpreted within a broader concept of ‘the crisis of masculinity’ (Horrocks 1994) in consumerist societies. They can be regarded as studies in male depression, isolation‚ and anxiety as a consequence of failed adaptations of new, less culturally prescribed forms of gender formation, specifically masculinity (Moore‐Gilbert 2001, 157).

In failing to eschew ‘politically correct’ representations of gender in his bevy of short stories circling around male identity formation in a postmodern middle‐class environment where racial or ethnic markers are foremost defined as sensual signals, Kureishi yet again refuses to accept responsibility to construct narratives espousing positive or affirmative cultural images. What has been called the ‘burden of representation’ (Moore‐Gilbert 2001, 7, 18) is often placed on minority writers. Like other postcolonial writers such as Salman Rushdie or Arundhati Roy, Kureishi has been criticized for failing to portray the ethnic community he stems from in an adequate, balanced‚ or affirmative manner. Indeed, he has not only shied away from claiming for himself any kind of representational status, something which Rushdie, by contrast, has tended to court (Perfect 2014, 33). Instead, as his opponents would claim, he has indulged in constructing rather unflattering images of the ‘marginalized’ community he is supposed to represent artistically as well as speak for politically. In Mark Stein’s words, Kureishi’s work focuses on the tensions between ‘conforming to [… and] parodying the sometimes constricting expectations directed towards post‐colonial literature’ (Stein 2004: 118). While exposing racial stereotypes in his early novels, Kureishi’s fiction after The Black Album has increasingly tended to use ‘postethnic’ strategies. As Nicole Falkenhayner points out, ‘The Britain of Kureishi’s more recent texts appears as one in which the aims of normalization of mixedness have been achieved – but only if you have reached a certain social status and do not fail to play by the rules of majority discourse’ (2016, 153).



Background and Beginnings

Considering that Kureishi was first described by the media as an ‘Asian author’ with a penchant for unsavoury reportage ‘from the bottom of the social heap’ (The Times, as quoted in Ranasinha 2002, 22), it is worth noting that he was born into a racially mixed upper‐middle‐class family. His father‚ Rafiushan Kureishi‚ came from a wealthy Madras family, had moved to Pakistan after the partition of India in 1947 and, after studying law in England, worked for the embassy of Pakistan. After the marriage with Kureishi’s English mother Audrey, the couple settled in Bromley, where Hanif was born in 1954. Kureishi was educated at local schools (among them Bromley Technical High School), and, after a short stint studying philosophy at King’s College, London, and writing pornography under various pseudonyms such as Antonia French, he became a professional theatre man and socially committed playwright in the late 1970s. His early productions include his first play‚ Soaking the Heat, performed at the Royal Court Theatre Upstairs in London in 1976. The Mother Country (1980) won the Thames TV Playwright Award, followed in 1981 by two plays about immigrants in London, Outskirts and Borderline. For the latter plays‚ Kureishi received further awards, among them the 1981 Critics Circle Theatre Award for Most Promising Playwright of the Year, and in 1982 he became Writer in Residence at the Royal Court Theatre. He describes his early work in the late 1970s and early 1980s as one of a generation of highly talented playwrights such as David Hare, Christopher Hampton‚ and director Max Stafford‐Clark. All, according to Kureishi, were ‘very politicised’ (quoted in McCrum 2014, n.p.), in reaction to high levels of unemployment, social injustice perpetuated by calcified social systems, and the hardening of the National Front movement with rising xenophobia and anti‐immigration laws in the 1980s. Issues of national identity and national belonging were becoming increasingly controversial and fraught, reflected in Margaret Thatcher’s pre‐election speech made on television in 1978 justifying white British fear of being ‘swamped’ by ‘people of other cultures’.

The aesthetics of romance, realism, naturalism‚ and farce were blended in Kureishi’s plays with elements of social critique exposing unequal race and class relations. Imbued with satiric spirit and dramatic and verbal irony, such as the undermining of racial stereotypes, plays such as Borderline can be seen as late‐twentieth‐century examples of social farce (for a detailed interpretation of the plays‚ see Ranasinha 2002, 21–37). Frequently, though, they are interpreted as artistic prefigurations of Kureishi’s more acclaimed ensuing works. Indeed, Kureishi intended to move on to another, commercially more promising genre, writing fiction – and Channel 4 asking him to write a film script proved to be the ‘lucky break’ (McCrum 2014, np) for his career.



My Beautiful Laundrette and The Buddha of Suburbia

My Beautiful Laundrette’s (1985) enduring appeal rests with the fact that it can be perceived as one of the first and finest artistic productions of a promising young artist from a ‘visible’ minority group in Great Britain which reached a mainstream audience and brought hitherto excluded or marginalized topics and social groups to public attention. This was achieved not with a strident agitprop production but rather through an unlikely Romeo and Juliet love story across the demarcation lines of race, class‚ and gender.

Artistically, My Beautiful Laundrette can be described as a prominent instance of recent cultural trends towards generic hybridity. In the case of Kureishi, this transgression of boundaries and the process of ‘cross‐fertilisation’ can later be noted in the cinematic, visual quality of his narration in novels and short stories. Conversely, his plays and fictions have also been seen as highly influenced by techniques of film narrative, as Kaleta (1998, 10) points out: ‘Kureishi envisions not for the proscenium arch, but rather through the hand‐held camera’. In spite of its generic qualities as a film, My Beautiful Laundrette cannot deny its strong affinity to drama. Like many independent films or ‘artistic’ films made for TV, it shares with stage productions its limited setting and dramatis personae, presenting a gritty, low‐budget brand of naturalism. Similarly, it is dialogue‐centred and features a more stagnant, immobile‚ and detached camera perspective, which focuses mainly on mise‐en‐scène. It relies less on cinema gadgetry and to a greater extent on good narration, impressive acting‚ and theatrical devices as for example those of the Brechtian Verfremdungseffekt, the distancing device of foregrounding the very act of acting and presenting a show.

It was in the medium of film that Hanif Kureishi successfully endeavoured to reach a mass audience with an alternative, countercultural production. My Beautiful Laundrette paradoxically profited from an interest in Indian culture as expressed in a spate of films about the British Raj during the Thatcher era. To Kureishi, lavish films in exotic settings such as David Lean’s A Passage to India (1984, based on the novel by E. M. Forster) or the Jewel in the Crown (1983) appeared to exude conservative ideologies. Their partly affirmative recreations of England’s imperial past seemed to evoke ‘an image of Englishness that encapsulated the identity of its élite, ruling class’ (quoted in Ranasinha 2002, 39). Against such genteel and embellishing portrayals of Indian–British relations Kureishi intended to pit, as he proclaimed, an image of ‘the England I know, I mean England is horrible and full of drugs’ (Ranasinha 2002, 39). Originally, Kureishi planned the film to start with the arrival of an immigrant family to England and depict their progress to the present – presenting a semi‐documentary family saga of sorts. The result is less epic. Commissioned for and funded by the ‘alternative’ Channel 4, a TV channel created in 1982 with the explicit aim of catering to avant‐garde and minority tastes, it was first played at the Edinburgh Film Festival in the autumn of 1985, opened at the London Film Festival on 15 November of the same year‚ and was subsequently released at London cinemas. It soon reached a wider public, harvesting awards such as an Oscar nomination for Best Screenplay (1987). Not only did it mark a successful cooperation between Kureishi and director Stephen Frears, which was continued with Sammy and Rosie Get Laid (1988), but it also helped to boost Daniel Day Lewis’s career to stardom and bolstered claims of a renaissance in British cinema alongside films such as Letter to Brezhnev (1985) and Mona Lisa (1986).

Audiences’ responses to the film may be seen as indicative of the mid‐1980s cultural context, the Thatcher era. On the one hand, the film was fêted for bringing gay and ethnic minority issues to the attention of a mainstream audience by avoiding the dour didactics of issue cinema and handling potentially contentious topics such as homosexuality and interracial relationships in an off‐hand, matter‐of‐fact manner. On the other, conservative Asians took offence and objected to the lack of positive portrayals of Pakistani immigrants in England. There were picket lines around theatres in New York City, exhibiting banners which called the film ‘the product of a vile and perverted mind’. What enraged critics also objected to was the darkly funny comedy showing overtly ambitious middle‐class Pakistani characters having affairs with white middle‐class women or indulging in a homosexual relationship with a white ex‐National Front hoodlum. On top of this sexually deviant behaviour, Asian characters successfully emulate (the conservative Prime Minister Margaret) Thatcher’s ideal of entrepreneurial initiative and risk‐taking by succeeding in the cut‐throat world of enterprise where only money counts and success is defined by wealth and status symbols, regardless of the often amoral means of gaining them. After all, Asians in this film benefit from the free market system in fields as diverse as drug dealing and laundering the dirty clothes of white Britons. The tensions of the Thatcher years – the revival of rampant xenophobia and national pride on the one hand, a ruthlessly individualistic competitive business culture on the other – form the sociocultural matrix of the plot and prefigure the basic constellation of characters in My Beautiful Laundrette.

Crucially, the relationship of Omar, the Indian‐English entrepreneur, and Johnny, who becomes his white Man Friday, shows how the tables can be turned in the asymmetrical field of racial, sociocultural‚ and economic hierarchies. The film’s ending offers fleeting glimpses of a social utopia. Here the relationship finds its symbolic fulfilment when the two men are splashing around in the washroom of the laundrette, ‘reminiscent of a ritual ablution: the blood of racist violence is washed off, bodies are purified, bad feelings are purged from souls’ (Schüren 1998, 210).

Lighter in tone and more autobiographical than his screenplays (which also included London Kills Me, 1991), Kureishi’s first novel about growing up multiethnic in multicultural London just before the Thatcher era, The Buddha of Suburbia (1990) sets out with a culturally laden racial marker in its first sentence: ‘My name is Karim Amir, and I am an Englishman born and bred, almost’ (Kureishi 1990: 3). It is the downtoner or modifier ‘almost’, which in the course of the novel turns out to be the crucial and pivotal characterization both of the first‐person narrator and the topics of the narrative. In the tradition of a Bildungsroman, the self‐proclaimed Englishman – ‘Englishman I am (though not proud of it), from the South London suburbs and going somewhere’ (Kureishi 1990, 3) – has to go through several phases of self‐development. From coping with various serious instances of discrimination and denigrating experiences of Othering – ‘I was sick too of being affectionately called Shitface and Curryface’ (Kureishi 1990, 63) – he moves on in a picaresque manner to ‘selling’ his ‘exotic’ ethnic background by starting his career in a theatre production of Kipling’s Jungle Book, mimicking a native Indian. By the end of the novel, yet not of his journey of life, he seems to have achieved an almost ‘enlightened’ state of mind when he regards London – and increasingly the world – as his playground regarding constructions of race, class‚ and gender. From selling his Indian identity in imitation of his father, who generates revenue by posing as a Hindu guru for white middle‐class suburbanites, Karim moves on to discover the benefits of reinventing himself constantly like a human chameleon, indulging in the change of various ‘wardrobes of the self’. In this sense The Buddha can be read as a strong plea for radical individualism, a rejection of any kind of restriction through racial, sexual, gender‚ or other categorization.

However, the playful questioning of demarcation lines simultaneously includes a debunking of such gestures of liberation. In the course of his quest for what turns out a sexually and ethnically ‘hybrid’ identity, the narrator satirizes himself as well as all characters he encounters – white or black, racist or anti‐racist – in the same dry, caustic, farcical manner, ‘hold[ing] up a self‐ironizing and satirical mirror to the white and minority communities that he moves between’ (Ranasinha 2002, 64). This includes well‐meaning white liberals as well as Anglo‐Indians such as his father to whom the title of the book refers. The overarching principle espoused in the novel of postmodern ‘identity as performance’ is particularly reflected in Haroon’s tactical mimicry, as Karim’s Muslim father panders to the desire of Western suburbanites for exotic and ‘authentic’ Eastern wisdom and esoteric guidance. However, while at the beginning of the novel Haroon seems to represent the completely assimilated suburban commuter with the civil servant position and the comfortable home in London’s leafy suburbs, with conventional ambitions and Western‐style clothes and manners, it is increasingly suggested that all this could be mostly a strategy to avoid discrimination and racial abuse.



The Black Album and ‘My Son the Fanatic’

The politics of favouring ‘in‐between’, fluid‚ and hybrid identities is taken up in Kureishi’s aesthetically and commercially less successful follow‐up novel The Black Album (1995). The title refers to an album by American pop artist Prince, whose artistic persona projects images of the bisexual and biracial. Feminist English literature lecturer Deedee remarks to her protégé, Pakistani Muslim Shadid about pop icon Prince: ‘He’s half black and half white, half man, half woman, half size, feminine but macho, too’ (Kureishi 1995, 234). Like Karim in The Buddha, Shadid has to undergo a partly painful process of internal self‐exploration coupled with a growing rejection of external offers of security, in his case the promises of radical Islamic fundamentalism. In the end‚ he deviates from any role scripts suggesting safety and collective normativity, instead embracing individual agency beyond cultural or family prescriptions. His final conclusion encapsulates Kureishi’s ‘postmodern didacticism’ as described above: ‘How could anyone confine themselves to one system or creed? Why should the feel they had to? […] He would spread himself out, in his work and in love, following his curiosity’ (Kureishi 1995, 274).

In The Black Album, Shadid’s quest of meaning is paralleled by and juxtaposed to that of Pakistani Muslim Chad’s gradual drift into fundamentalism. Adopted by a white middle‐class couple and once a Prince fan, Chad joins a group of fundamentalist students enraged by the alleged blasphemy of Salman Rushdie’s Midnight Children. Involved in a public burning of the novel, Chad compensates for his cultural dislocation by seeking refuge in radical group‐identity. Quite symbolically, his face is disfigured for life when a Molotov cocktail aimed at Rushdie’s novel in a bookshop blows up in his face – drastically mirroring his decision to forego any individual identity of his own.

Kureishi’s unfavourable portrayal of Muslims and specifically fundamentalism has led to trenchant criticism, alleging that the author reinforces stereotypes of devout Muslims. The critique focuses both on The Black Album and the short story ‘My Son the Fanatic’, first published in the New Yorker in 1992, the year after the Persian Gulf War. In it‚ a new figure was introduced to British fiction, the Islamic “fanatic” (see MacPhee 2011, 149). The events are related by the focalizer Parvez, a Pakistani‐born taxi driver who indulges in a secularized Western lifestyle including eating pork and drinking alcohol. Gradually, the reader learns about the rapid transformation of Parvez’ teenage son Ali into a devout Muslim. The estrangement between father and son takes on a symbolic cultural dimension when the anti‐Western son verbally attacks his father’s ‘degenerate’ lifestyle and is finally physically attacked. Without retaliation the fundamentalist son responds in the last line of the narrative: ‘So who’s the fanatic now?’ (Kureishi 1997, 131). While some critics have seen this narrative twist and Ali’s lengthy condemnations of his father’s – and therefore the West’s – degeneracy as an invitation for non‐Muslim readers to ‘perform a kind of self‐interrogation’ (MacPhee 2011, 149), others have remarked negatively on how Kureishi’s short story is emblematic of the reworking and reiterating of clichéd images of Muslims: ‘his work offers little prospect of any kind of constructive dialogue between polarized communities or indeed within Muslim communities’ (Ranasinha 2002, 82). Undoubtedly, the fact that demands have been made for more ‘positive representations’ (Upstone 2010, 41) and that it has been observed that religion has no place in Kureishi’s vision of postmodern identity formation are clear evidence that Kureishi refuses to accept ‘the burden of representation’.



Short Stories and Postethnicity

In hindsight, it seems like a logical step for Kureishi to shift in his fictions from a construction of flexible hybrid identities to one where his fictional characters turn out to be ‘postethnic’ (see Stein 2000, 2004, discussed in Perfect 2014, 37f., Upstone 2010, 38–41). There is a direct linkage between the characterization of Karim in The Buddha, who is ‘notoriously unconcerned about his ethnic background’ (Moore‐Gilbert 2001, 201), to the poignant absence of racial or ethnic markers as one of the hallmarks of Kureishi’s fiction since the late 1990s and early 2000s. Mark Stein comments on the irritation caused by such omissions in the case of Intimacy and its male protagonist Jay: ‘In a sense Kureishi is teasing the reader, and provoking questions such as: Why does the ethnicity of the character matter? Or: Why does it not matter? What is the reason for Jay’s metaphorical “passing”? And what are the consequences? This exemplifies some of the ways in which postethnicity puts pressure on the concept of ethnicity’ (Stein 2000, 129). Critical responses have been ambivalent: some critics praised Kureishi’s transcultural appeal, his tackling of universal, ‘vexing and pressing issues’ (Moore‐Gilbert 2001: 148) such as midlife crisis and separation as fictionalized in the genre of the male confessional. Other critics have lambasted Kureishi for having ‘sold out’ and gone mainstream (and, incidentally, for exploiting his personal experiences of separating from his wife and children in commercially rather successful narratives). Kureishi was even accused of having become a ‘coconut’ (brown outside, white inside; see Moore‐Gilbert 2001, 210).

His short story writing has occasionally been discarded as the irrelevant and even irresponsible private navel‐gazing of a divorcee washing his dirty midlife crisis linen in public. In addition, the fact that this has proved to be quite lucrative‚ as in the case of the shockingly explicit depiction of male sex addiction, Intimacy (a film based on the eponymous short story from 2001), has met with harsh and angry rejections. However, texts like the novella ‘The Body’ (2002) appear as supremely well‐written, terse parables on contemporary gender relations. In the case of ‘The Body’, this comprises the time‐honoured issue of the body–soul dichotomy, dressed in contemporary garb, engendering a fascinating blend of male confessional tale, science fiction‚ and a rewriting of the topic of Oscar Wilde’s archetypal The Picture of Dorian Gray. In a twist of Kureishi’s usual praise of fissile identity formation, the novella gestures towards an understanding of multiple life options as a curse, leading to uprootedness and a restless longing for even more and ever better options (Upstone 2010, 54, Volkmann 2005).



Recent Fiction and Essays

Recent longer fictions by Kureishi feature a coming‐of‐age novel, Gabriel’s Gift (2001), introducing a fifteen‐year old North London schoolboy as protagonist and child prodigy reminiscent of Nick Hornby’s About a Boy. The narrative about the pains of growing up has all the ingredients of the novel of initiation, with the divorce of the parents, a gifted son‚ and a pop music environment. Kureishi’s ‘postethnic’ trademark themes of introspection, experiments with sex and drugs, all in a decadent suburban or metropolitan setting, were scattered across the pages of Something to Tell You (2008), a novel critics have called ‘a sprawling romp’ (McCrum 2014, n.p.). Similarly, self‐reflexivity appears as the hallmark of The Last Word (2014), in which an ambitious young writer endeavours to finish the biography of a fictional Nobel Prize winner of literature, who appears as a thinly veiled version of V.S. Naipaul. While it can be read as a reflection of the changing role of Asian‐English writing in Great Britain and more specifically as a multilayered comment on Kureishi’s own career, it also presents a tour d’ horizon of British sociopolitical changes over the last decades, especially with regard to the shift towards a multicultural society, with the narrator tentatively commenting on the fact that ‘there is less hate around than there used to be’ (Kureishi 2014, 62).

Apart from writing films scripts such as Le Week‐End, set in Paris (2013), and adopting novels or stories for the screen, Kureishi has published a number of noteworthy non‐fiction texts. My Ear at His Heart (2004), a memoir about his father, provides insights into Kureishi’s creative process, as does The Collected Essays (2011), of which specifically ‘The Rainbow Sign’ (first published in 1986) offers an intriguing account of Kureishi’s turn towards secular, individualized concepts of self. In his essays‚ Kureishi reminisces about the turning point in his life, the fatwa imposed upon Rushdie by the mullahs, which was instrumental for the author’s turn towards visions of a post‐imperial, multiracial‚ and multicultural society, supported by updated multicultural versions of a tolerant Englishness (in the tradition of George Orwell’s 1941 essay ‘England Your England’). Kureishi outlines his growing concern with fanatical Islam and his obligation to counter fundamentalist ideologies. He describes both racism and fundamentalism as ‘diminishers of life’ (Kureishi 2011, 247) since both ideologies construe communal identities at the cost of excluding the ‘Other’. Tracing his development from an aspiring political writer in the 1970s to an eminent man of letters decades later, Kureishi redefines his political shift from an anti‐racist, leftist agenda to one embracing the values of secularism and individualism.
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Colm Tóibín

KATHLEEN COSTELLO‐SULLIVAN



Introduction

Colm Tóibín is a leading figure in late‐twentieth/early‐twenty‐first century Irish fiction. A prolific writer, he is the author of seven novels, two short story collections, a novella, two plays, and many works of criticism, essays, and non‐fiction. Tóibín began his writing career as a journalist, later working as editor of the Irish current affairs magazine Magill. He was already a leading public intellectual in Ireland when he launched his fiction career in 1990 with his first novel, The South. Since that time, Tóibín‘s work has been acknowledged with a variety of nominations and awards, including (but not limited to) the Booker Prize (shortlisted three times); the International IMPAC Dublin Literary Award (shortlisted twice; won for The Master); the Los Angeles Times Novel of the Year (won for The Master); and the Costa Novel Award (won for Brooklyn), among others. His work is particularly cited and explored by scholars in Ireland, England, the United States, and Spain. Beyond the interest he generates in Ireland as a contemporary and visible Irish author, his popularity in these various locales undoubtedly stems from a combination of other factors: where Irish studies programmes are populous; where the author has taught extensively (he has held an array of teaching positions, including at the University of Texas in Austin as the Michener Center for Writers’ Residency Author, but also most recently at Columbia University in New York as the Irene and Sidney B. Silverman Professor of the Humanities); and where he has lived (Tóibín owns a home in Barcelona and has written extensively on the Spanish war, both as an author and as a journalist; see Tóibín 1990a and 1990b).

Tóibín’s work is notable not only for its adherence to, and elevation of, a literary and cultural engagement with silence in Irish literature. It is also distinguished by his spare prose; his collapse of the public and the personal; his canonical representation of place in Irish society; and his use of biographical history as a vehicle to explore larger questions of Irish social and political life. What is perhaps most distinctive about his work, however, is the consistency with which he addresses these themes, and the manner in which they develop canonically over the course of his oeuvre. Five of Tóibín’s novels – The South, The Heather Blazing, The Blackwater Lightship, Brooklyn, and Nora Webster – as well as many of his short stories share a common setting in Enniscorthy and recursively engage characters and their concerns intertextually: that engagement, and the representation of place, is not static, but rather palimpsestic. Additionally, while three of his works, The Story of the Night, The Master, and The Testament of Mary, seem to fall beyond the bounds of Tóibín’s wider Irish engagement, those works, too, display a common focus on issues of failed expression, (self‐)authorship, and recovery from trauma. In what follows, I trace the broad foundation of Tóibín’s work and suggest that his canon represents an evolving engagement with the traumatic silences of his personal and Irish history. I also examine how one of these ‘non‐Irish’ works, The Testament of Mary, exemplifies this wider focus, which runs consistently throughout this important author’s canon.



Cultural and Political Background

Colm Tóibín was born in 1955, in Enniscorthy, County Wexford. Hailing from a Nationalist stronghold in southeastern Ireland, this second youngest of five children was raised in a traditionally Republican, Roman Catholic family. Tóibín‘s grandfather had ties to the IRA; his father, teacher‐historian Micheál Tóibín, taught and wrote on Irish history, including Enniscorthy: History and Heritage, which Colm Tóibín published in 1998. His father also co‐founded the Wexford County Museum at Enniscorthy Castle. Tóibín‘s mother, Brid, was a poet, but she set this work aside upon her marriage. As Eibhear Walshe has observed, Tóibín’s mother ‘was a key influence on his interest in literature, with her own wide‐ranging interests in the novel and in poetry’ (Walshe 2013, 3).

Tóibín’s cultural and political background has generated much attention and is a formative influence in his work. He has engaged extensively with this history, writing the introduction to the above‐referenced Enniscorthy: History and Heritage, and often acknowledging the critical role Wexford played in his life and worldview:


To be brought up in this particular location, Wexford, with its particular history, is to come to know oneself as formed by and located within a cultural geography of places, names and stories through which the present is connected to the past.

(Tóibín cited in Dawson 2007, 39)


Roy Foster (2008, 27) has thus observed that ‘the imprint of Wexford history runs through [Tóibín’s] early fiction like a watermark’.

Tóibín‘s recognition of his cultural/political inheritance and emplacement does not signal unconditional acceptance, however. On the contrary, while he has tellingly disclaimed, ‘I am not an Irish nationalist (or at least I hope I am not) …’, it would not be accurate to call him a strict revisionist, either (Tóibín 1993, 3). Rather, Tóibín acknowledges and respects his personal and familial history while still contesting its strictly political mores. Michael Böss’s (2005, 23) observation that ‘feelings of social connectedness and personal affection temper [Tóibín‘s] critique of tradition and its representatives’ accurately encapsulates the complexity of his political affiliations.1 Some of Tóibín‘s non‐fiction, such as The Sign of the Cross (1996a) and ‘New Ways of Killing your Father’ (18 November 1993), for example, directly engage this ambivalence towards a Catholic‐inflected, Republican conservatism. Tóibín’s personal and familial history with that tradition enables him to approach it with respect, if not always sympathy.2

At the same time, of course, there is no question that Tóibín rejects Republican conservatism, whatever his familial sympathies. In part, this can be seen through his direct focus on the Roman Catholic Church, which has dominated Irish politics and culture for so long. His canon consistently represents the damaging consequences of Ireland’s post‐Republic ‘imagined community’, with its de Valeran model of domesticity, its heteronormativity, and its institutionalized Catholic mores.3 Here, too, Tóibín‘s non‐fiction work, such as ‘At St. Peter’s’ (December 2005), Love in a Dark Time (2001), or ‘Among the Flutterers’ (August 2010), to name a few, reflect his willingness to critique restrictive Church orthodoxy around homosexuality, as well as the cultural consequences of the Church sexual abuse scandals. Short stories like ‘The Pearl Fishers’ (Tóibín 2011) and ‘A Priest in the Family’ (Tóibín 2009) similarly indict the Church and Irish society, if indirectly, for their conservatism and troubling issues with child abuse. Such representations not only speak to the problems such orthodoxy can yield, but also to the exclusionary foundations of these principles. As a gay man himself, Tóibín acknowledges that he finds it ‘useful to remind [Irish Catholics] now and then of the people they have for so long sought to exclude and marginalize’ (Tóibín 2001, 261.)4



Essential Silence

Tóibín’s canonical representation of silence presents a pointed and consistent acknowledgement of the consequences of repressive social mores for individuals and for Irish culture alike. In his introduction to the collection Reading Colm Tóibín (2008, 18–19), Paul Delaney notes that ‘[s]ilence is the essential element in Tóibín’s aesthetic practice, and complicates, and enriches, each of the works of fiction and non‐fiction he has written to date’. As I too have argued elsewhere, this representation of silence not only dominates his canon; it also situates his work within the wider Irish literary tradition:


Many of Tóibín’s novels engage the restrictive nature of Irish society – and of societies in general. His representations of families consistently give the lie to the ideal of the emotionally and psychologically healthy, nuclear heteronormative family, offering instead family units that have been broken by death, crippled by unnatural silences, or haunted by secrets. This tendency to engage silences not only runs throughout his oeuvre; it also positions him within a long tradition of Irish narrative and cultural practices of silence that have had such positive results literarily, but such devastating consequences as enacted socially.

(Costello‐Sullivan 2012, 20–21)


In works such as The Heather Blazing, Brooklyn, and Nora Webster, to name only a few, Tóibín captures the emotional and psychological consequences of imposed and internalized silences on individuals – and he clearly indicts a wider Irish culture of silence as damaging and dysfunctional.

The tendency towards representations of silence can be seen as an inheritance from some of Tóibín’s greatest influences, particularly in the work of John McGahern, whom the author acknowledges as a formative guide, but also in the works of figures like Edna O’Brien and Kate O’Brien.5 Yet this tradition is even older: as Walshe (2013, 54) notes, Tóibín himself locates this silence within the very foundation of the new Irish state and dating back to the Famine, with individuals who ‘could not talk about the past because of the underlying implications for that very survival ….’ Of course, silence is also a dominant theme in the Anglo‐Irish literary tradition: figures ranging from Maria Edgeworth to Emily Lawless, Molly Keane to Elizabeth Bowen clearly recognize the individual consequences of an Irish culture of silence.6

At the same time, Tóibín’s representation of silence is incredibly personal. As Alex Witchel (2009) has observed in his profoundly insightful review in The New York Times, Tóibín has his own painful history of silences to navigate:


Colm and Niall, who were 8 and 4 respectively and the youngest of five siblings, were dropped off with an aunt’s family in County Kildare while their father was hospitalized in Dublin, 35 miles away. Tóibín can’t remember how long they stayed — three months, maybe four — but during that time, his mother never visited, never wrote and never called. Pulled out of school and away from their friends, the boys never knew when she was coming back. Once their father returned home, they did, too, but their mother, overwhelmed, stayed distant. When his father died, Tóibín was 12.


As has been widely acknowledged, Tóibín’s exploration of the cultural tendencies towards silence is more than cultural: his canon is also an exploration of the consequences of this societal legacy from a profoundly personal point of view.7

Tóibín’s representation of silence thus reflects the central way in which he links the personal to the wider cultural context in his fiction, and it is in keeping with the Irish literary milieu from which he hails. His characters struggle to express themselves from within a repressive cultural context; children find themselves unable to express their grief and loss in a society grounded in the expectation that they will learn ‘to wait, to be quiet, to sit still’ (Tóibín, 1992, 14). As mentioned previously, this engagement has evolved over the course of his oeuvre. In earlier works, Tóibín concentrated primarily on the impact of such silences on children. Most recently, particularly in Nora Webster (Tóibín 2014), the author expands his vision to engage the cost for the mother, too, of such a silencing, dysfunctional context. This shift not only represents the holistic approach Tóibín takes in examining the denaturing effects of Irish social silences; it also potentially reflects an evolution in the author’s own personal engagement with the traumatic biographical history he plumbs throughout, particularly in his Irish work.8

While this tendency to examine the painful cost of silences, the hazards of dominant narratives, and the emotional violence of personal trauma are most clearly identified in what one might call his ‘Irish works’, however, it is important to recognize that these themes run through Tóibín’s oeuvre. While The Master (Tóibín 2004) is an award‐winning biographical fiction of Henry James, and while The Story of the Night (Tóibín 1996b) purportedly focuses on a lonely, closeted gay man in in the politically troubled Argentina of the 1980s, both novels engage the same issues of cultural silence and personal and/or authorial self‐expression. Below, I consider how Tóibín’s 2012 novella, The Testament of Mary – which many consider to be his most divergent work – in fact is completely consistent with the focus on silence, trauma, and narrative expression that characterizes so much of his canon.



The Testament of Mary (2011/2)

The Testament of Mary was greeted with mixed reviews when it was staged as a play in Dublin in October 2011 and subsequently on Broadway in the spring of 2013. Although the play received three Tony nominations and the novel was shortlisted for the prestigious Man Booker prize, it nonetheless ended its Broadway run after only two weeks. While many cite the busy set as causal, others suggest that its short run was influenced by the scathing response from the Christian community (for two analyses, see Anonymous 2017; Brantley 2013; Gibson 2013). Bethany Blankley, writing for the Christian Post (2013), celebrated the play’s abrupt closing, calling it an ‘Anti‐Christian Broadway play’ and implying that this bent accounted for the production’s abrupt shuttering. Similarly, the Catholic News Agency claimed that ‘the play envisioned Mary … as a critic of Christianity who doubts Jesus’ divinity’, and it cites ‘Bill Donohue of the Catholic League, [who] called the play an “angry discourse on Catholicism”.’ In perhaps one of the more aggressive and zealous attacks on the novel, Mark P. Shea (2012), in his article for the Catholic World Report, claims that ‘Colm Tóibín’s book won’t tell you anything about Mary. It will tell you plenty about its very sad and very angry author’.

These are only a few of the outraged responses that The Testament of Mary provoked. The play was also picketed on its opening night in the United States. As the Stage News in the United Kingdom reported, ‘The protesters were members of the American Society for the Defense of Tradition, Family and Property, a not‐for‐profit organization with its national headquarters in Pennsylvania [that claims to be] “concerned about the moral crisis shaking the remnants of Christian civilization”.’ Clearly, The Testament of Mary hit a nerve.

Not only did the play receive mixed reviews for its content with some conservative audience members; it also was perceived to be something of a departure structurally and topically from the author’s usual novelistic forays. Presented as a monologue by Mary, mother of Jesus, the narrative presents Mary’s reflections on her experiences both during Jesus’s life and throughout an unspecified period after she has been taken to Ephesus. It also does not immediately evidence the usual political undertones common in Tóibín’s work. In both its content and its canonical divergence, then, The Testament of Mary provokes some debate.

Despite these impressions, however, The Testament of Mary is in fact perfectly consistent with Tóibín’s prior work and the themes I have sketched above. Furthermore, I will suggest that the play is not really centrally about religion at all. Rather, like the rest of Tóibín’s canon, The Testament powerfully displays the author’s gift for questioning and challenging dominant, received narratives, and his refusal to value them more than the personal experiences and testimonials of an individual, private life. Thus, rather a simple commentary on religion – particularly by a cartoonishly embittered ex‐Catholic, which, as we have seen, is reductive of Tóibín’s complex engagement with his personal and cultural history – I suggest that The Testament of Mary issues Tóibín’s ongoing challenge to respect and include all voices in culture and cultural production.

*****

Those looking to this novel for faithful adherence to the Biblical narrative will be surprised, disappointed, or perhaps angered by this play. Mary’s rendition of events is pointedly non‐canonical. She portrays the apostles as arrogant and manipulative, with ‘a brutality boiling in their blood’, and she identifies them contemptuously as ‘fools, twitchers, malcontents, [and] stammerers’ (2012, 1, 51). Additionally, rather than being treated by Jesus’s followers as the hallowed Virgin Mother of Catholic dogma, Mary notes that one apostle ‘is easy to irritate’ and that her ‘voice fills him with suspicion, or something close to disgust’ (2012, 5–6). Mary feels no reverence here.

Similarly, the miracle of Lazarus is represented as more tragic than inspiring. Noting, perhaps ironically, that Lazarus ‘would need another realm in which to flourish’, Mary implies that the reversal of his death is more an unnatural aberration than a blessing, since ‘no one should tamper with the fullness that is death’ (22, 23). This is, of course, also a commentary that casts a cold eye on Jesus’s eventual resurrection. Indeed, the miracles and Jesus’s divinity too are generally in doubt. Mary uncertainly notes that witnesses were not actually there to observe Lazarus’s resurrection, and she presents her own observation of Jesus back to life as ‘a shared dream’ (2012, 69–72), thus undermining the conventional sense of a testimonial on behalf of Jesus’s divinity.

Yet Tóibín’s representation of Mary adheres to the wider canonical challenge he issues to the ‘Cult of Motherhood’ in Ireland. As Walshe (2013, 162) notes, often in his canon, one sees a ‘battle against the assumed maternal role [which brings] these women into direct conflict with their sons and with the expectation that the women would remain within a more traditionally maternal role of acquiescence and passivity’. As importantly, the text gives the lie to the wider, Irish use of Mary as the emblematic model of motherhood, as Romero reminds us: ‘the Virgin has traditionally been associated with Catholic nationalism in Ireland, since she presumably embodies all the moral virtues to which a God‐fearing society should aspire’ (2013, 91). Just as he rejects the idealization of motherhood in his first novel, The South, Tóibín does not follow the common representation of Mary crafted in the selfless, saintly, humble maternal mould. As throughout his canon, rather, Tóibín undermines the cult of the mother.

Tóibín’s Mary is thus thoroughly human, with all the foibles and flaws that connotes. She speaks repeatedly of her distaste for Jesus’s earliest followers, whom she distrusts as a bad influence and calls ‘a group of misfits’ (6). She betrays irritation and a capacity for violence, claiming that listening to Jesus speak to his apostles ‘set [her] teeth on edge’, and she even threatens to stab an apostle who seeks to move a chair she has reserved in her home for Joseph in memoriam (2012: 11, 15). No gentle Mother Mary here.

This Mary is also prone to anxiety and weakness. She experiences denial in the face of the horror awaiting her son, for example‚ focusing on the pain her shoes give her in a desperate attempt to evade the events unfolding around her (2012: 56). Mary also marvels at and dreads the ‘dark brutality’ of men (2012: 61), and she rues her capitulation in the face of such violence and evil, fearing that, ultimately, she abandoned her son in her moments of terror:


And maybe I should have moved towards him then, no matter what the consequences would have been. It would not have mattered, but at least I would not have to go over and over it now, wondering […] how I could have watched and remained silent. But that is what I did. (2012: 60)


Far from a saintly, pure embodiment of selfless motherhood, Tóibín’s Mary is a fully conceived woman with her own capacity to experience grief, guilt, irritation, terror, and pain.

It is, however, in Mary’s very humanity that the question of the ‘truth’ of Jesus’s narrative becomes largely ancillary to the focus of the play. The text is not a ‘testament’ in the sense of confirmation of an authorized or institutionalized account, but rather an illustration of the ways in which dominant narratives seek to control and potentially to elide the emotional, lived experiences of individuals in favour of a larger, unitary claim. As a result, The Testament of Mary focuses less on the veracity of what has occurred than on the subsumption of Mary’s personal perspective by the dominant, authorized account of Jesus’s life.

Mary repeatedly notes the apostles’ attempts to craft and dictate her story, observing that one apostle would ‘scowl impatiently when the story [she tells] him does not stretch to whatever limits he has ordained’ (2012: 2). She also observes their attempts to bully her, suggesting their desire to bend her to their will: ‘They move things when they come, my two visitors, as though this house were theirs … they look at each other and then at me, making clear that they will do nothing I say, that they will wield power in the smallest ways …’ (2012: 13). More importantly, Mary notes that the apostles are actively scripting her life in the form of an accepted, authorized narrative:


I know that he has written of things that neither he nor I saw. I know that he has … given shape to what I lived through and he witnessed, and that he has made sure that these words will matter, that they will be listened to. (2012: 3)




Perhaps most jarring is the moment when one apostle tries to re‐author Mary’s own history to and for her: ‘And then, patiently, he began to explain to me what had happened to me at my son’s conception as the other [apostle] nodded and encouraged him. I barely listened. […] I know what happened’ (2012: 77). The apostles’ attempts to control Mary through narrative reflect the ways in which dominant narratives elide and undermine competing narratives as they solidify and become unitary, debunking and invalidating other claims.

Additionally, the conflict traced between Mary and the apostles is not only a battle for rights, as it were, to Mary and her son’s life narratives. It also invokes gendered divisions throughout the play, as Mary repeatedly indicts men as violent and oppressive. She not only refers to the ‘brutality boiling’ in the apostles’ blood, as we have seen; she also observes that whenever men gather in one place, violence seems invariably to follow. Mary notes that the men treat women as insignificant, as they ‘felt free to ignore [them] and demanded food from the other women who scampered in and out of the room like hunched and obedient animals’ (2012: 51). Finally, Mary’s disgust is literalized in her sense of the repulsiveness of men: ‘I do not want [men] in this house. It takes me weeks to eradicate the stench of men from these rooms so I can breathe air again that is not fouled by them’ (2012, 8).9

Mary’s recourse to Artemis – goddess of the hunt, but also of childbirth and virginity, whose famous Temple is in Ephesus – offers a woman‐centred alternative to the apostles’ controlling narrative; it also shows the continuance of alternate chronicles despite the efforts of controlling, hegemonic ones. In this respect, ‘Tóibín’s Mary is assertive and takes action in order to confront male authority’ (Romero 2013, 96). Abandoning the synagogue, Mary’s turn to the Temple of Artemis is marked in terms of nurturing and the maternal: ‘I speak to her in whispers, the great goddess Artemis, bountiful with her arms outstretched and her many breasts waiting to nurture those who come towards her’ (2012: 80). While Mary’s gender makes her particularly vulnerable to the elision and subversion of her testimony, then, Artemis marks a gendered alternative grounded in a distinct and challenged tradition. As Robert Kusek (2014, 82) has argued, ‘Tóibín seems to invite the readers … to look at The Testament of Mary as an example of rewriting […] in giving voice to a previously marginalised character’. Disempowered through gender but personalized through suffering, this Mary counters the sanitized, sanctified Biblical narrative with a gendered, humanized one.

Mary’s refusal – or inability – to deny the messy complexity and horror of her experiences also contrasts with the apostles’ determination to sanitize and package their common experience: ‘[T]hey want my description of these hours to be simple, they want to know what words I heard, they want to know about my grief only if it comes as the word “grief”, or the word “sorrow”. Even though one of them witnessed what I witnessed, he does not want it registered as confusion …’ (2012: 62). Unlike the apostles, however, Mary claims, ‘I cannot say more than I can say’, and she defiantly refuses to ‘say anything that is not true’ (2012: 2). Mary’s testament, then, is an act of defiance as much as of self‐expression, as she refuses to surrender her narration or her understanding of her own reality. When she notes, ‘I remember too much … I keep memory in’ (2012: 3), Mary marks the internal space where she guards the integrity of her narrative, refusing to surrender her own testimonial for editing or for censure. In contrast to her whispered conversations with Artemis, Mary greets the apostles’ imposed narrative with a stony and resistant silence, noting, ‘Memory fills my body as much as blood and bones’ (2012, 2).

Mary’s testimony is not only an alternative to the dominant narrative, however: it is also a personal one. As Romero (2013, 93) observes, ‘her trauma stems from the personal tragedy of witnessing the brutal execution of her son whilst being unable to offer any help or consolation’. What is true for Mary is not only the fear and horror she endures and her rejection of the apostles’ version of events: at the core, Tóibín’s Mary is a mother who cannot reconcile herself to the very human torture, suffering, and death of her child. Like her protective suspicion of Jesus’s followers, Mary’s response to his increasingly proselytizing role has far less to do with any question of divinity than with her sense of alienation: ‘He was so far from the child I remembered or the young boy who seemed happiest in the morning …’ (2012: 37). In a touching and creative moment, Tóibín even recasts the miracle of water into wine into a surreptitious attempt by Mary to convince her endangered son to save himself: she attends to warn him to leave, seeking repeatedly to reach him and caution him, ‘’You are in great danger’’ (2012, 39). Finally, as most parents would, Mary struggles to acknowledge that her son suffers a pain that she can neither control nor remedy:


I moved from feeling that I could do something to realizing that I could not. I moved from being distracted by the coldest thoughts, thoughts that if this was not happening to me, since I was not the one being crucified to death, then it could not really be happening at all. Thoughts of him as a baby, as a part of my flesh, his heart having grown from my heart. (2012: 63)


Mary’s pain and denial at watching her son suffer directly correlates to her role as mother. This may be logically in defiance of the grander gospel into which she finds herself cast, but it is a natural human response that insists on the value and importance of personal experience.

Most tellingly, as the story of Jesus’s crucifixion unravels, Mary sees not a dying saviour or a criminal, but the vulnerable child she once carried in her body: ‘He was the boy I had given birth to and he was more defenceless now than he had been then’ (2012: 57). Told of the arising narrative that Jesus’s death would redeem the world, then, Mary responds as any mother might, rejecting both the sanitized narrative and the personal cost to her family: ‘I can tell you now, when you say that he redeemed the world, I will say that it was not worth it. It was not worth it’ (2012: 80). By ‘giv[ing] voice to a suffering mother’, Tóibín both undermines the dominant narrative and stresses the importance of the subaltern, often silenced narratives which are most often the victims of received prevailing truths (Kusek, 2014, 86).

The Testament of Mary is thus obviously not just a reckless attack on the Catholic Church or even solely a moving exploration of one woman’s pain and fierce maternal love. It is also not so far afield from the most dominant themes extant in Tóibín’s canon as a whole. By humanizing Mary in all her mortal weakness, and by effectively privileging motherhood over divinity, the play forces us to re‐examine a figure of such tremendous importance in Christian tradition but who, arguably, is reduced in our narratives solely to her role as mother, rather than recognized and heard as a human being with the foibles, flaws, and weaknesses attendant thereto. As Kusek observes, this Mary ‘is painfully aware of the fact that her testament will be purged of its uniqueness, while most of what she is about to say will be manipulated by the apostles’ (2014:89). Nonetheless, she holds her own truth, observing, ‘As the world holds its breath, I keep memory in’ (2012, 3). Tóibín’s imaginary testimonial may defy Biblical mores, but giving Mary back her voice, even if only imaginatively, reminds us of how much of what we receive of her is filtered through others, containing and ordering her narrative to suit the gospel writers’ own narrative goals. The Testament of Mary likely does not reflect what Mary would say: it does, however, invite us to wonder. It also reminds us, as Sarah Elliot Novacich thoughtfully observes, of ‘the unwanted immortality that words sometimes bestow’ (2016, 220).

At the same time, the text represents more generally the difficulty of defending the complexity and integrity of a personal or individual narrative from the dominant, sanitized histories that threaten to subsume them. It is for this reason, as Mary acknowledges, that the maintenance and the telling of her own version of events remain critical: ‘I tell the truth not because it will change night into day or make the days endless in their beauty … I speak simply because I can, because enough has happened and because the chance might not come again’ (2012, 67). As is so often true in Colm Tóibín’s canon, the author once again hauntingly reminds us that truth is always at least partly subjective, and that individual realities merit the same respect and dignity as their authorized counterparts.

Throughout his canon, Tóibín has explored not only the denaturing silences that trouble families, plague individuals, and warp cultures. He has also consistently and unflinchingly exposed the cost of such narrative elisions. Whether set in Ireland or Argentina, Biblical Ephesus or Brooklyn, his work not only builds on the Irish literary tradition’s willingness to confront the dark underbelly of its own silences and omissions, but also bravely presences the need for individual truths and testimony. This artistic and literary courage makes Tóibín’s canon distinctive, even in the rich literary milieu of twentieth‐ and twenty‐first‐century Irish literature in which he circulates.
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Notes


	1 For a critique of Tóibín‘s political world view, see Ray Ryan, 2002. For an exploration of the complexity of Tóibín‘s political affiliations, see Costello‐Sullivan, 2012, esp. 9–13 or Paul Delaney, 2008, 7–14.

	2 For one such ambivalent engagement, see Bad Blood (Tóibín 1994). For an analysis of his complicated relationship to Catholicism, see Costello‐Sullivan, 2012, 21–24. On Tóibín’s ‘negotiation of collective and also cultural memory,’ see Frawley, 2008.

	3 I borrow the notion of the ‘imagined community’, of course‚ from Benedict Anderson, 1983.

	4 The role of Tóibín’s sexuality in his fiction has been much discussed. For an analysis of his sexuality’s influence on his writing, see Costello‐Sullivan, 2012, 25–26. Eibhear Walshe has done particularly important work on this topic: see Walshe, 2013, esp. 64–99.

	5 Tóibín acknowledges that his proclivity toward ‘melancholy’ and ‘unadorned sentences’ was influenced by McGahern; see Tóibín 2006. For a reading of McGahern’s and others’ influence, see Walshe 2013,11‐12 or Costello‐Sullivan, 2012, 40n11.

	6 On silence in Anglo‐Irish women’s fiction, see Costello‐Sullivan, 2006, or Costello‐Sullivan, 2005.

	7 For two analyses of the consequences of this personal history, see Walshe, 2013 esp. 157–82, or Costello‐Sullivan, 2012, op. cit.

	8 For a reading of how Nora Webster marks a personal and canonical apotheosis in engaging, and perhaps healing, these issues, see Costello‐Sullivan 2016.

	9 In an interesting intervention, José Carregal Romero observes that ‘the Devil is often associated with darkness and putrefaction, one of the penalties of the Fall,’ and that ‘Mary makes an implicit allusion to the putrid smell that the guardians, her only male visitors, leave behind’ 2013: 96.
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Janice Galloway

DOROTHY MCMILLAN



Janice Galloway was born in Ayrshire on 2 December 1955, the second daughter of James Galloway and Janet Clark McBride. Her sister, Nora, was sixteen years her senior‚ and her mother, Galloway has said, thought her late pregnancy was the menopause. She was brought up in Saltcoats, where her father had a small newsagent’s shop. He was an alcoholic who behaved erratically and sometimes violently‚ and her mother left him when Janice was four, and lived with her little daughter in a room above a doctors’ surgery where she worked as a cleaner. Shortly after this move‚ Nora, who had married, left her husband and son and returned to live with, and bully, her mother and sister. Galloway’s father died when Janice was six‚ and she moved with her mother and sister into the council house of which he had been the tenant; Mrs Galloway‚ who had been variously ‘domestic servant, mill worker, clippie, cleaner’, got a job as a primary school dinner‐lady. Later in Galloway’s Secondary School, Ardrossan Academy, her life was transformed by her music teacher, Kenneth (Ken) Hetherington – in interviews and in her writing‚ she has repeatedly insisted on his importance‚ and Clara, her novel about Clara Schumann, is dedicated to him. Galloway began to study Music and English at the University of Glasgow in 1974: she did not much enjoy her time there and dropped out for a year‚ which she spent as a Welfare Rights worker, returning to graduate in 1978. Her mother‚ who had previously attempted suicide, in 1982 walked into the sea at Saltcoats, and although rescued, had several heart attacks and died. Galloway taught, in Garnock Academy, Kilbirnie, Ayrshire‚ from 1980 to 1989, without much enjoying it, although liking her pupils, at the same time writing and publishing a few short stories. Her writing, which she began ‘for no real reason but desperation’, saved her from serious depression (she had a short spell in a psychiatric hospital) and began the reshaping of her life; she was inspired by Alasdair Gray’s Lanark and assisted by James Kelman‚ who put her in touch with Peter Kravitz‚ then editor of the Edinburgh Review. The Trick is to Keep Breathing, the novel which began her career, was published in 1989 and in 1990 won the MIND/Allen Lane Award. In the same year she met the concert pianist Graeme McNaught‚ with whom she had an on/off relationship for six years. In 1992‚ her son, James Alexander McNaught‚ was born. The protractedly difficult relationship with his father finally ended in 2015‚ when, after legal battles, clearly painful and much reported in the press, Galloway obtained a court order prohibiting McNaught from contacting her for ten years. Her sister, Nora, died in 2000 of a smoking‐related illness. Since the birth of her son, Galloway has lived with her friend, Alison Cameron, with whom she has a firm and firmly platonic friendship. When she married the singer and teacher, Jonathan May, in 2006‚ he joined her and Alison‚ and all three live together in Uddingston, Lanarkshire.

Between the publication of The Trick is to Keep Breathing and 2017‚ Galloway has published two further novels – Foreign Parts (1994), and Clara (2002) – three volumes of short stories – Blood (1991), Where You Find It (1996), and Jellyfish (2015) – and a Collected Stories (2009), and two volumes of fictionalized memoirs This Is Not About Me (2008) and All Made UP (2011). In addition‚ she has written a play, Chute (Fall) (1998), as of yet performed only in France, and a volume of prose‐poetry, Boy, Book, See (2002); she has been involved in multimedia work with visual artists and musicians, writing for children, and the usual round of creative‐writing teaching, editorial work, residences (including four in prisons), conferences, appearances at festivals, on radio and television, and so on, that constitute the life of a successful writer in the late twentieth and twenty‐first centuries. And she has brought up her son. Her work has been translated into French, German, Dutch, Italian, Slovenian, Czech, and Swedish. Since devolution‚ Scotland has been readier to acknowledge its own‚ and The Trick is to Keep Breathing has been one of the set texts on the syllabus for the Scottish Higher Certificate of Education. Galloway’s work is widely read too in universities. She has, then, become famous, if not rich. In This Not About Me, she includes ‘The Scottish Arts Council, the Scottish Book Trust and the National Library of Scotland without whom nae money’; in All Made Up, she thanks the first two of these again ‘for their steadfast encouragement in lean times’.

The Trick is to Keep Breathing deals with the breakdown, hospitalization‚ and possible recovery of schoolteacher Joy Stone, following the death by drowning of her married lover and colleague, Michael Fisher, in a hotel pool during their holiday in a foreign resort; the death is gradually clarified in a series of narrative retrospects. Joy teaches in a secondary school, and having left her cottage, which has been taken over by dry rot, now lives in a depressed outlying council estate of a town like Irvine. The Trick was sympathetically reviewed in national and some international newspapers and journals, shortlisted for Scottish First Book of the Year and the Whitbread First Novel Award‚ and won the Mind/Allan Lane Book Award. A dramatization by Michael Boyd played successfully at the Tron Theatre, Glasgow, in 1995 and the Royal Court, London, in 1996. In 1992‚ after the publication of the short story collection, Blood, Galloway won the American Academy of Arts E. M. Forster award. A 1994 review by James Saynor of The Trick and Blood in the New York Times Book Review (Saynor 1994) introduced the description of Galloway’s character as a writer that has been so often repeated – ‘Resembles Tristram Shandy as rewritten by Sylvia Plath’ (Saynor 1994). Galloway later said that much of the postmodern visual pizazz of the novel – the typographical curiosities, the print running off the edge of the page, the cartoon caption bubble and so on came from not knowing how a novel was supposed to look. This is a little disingenuous: although she might not have been familiar with Sterne, she had been impressed by Lanark. Saynor identifies the novel’s compelling focus on Joy’s chaotic internal life, while worrying about the absence of a clear relationship between inner and outer. Blood was felt by Saynor to answer some of the problems of The Trick: ‘the stories have more narrative juice’ (Saynor, 1994). Elsewhere, too, Blood was well received, praised for showing ordinary lives teetering on the verge of the surreal and for its dangerous humour.

As if to reply to critics who worried about the claustrophobic interiority of her fiction, Galloway’s second novel gets into the open air. Foreign Parts (1994) charts the driving holiday in France of Cassie and Rona, single women in their late thirties. Cassie’s life with Chris, her former partner, is invoked through holiday snapshots, the more distant past of World War I by a visit to a war cemetery and by two letters that Rona’s grandfather wrote home from the trenches where he died. Memorials of men and the male form of the road novel are pressed into celebration of the resilience of female friendship. There were some equivocal reviews, largely because Galloway’s women weren’t responding as tourists in the way her reviewers expected. Janette Turner Hospital liked the focus on the unsexualized friendship of Cassie and Rona but not the failure of tourist enthusiasm: ‘I confess I cannot fathom Cassie’s supreme boredom with the chateaux of the Loire valley’ (Hospital 1996, 8).

Philip Hensher in the Guardian also deprecated the novel’s failure to live up to tourist expectations: ‘The almost complete lack of interest in the surroundings at first seems pleasantly cynical. But it quickly becomes a limitation and worse a bore’ (Hensher 1994). He recognized Galloway’s talent, however, and later included one of her stories in his 2015 Penguin short story anthology. Foreign Parts was quickly offered as ‘Book at Bedtime’ on BBC Radio 4, read by Siobhan Redmond. When it won the 1994 McVitie’s prize, Galloway insisted in her acceptance speech on the importance of writing as a lower‐class woman with her origins in a small town in Ayrshire, not in the urban centre of Glasgow.

Clara had a less bumpy ride than the ‘road novel’. Clara takes the nineteenth‐century pianist and composer, Clara Wieck Schumann, from her childhood, dominated by her music teacher father who had decided that he would make her famous, to the premature death in a lunatic asylum of her husband Robert, the now‐celebrated composer. Clara Schumann lived for a further 40 years after the death of her husband‚ but Galloway chooses to focus on the bitter struggle of Robert and her father to possess her, and thus to write about how Clara negotiated the often conflicting demands of music and love, work‚ and motherhood. Neil Mukherjee in the Times was wholly complimentary: ‘It eschews the endless self‐referential posturing affecting the contemporary novel and brings back to it humanism, generosity and a passionate, beating heart’ (Mukherjee 2002). Gregory Dart in the Times Literary Supplement identifies as the novel’s central idea that endurance is ‘the real work of life, and … work [is] what helps us endure’. But he complains that the style of the narrative is not ‘particularly illuminating on the musical life itself, or on the philosophical and literary ground of German Romanticism’ (Dart 2002). Like some of the comments about Foreign Parts, this reads a little like complaint that the reviewer would have done it differently. Clara won the Saltire Book of the Year prize and was one of the New York Times’s Notable Books of 2003. Perhaps because of its musical construction, based loosely on Robert Schumann’s Frauenliebe und ‐leben (A Woman’s Love and Life), it drew complaints from specialists while also attracting a wide readership.

Galloway has always spoken about the vital importance of her collaborations. The collaborations have not all had a continuing life partly because of the difficulty of keeping mixed media before the public. Monster at the Theatre Royal, Glasgow did not get good reviews, despite the acknowledged quality of the singers. A substantial part of Galloway’s interview with Isobel Murray deals with collaboration and discusses the problems associated with Monster (Murray 2006, 38–40). Whatever the reasons, if the first production of an opera gets even a lukewarm reception‚ it is very hard to restage it. Rosengarten is my favourite among the collaborations with visual artists. It was Galloway’s idea, it being her turn to take the lead in this second project with Anne Bevan: in Galloway’s words it ‘is a collation of words, images and ideas derived from obstetric implements’; it was presented in the Hunterian Museum‚ from which a number of the medical exhibits came. We are invited to look at these dangerous tools and reflect that their aim is to facilitate and preserve life.

The second collection of short stories, Where You Find It, was reviewed as the work of an established practitioner of the genre. Galloway’s short stories in both Blood and Where You Find It are often disturbing, even weird. Generically the stories are slippery, veering from realism to the creepy fantasy of ‘After the Rains’, a story of transformations – human beings become a flower, a washing machine and worse, after a period of ceaseless rain. Even the realist stories teeter on the brink of the surreal, as if our lives require constant effort to keep them this side normality. There is the couple whose love is controlled by the kind of shop they live above – bliss above the baker’s, revulsion above the butcher’s; the girl who makes heart‐shaped ham sandwiches for her lover’s ‘piece’ on Valentine’s day. The narrating voice is unsettling, usually but not always female; some sympathy is allowed to male positions: in ‘Hope’ the narrator shuts his eyes against the oppressive, cloying presence of his partner: ‘Sooner or later I will have to open my eyes’ (WYFI, 83). The most recent collection‚ Jellyfish (2015), shows that her short stories still have places to go.

All three novels centre on women, the two first on Scottish women. All of the women are in different ways trying to find a way to live, a way to be in more or less adverse circumstances. It is impossible to write about Janice Galloway’s novels without invoking gender or identity; it seems to be equally impossible to avoid nation. Galloway is cautious about pigeonholing. That she writes as a woman and that the situation of women concerns her, she takes for granted‚ and that is as true for Clara Schumann in nineteenth‐century Europe as Joy in twentieth‐century Ayrshire. She is more cautious about her take on nation; along with practically every writer actually living and working in Scotland‚ her position was on the side of Independence‚ but she has never been very enthusiastic about political debates and their likely side‐taking and rigidity: in the end, however, her sense of the negativity of the NO campaign makes her commit to YES (Galloway 2014). Inevitably‚ writers are read according to what matters in their time, politically or critically, but that doesn’t mean we have to discuss their work as if it was necessarily about these things. She herself holds class to be a stronger identifier than nation, although writing itself tends to release the author from the very categories that may have shaped her experience. Galloway’s work has been discussed in several collections of academic essays on Scottish and/or women’s writing since 1990‚ and stimulating readings are to be found under headings that do not necessarily specify gender or nation: Exchanges, edited by Linda Jackson for The Edinburgh Review‚ offers a wide range of critical and theoretical readings (Jackson 2004), and Victoria Best’s ‘The Drama of the Mind: A Profile of Janice Galloway’ offers a stimulating reading of the major work (Best 2015). Nor are the writers that Galloway has said she admires all women or all Scots: she often refers to Machado de Assis and Marguerite Duras‚ and although Scottish Muriel Spark is the writer she loves best, Spark hated to be thought of as a woman writer and spent her adult life outside Scotland.

Gender and nationality are not the only boxes that threaten to trap Galloway’s first novel: the MIND prize threatens to make the novel seem virtuously, socially therapeutic in a potentially diminishing way. It matters, I think, that The Trick is to Keep Breathing is not remembered primarily as a novel about mental illness, or indeed, about any kind of illness, except insofar as so many of us are ill. The main achievement of the novel is to explore through Joy Stone the paradox that it is possible to feel dead within because of grief, and yet simultaneously to be intensely, painfully alive – the heroine’s name, of course, embraces the contradiction. It is impossible to open the novel anywhere without finding something arresting that makes the reader see the world anew. The Trick offers its reader an encyclopaedia of perception and feeling: readers are made to re‐see so that even the clichés of women’s magazines can liberate their perceptions.

And Foreign Parts, too, keeps its readers’ eyes open. Cassie’s response to the windows of Chartres is generally remarked (a page filled with six by fifteen rows of the word ‘glass’). The little black‐edged boxes of trite comment from tourist guides are genuinely funny. But it is, as is often the case with Galloway, what is slipped in that pulls you up. Just as it seems as though the wider world is being ignored, there it is outside a tourist shop beside postcards of kittens: ‘The Daily Express. Headline flapping back and forth in the draught from the main road DIANA ON SOLO HOLIDAY: CHARLES TOURS WALES’ (FP 214). Cassie does look at what is around her; she just doesn’t always see what she is told. The Great Whore in the Tapestry of the Apocalypse in Angers ‘combing out her hair and looking in a mirror … looks like a shampoo commercial’; rather than undermining the effect of the tapestry, it brings the image closer to Cassie who can then also see ‘the detail on the oak tree’(FP 151). The novel ends in a reconciliatory manner: it envisages a possible life together back home for Rona and Cassie, and on the beach at Veulettes at the edge of France, another reconciliation is slipped in. For as they look at the Channel, their own country in the distance, they meet a young Algerian boy who is studying in France; they buy him an ice cream and he takes their photograph: there is a lovely inclusiveness about this.

Clara Schumann did not talk until she was four‚ and so her early life in Galloway’s novel is perforce an inner one conveyed in words she does not speak. The first part of Galloway’s novel is tricky: Clara’s father, Frederic Wieck, dominates her, even writing her diary for her. After his bitter struggle with Wieck to be allowed to marry Clara, Robert takes over the domination attempt with love. Through all of this‚ Galloway has to give us some sense of how Clara learns not merely to become at the age of 18 Royal and Imperial Chamber Virtuosa to the Austrian Court, but to become herself: it is a remarkable performance.

But even as Clara learns to perform herself, the novel leaves room for Wieck and Robert as well as a number of ‘minor’ characters like Clara’s divorced mother. Robert is undiminished by the increasing focus on Clara‚ and Wieck remains present even as he seems to be dismissed. Similarly, although some reviewers did not notice this, the external world is never far away. The inwardness of Clara is consistently, although unobtrusively, expanded by the entry of the world outside. Prague when Clara first plays there is swiftly placed before us in a way that conveys the whole life of the city as well as Clara’s special response to it:


There are domes in that city to rival the sky. October chill hugs the river and the lamps on the bridges look like stars trapped in wedding veils, ghost shapes in glass. She has never seen so many marionettes, so many houses painted green, blue, sugar‐pink. She has never heard such Mozart or eaten such dumplings. (C 143)


Or there is Paris during Clara’s second visit, made without her father, as she slips briefly out of her intense inner struggles: ‘Planks of wood were scattered over the roads and shops were boarded. In the distance, the Tuileries were banked like a fort, smoke rising from the far‐off gates’ (C 173). Clara and Galloway have found already that the way to deal with stuff is by not making too much fuss: Clara manages to walk through the barricades at Dresden in 1849 to rescue her children by simply looking at what is in front of her feet.

Attention to detail is always recognized as one of Galloway’s virtues. It has its attendant problems, however, because the larger picture may be lost in the detail. Clara’s achievement in bringing her children to safety and the importance of the upheavals in Europe that made it necessary are big things‚ and the method leaves the reader not quite in possession of how Clara’s story fits into Germany’s history. Galloway might well retort, ‘This is not about Germany’, but did Clara Schumann think that? Yet, once again I find it is myself as reader who has been inattentive, for Galloway does give Clara an interlude of fury against her father’s impervious self‐satisfaction when despite all the suffering he defends the Prussians in Dresden as simply a force for order (C 324–325).

Clara is an enabling fiction for the two semi‐autobiographical works that follow. Performance is a key notion in Clara. Galloway uses Clara Schumann’s diaries and letters to shape her version of the woman, but in these written records Clara is often assuming a persona, partly as a protection from the bullying pressures of her father and her husband. Wearing a mask has become automatic because of the protection it affords, and since performance is Clara’s profession, it is difficult not always to perform. Galloway, then, as author, herself performs the remarkable trick of making Clara believably natural even while she is constantly performing. This trick is the basis for the two fictionalized autobiographies that follow. For in these she must both perform herself and yet release herself sufficiently from this performance to be natural and free. This trajectory that charts a progress from performance into freedom also explains why all three works stop when they do. ‘But Clara Schumann has more than half her life to go!’ some critics complained: quite‚ and this is the point – Clara Schumann and Janice Galloway are left at the end of their narratives free to be themselves. Their subsequent achievements belong to the world. Could Clara Schumann have given the world as much had the first part of her life been different? Could Janice Galloway?

If the idioms of Clara sometimes don’t quite work‚ it is not because they violate historical or national plausibility – that doesn’t matter – but because they are too undifferentiated from an overriding narrative voice: would Clara Schumann use ‘Lordknew’ quite so often, if Janice Galloway was not herself rather keen on it? The voice in the memoirs is perfectly judged: the idiom never falters. Here is nearly four‐year‐old Janice posing with Santa: ‘Whatever she thinks, and it seems to be nothing, she knows how she is meant to look and, eyes dead on the lens, she’s showing it fit to bust’ (TINAM 35). Galloway’s language offers at once a sense of knowing one’s place, knowing it isn’t very significant and yet holding on to a salving pride. At the beginning of All Made Up, Janice’s grandmother dies in a fire that she may have started in order to get rid of herself – if she did start the fire we are made to feel that would be heroic self‐definition, not selfish despair. She wishes to leave things in good order: she has arranged the disposition of her effects well in advance: ‘My grandmother believed only ignorant people fought over things at funerals and was damned if that kind of thing was happening at hers’ (AMU, 31).

I am the best and the worst person to comment on Janice Galloway’s autobiographical works. The best because I was brought up down the coast in Troon about 13 years before Janice Galloway’s childhood and adolescence in Saltcoats; I lived in council houses; I attended Marr College, a secondary school pretty much like Ardrossan Academy; I had a friend whose aunt lived in Saltcoats and I saw East of Eden in the cinema there; and my mother too walked into the sea. These shared elements also make me the worst reader since I keep worrying about the accuracy of the detail‚ and this misses the point: it is the feel that counts‚ and the feel is never wrong. Galloway provides perfectly the feel of these Ayrshire seaside towns: ‘Gulls settled on lamp‐posts, telegraph poles, car roofs and chimneys on ice‐cream vans, fences, railings, bus‐stop shelters, benches, the bandstand and the church’ (TINAM, 22). ‘What something is and what it feels like are two different things’ (TINAM 27). There is a whole philosophy of writing being developed through the two volumes: the writing seems so straightforward, so open, so accessible, but don’t be fooled – this is work of a high intellectual standard – corny as it may sound‚ Galloway truly explores the meaning of life. How do we become what we are? And what are we? And who has the right or the ability to say? It is dawning consciousness that Galloway best evokes: four‐year‐old Janice is tentatively exploring the out‐of‐bounds bits and pieces of the doctors’ rooms:


On one terrible occasion, I lifted a kidney bowl from the lowest shelf and saw a horrible face ballooning back from the bottom. Ugly, pop‐eyed and staring, a gargoyle embodiment of badness, it was also me. (TINAM, 61)


That shock of self is bad enough, but the child’s consequent fear results in a series of mistakes and droppages which her mother unnecessarily turns into enormous calamities, finally collapsing with tears and the exclamation, ‘I wish I’d never had you’. The words, we are told, are repeated over the years with lessening impact but the first impact has been enough: ‘It would, I thought, seep away. It didn’t, of course. Not for either of us, It seeped in’ (TINAM 63).

Even the boring facets of working‐class women’s lives become ways of exploring the nature of these lives and their interactions; Cora looks after and plays with her little sister up to a point but ‘Eventually, fed‐up to the teeth, she’d begin another tickling game, which brought us full circle, me weeping and Cora having played her last card, casting me off like a finished sleeve’ (TINAM 89). The knitting metaphor is brilliantly exploited – the child is cast off; unlike the sleeve, she is unfinished but like the sleeve she is incomplete, only a small part of the whole garment she may become, although her sister has lost interest in the process of her becoming.

The memoirs are, however, in two senses ‘not about me’ even if they are not quite ‘all made up’, for there is a persistent drive of destruction alongside creation, of revenge alongside love. These complex feelings are what make Janice’s mother and sister so intensely and unprecedentedly present. But with most of the minor figures love and hate as motives of creation separate themselves‚ and hate is unsurprisingly more fun. The trick cultivated in The Trick of rendering unsympathetic figures as comic cut characters is developed in the memoirs: most vengeful are the versions of schoolteachers. Miss Wigg, the music teacher in primary school who forces sol‐fa on to children who would simply love to sing‚ will do as an example:


Miss Wigg was the first teacher I remember loathing. The very sight of her made my nerve‐ends twitch. Her head was made of pin curls crossed inside kirbies, like a bronze‐age hat. Her clothes were tweed and wool and her shoes had leather laces. Her lips, a set of painted‐on cupid‐bows in vampire red, gave her the look of a garish Queen Mother got up in her Balmoral togs, only Miss Wigg wore this lot every day, in much the same way she wore her music. (TINAM 227)


The revenges are too witty, too spot‐on to seem excessive, just as the episodes of self‐pity are always rescued by humour and a willingness to turn Janice’s tears against her. When she writes a play at school, she ends up being blamed by her teacher for being unwilling or unable to turn herself into a complete impresario and revise, devise‚ and direct the whole affair: as usual the failure is literally brought home where Cora adds to the list of Janice’s sins the death of the half‐dead goldfish that she had won for her at the fair. Janice retreats to weep in the wardrobe: as she drips from eyes and mouth on to her blazer sleeve, she reflects, ‘The damn thing would have snail‐trails in the morning. Even in the wardrobe, out of harm’s way, I couldn’t be trusted to keep my own nose clean’ (TINAM 234).

This Is Not About Me ends as it began with a photograph and with a riff on photographs that pretends to be throwaway but is a sophisticated commentary on the relationship between the image and the ‘real’ person it doesn’t quite represent. The fixity of the photograph is obliquely compared to the fixity of our destinies‚ but the failure of the photograph to tell the whole story is a kind of promise that our destinies are more flexible than they might from time to time feel. Janice at the end of this early part of her self has been dealt a hand but is aware that she has a game to play: ‘she’s biding her time, waiting to play’ (TINAM 390).

The next volume‚ which covers Janice’s adolescent to early adult years‚ is less experimental and at times settles into a more conventional Bildungsroman. This is especially the case during the period of sexual awakening as Janice tries on boyfriends and takes the kind of risks that seemed inevitable for adolescents in the 1960s. The reader is willy‐nilly drawn into the kind of speculation that a courtship romance elicits – is this going to be the right man? This is certainly the wrong one‚ and so on. But this is compensated for by a kind of hyper‐narrativity. As the subject becomes more self‐aware, more knowing, a tension develops between the creativity of Galloway and the creativity of Janice and between the inner life of the subject and the larger life going on around her. Here again‚ Galloway has learned lessons from Foreign Parts and Clara, as in these works, the hinterland is provided so subtly and so casually that we simply absorb it: Janice’s mother is ironing Janice’s school things, while Janice herself sews her school badge on to the new blazer pocket: ‘I sewed the badge and kept quiet, picking it off and repositioning more than once, while she complained about hippies demonstrating on TV’ (AMU 35). A few years later‚ as they settle down in front of the TV‚ Cora has been delivering a vicious sermon on Janice ruining her chances with boys, if she keeps up the music and the fancy books: ‘Now shift. … Your head’s in the way. I shifted in time to let her see a pub blown to bits in Belfast and mum turned the sound back down’ (AMU 162). Even metaphor opens up a hinterland, building up a range of references that evoke the life of an early Sixties girl. When Janice begins to learn to play the violin, she is as tuneful as most beginners: ‘other times I’d produce a noise like a door in a horror film’ (AMU 81). This gives the excruciating noise‚ and it also pulls in the Hammer movies at the local cinema.

Also in the approved postmodern manner but in inventively individual ways, versions of self increase and jostle with each other. After a complicated incident early in her school life where Janice both is and is not responsible for an accident to someone else’s school‐bag, she tells a lie to clear herself of offence: ‘I felt naïve and sly at the same time. A liar reeking of cowardice’ (AMU 44). The issue of contraception seems to jettison experiment for straightforward historical narrative. Janice’s teenage arrives just as the Pill was becoming available for unmarried girls. But not for Janice‚ whose boyfriend Phillip’s doctor moralistically advises them to ‘Ab. Stain’ (AMU 231). As they leave‚ Janice notices the picture of the Pope on the walls. The uptight refusal to admit the power and legitimacy of adolescent sexuality while ignoring the obvious underage drinking of Janice and her mates in pubs attracts the simple, rueful condemnation of the adult narrator: ‘sex was bad and booze was good. Tradition. O tempora! O mores! O Caledonia’ (AMU 233). The attempt to separate Janice’s confusion and fear from Galloway’s mature knowledge, when at the age of 16 she tries to check the signs of pregnancy and apparently doesn’t know what a womb is, won’t quite wash. But once her family is involved, the differentiation works. Janice is distinguished more clearly from Galloway when she is in her family threesome, and the most complex activity in reading All Made Up is the process of forming the links between the girl constrained by her family and the growing adolescent. It is the clash between these situated versions of Janice/Galloway that produces the tension of the most brilliant scenes. ‘What was hidden in plain sight was always what tripped you in the end’ (AMU): it is almost always Cora whose potentially weird behaviour is hidden in plain sight and may suddenly erupt, who gives these scenes their frisson.

The most vivid presence in This Is Not About Me and All Made Up is not Janice, or Janice Galloway, or Galloway, or her mother – it is her sister, Cora. Galloway insists (Galloway 2011) that Cora is not monstrous but ‘fucked‐up’ – any way she headbutts her little sister more than once, resents generosity – ‘Good things given openly made her murderous’ – and hurls a plate of stew at Janice in her evening dress just as, or perhaps because, their mother is taking a photograph – yet, she is oddly undiminished by these horrors for, like Lady Macbeth, she is also tragic. But such figures are no fun to live with and are always waiting there for you when you don’t need them.


I looked at her hard, trying to work out what I felt about this woman who was my sister, curious to see if the blood tie might be something, for once, felt. A fine tracery of lines at her temples, the seamless pale fabric that fell from her amber‐tipped fingers, the odd fleck of grey near the temples in that black, black hair. Last stitch, turn. She held the fabric to the lamp, checked the tension was even, her spacing neat. It was never anything else. Cora’s knitting, every stitch, was tight‐reined and perfectly controlled. Meticulous, she wound the stitch counter on by one more space and dug in her needles for another row. (AMU)


The title, This Is Not About Me, is not just a witty disclaimer of autobiographical truth, it is also a comment on the struggle for any kind of space in which being might be possible. There is literally no room for Janice in the cramped attic, even in the council flat‚ where she shares a bed with her mother and where she has to wait outside until her mother comes home from work, claiming with joy the freedom of the open air, even enjoying the shed on wet days. Metaphorically too she has no space to become herself: aspiration is ‘thinking you’re it’. It is the task of All Made Up, then to claim space, to dare to be, dare to aspire. Janice’s claims are mostly shaped by her music teacher at school, Ken Hetherington. Music becomes part of Janice’s makeup and in spite of a setback at university it has continued to be part of Galloway’s. Glasgow University gets a bad press that I think in many ways it deserved in the 1970s; little that happened there contributes to the making of Janice. Yet All Made Up praises more than it blames, and ends with a kind of forgiveness: Joy in The Trick tries to forgive herself, Janice in All Made Up, true to the other meaning of the title, tries to forgive others but does not find it easy. With her mother Janice achieves forms of love that don’t quite heal the pains of earlier maternal wishes for her child’s non‐existence. All Made Up ends with a final encounter with Cora which teeters on the verge of sentimentality which would be a lie, a resolution which would be forced, and rage which would be destructive – these are all rejected‚ and with a final wave Janice drives off with her son.

Galloway’s most recent work is the short story collection Jellyfish. It is not until this collection that the other significant self in Galloway’s life, introduced at the end of All Made Up, comes fully to the fore as an inspiration for her fiction. She has explored the inadequacies and joys of love and sex between women and men; she has beautifully elaborated female friendship in Foreign Parts; but as reviewers, responding to the firm direction of the collection’s epigraph, all remarked, Jellyfish is built on Galloway’s love for her son; the stories that bookend the collection are two extraordinary treatments of the mother–child bond. In the first, the title story, a mother and her son, who will begin school next day, with the movement away from his mother’s protection that that implies, are taking a trip to Millport on the Island of Rothesay. As they travel, she feels herself surrounded by incidents of casual cruelty: on the beach jellyfish are dying after being pelted by rocks – people hurt them because they can. But when some boys ask Calum to play football with them, she lets him go as she knows she must. Her love is palpable. The final story ends in Jura, where Galloway had been a writer‐in‐residence at Jura Lodge funded by Jura Malt Whisky, and where George Orwell, who features with his adopted son in another of the stories, had written much of Nineteen Eighty‐Four. Martha‚ who is in her forties, possibly terminally ill with a gynaecological problem, takes a solitary, she hopes recuperative, trip to the island. When Martha’s son was three ‘he split his head on a sheet glass table’ (J 146); although he recovers, Martha becomes obsessed by her fears for him‚ and for the sake of her family she detaches herself from them and lives the rest of her life avoiding all close relationships. But on Jura she is unable to avoid closeness. Driving in the dark, she runs over a deer. To the sound from her car radio of the aria from Mozart’s Magic Flute of that great tragic, destructive mother, the Queen of the Night, she takes the bleeding, dying animal in her arms to comfort it. ‘I’m here’, she says, ‘I’m here’ (J 169). But then, that is the problem, not the solution. Not even a mother can prevent herself hurting the world she wishes rather to save: the only way she could sustain the world without risk would be to become part of it in death.

There is no love without risk, no creation without the threat of dissolution. It is perhaps not surprising that Janice Galloway waited until her son had grown up before she put mothers and sons at the centre of her fiction. Another bonus is that James McNaught, using underwater typography, provided illustrations for Jellyfish: phrases from each story are placed before the text, in letters assertively black, but written, it appears, on water that unsettles them: like love they are decidedly there, but might be just about to go under.
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Martin Crimp

ALEKS SIERZ



Playwright Martin Crimp is the most innovative and original British theatre writer to have emerged in the past 35 years. Beginning on the London fringe in the 1980s, he graduated a decade later to being a playwright at the Royal Court in London, the leading new writing theatre in the United Kingdom, and his reputation has grown steadily ever since. In every play, he has experimented in matching innovative new forms to his content, which is invariably critical of social norms and of consumer capitalism. His 1997 masterpiece, Attempts on Her Life, is a distinctive open text, which is his main contribution to theatre structure, and is widely regarded as the most original innovation in playwriting since the work of Samuel Beckett. While his tone is characterized by an icy irony, his fierce satire is usually conveyed by stage characters who are almost invariably unsympathetic and whose families are usually problematic. He is a theatre modernist, and his principal project has been to rigorously question the naturalistic and socially realistic traditions of British playwriting. So he is not concerned with providing the entertainment value of popular commercial theatre, and most of his plays have originally been staged for comparatively small audiences of new‐writing aficionados. His work is an acquired taste. Occasionally, however, his plays have reached a more mainstream public: in 2009, an updated rewrite of his version of The Misanthrope was in the West End for several months, starring film stars Keira Knightley and Damian Lewis, and his translation of Botho Strauss’s Big and Small (Gross und Klein) was at the Barbican in 2012, with film star Cate Blanchett. Both were sellout successes with the theatregoing public. Equally high profile was Katie Mitchell’s revival of Crimp’s Attempts on Her Life on the large Lyttelton stage at the National Theatre in 2007. Not only are his plays still mounted all over Europe, but he is an acknowledged influence on two generations of younger playwrights. He is clearly one of the most rigorous of contemporary British playwrights.

As expected from a writer whose main inspiration was Beckett, Crimp is reticent about divulging details of his private life (see Sierz 2013, 1–7). A simple summary will suffice: Crimp was born on 14 February 1956 in Dartford, Kent, and the family soon moved to York because his father, an administrative British Rail employee, was transferred there. Crimp went to Pocklington Grammar School, in Yorkshire, which some years before had also educated playwright Tom Stoppard. He then read English at St Catharine’s College, Cambridge (1975–1978), where his first play Clang — influenced by Beckett and Eugene Ionesco — was staged by fellow student Roger Michell, who went on to become a film and theatre director. Crimp graduated in 1978, and soon began to write fiction, producing An Anatomy (a collection of short stories) and Early Days (a novel), before returning to the exploration of live drama. In 1980, he began working at the Orange Tree Theatre, a fringe venue situated above a pub in Richmond, south‐west London, not far from where he lived. He was Thames TV Writer in Residence here in 1988/89 and, after the Royal Court theatre staged his No One Sees the Video in 1990, he became a central figure on the new‐writing scene. In 1991, he was Writer in Residence at New Dramatists, New York, and then Writer in Residence at the Royal Court in 1997. His awards include the Radio Times Drama Award in 1986 and the prestigious John Whiting Award in 1993. Since the mid‐1990s, his reputation has grown, with directors such as Luc Bondy and Katie Mitchell staging memorable productions of his work. Crimp has also performed as a professional musician, playing piano and harpsichord, and lives in Richmond with his wife. The couple have three daughters.



Fringe Playwright: The Orange Tree Plays

Crimp’s early work was deeply indebted to European anti‐naturalistic traditions, especially influenced by absurdism and expressionism, although it was also characterized by a tongue‐in‐cheek approach to contemporary manners. Living Remains, staged by the Orange Tree, was his professional theatre debut in 1982. It is, in the words of Mary Luckhurst, about ‘a woman trapped in a cubicle, [and] owes much to Beckett’ (Luckhurst 2003, 52). In the same year, with the help of Howard Curtis, he translated Love Games, a play by Polish playwright Jerzy Przedziecki. In 1985, he produced A Variety of Death‐Defying Acts. This piece is ‘set in café‐bar Grand Guignol, and featuring a female protagonist called Miss Kopinski, [and] is reminiscent of Wedekind and German Expressionism in its use of cabaret and circus motifs’ (Luckhurst 2003, 52). At the same time, Crimp honed his ear for language by writing for radio: Three Attempted Acts (1985), which won the Giles Cooper Award, Six Figures at the Base of the Crucifixion (1986)‚ and Definitely the Bahamas (1986). There are stage versions — Four Attempted Acts (1984) and Definitely the Bahamas (1987) — of two of these. In Three/Four Attempted Acts, the objects of his satire include scientific experiments on animals and parental pride, and in Definitely the Bahamas, he turns his gaze more generally on suburban mores and social pretensions. Then came A Kind of Arden and Spanish Girls (both 1987), a pair of minor works.

The following year, at the Orange Tree, Crimp found his mature voice. While he was recording the radio plays, actor Alec McCowen introduced him to the work of American playwright David Mamet, which Crimp describes as ‘a different, high‐speed way of writing’ (Sierz 2013, 91). In Dealing with Clair (1988)‚ he developed this style, leaving behind absurdism and embracing contemporary speech, while adding a sense of evasion that he had learn from Harold Pinter. In the play, a young estate agent, Clair, tries to sell Mike and Liz’s suburban house to James, a distinguished cash buyer. But what starts as a cool comedy of modern manners, a quizzical look at how the house‐buying mania of the late 1980s encourages individual greed, slowly turns into a murder mystery. At the beginning, Clair talks on the phone to her mother: ‘Who knows what I’ll do? Maybe make a killing and just … disappear. (Laughs.) That’s right. Vanish’ (Crimp 2000, 9). Later on, it emerges that the sinister James has abducted and murdered her. But, despite the fact that she’s vanished, Mike and Liz are soon celebrating the sale of their house with Toby, Clair’s replacement. As Liz says, ‘Life has to go on’ (Crimp 2000, 90). The cliché is perfect. Although based on the mysterious disappearance of estate agent Suzy Lamplugh in 1986, the play is not a documentary, but a comedy of manners with a cruel twist. Clearly, the enormous house‐buying boom of the late 1980s forms the background and is the object of Crimp’s scorn. The final scene in which Mike and Liz discuss the ‘spiralling’ (Crimp 2000, 94) price of their property is not only an acidic comment on the sheer greed encouraged by Margaret Thatcher’s ideology of a property‐owning democracy, but is also a perfect moment that captures the essence of contemporary English middle‐class identity. The play mixes irony and tension — beneath the surface of normality, lurk ugly emotions. For example, in Mike and Liz’s relationship there’s a constant suspicion about his sexual attraction to their Italian au pair and to Clair. So, along with a feeling of distance, there’s always unease: a characteristic stage direction is the nervy and ironic ‘faint laugh’.

The satirical landscape of Play with Repeats (Orange Tree, 1989) is much broader and more confident than that of Dealing with Clair. In a sequence of scenes in which events seem to be repeating themselves, the play becomes progressively more violent as Tony, who is earnest but inadequate, finds his life falling apart. We see his clumsy attempts to make friends in a pub, visit a psychic, gain promotion at work, and pick up a woman at a bus stop. When, finally, the play replays the opening pub scene, Tony is stabbed by Nick, the young man he has been trying to talk to. Immediately after, Nick asks, as if in self‐justification: ‘What makes them [strangers] start conversations? What do they expect to achieve?’ Then, as his girlfriend Kate tries to take him away, there is a Beckettian moment: ‘Move’, she says. Pause. ‘Move now’. ‘Neither moves’ (Crimp 2000, 269). Crimp tackles the subject of urban anomie with characteristic restraint, creating a growing sense of unsettled emotion, with the repetition of events emphasizing how Tony has no control over his life. Unable to connect with other people, he sleepwalks to his doom. With its pessimistic epigraph from P.D. Ouspensky — ‘If you go back now, everything will be the same as before or worse’ (Crimp 2000, 178) — the play evokes English society in both its settings (pub, small factory, launderette, temporary bus stop) and in its characters, so‐called ordinary people whose ideas are the sum of common fantasies of contemporary life. From forty‐year‐old Tony’s trite formulations of the wisdom — ‘for human beings everything should be possible’ (Crimp 2000, 192) —to the psychic’s empty aphorisms — ‘Christ could appear in the garden’ (Crimp 2000, 210) — language is used to fill the sad silences and keep communication going, even if it’s going nowhere. In the end, the most truthful, and most unavoidable, form of communication is violence.



New‐Writing Playwright: Royal Court Plays

In 1990, Crimp’s career took an important step forward when he started an association with the Royal Court, the United Kingdom’s premier new‐writing theatre. His first play there, No One Sees the Video, was based on his experiences of working as a market researcher, and casts an ironic eye on market research while also representing the sexual objectification of women, a theme which was becoming characteristic of his work. Crimp described this piece as ‘a post‐consumer play’, which sees consumer society as a ‘void’, something ‘we all enjoy but which also leaves us with feelings of absence’ (quoted in Sierz 2013, 34, 97). In it, a group of individuals are filmed while being interrogated about their buying habits and perceived needs. One of them, Liz, is transformed from reluctant interviewee to enthusiastic interviewer. Exploiting their narcissism, the video images are then classified and turned into statistics. Here the satirical thrust is blatant: ‘Its theme is the creation of the consumer subject through market research, which transforms individuals into objects of video‐monitored interrogations’ (Zimmerman, 70–71).

Crimp’s next work, Getting Attention, has a dirty realist feel which would fit into the Royal Court’s aesthetic agenda, although the play was actually staged at the West Yorkshire Playhouse, Leeds, in 1991. Superficially, it seems like a gritty social realist housing estate drama: a young couple, Carol and Nick, live with her four‐year‐old child, Sharon, and their neighbours include Milly, a woman in her fifties, and twenty‐something Bob. Carol and Nick quarrel, the neighbours listen in. Gradually, Bob’s initial irritation with Sharon turns into violence. But because he never shows us Sharon, who is always offstage, Crimp focuses our attention on the relationship of the abusive couple and the way that their neighbours miss all the clues and can’t prevent the abuse. For example, Sharon’s desperate scratching on the wall for help is audible to Bob, but he doesn’t know what it is. Using the second‐act device of Milly and Bob giving evidence — as if in a police station — Crimp creates a chilling picture of child abuse. It emerges that Sharon has been starved, scalded with boiling water‚ and murdered. The piece’s title is brutally ironic, and refers not only to the way inquisitive neighbours pay attention to the wrong things, but also to the fact that Milly mistakes Sharon’s agony for attention‐seeking behaviour: ‘It’s attention isn’t it. The more you give them the more they want’ (Crimp 2000, 144). In a final scene of unbearable bleakness, a social worker visits Carol and Nick. As she notes their apparent progress in looking after Sharon, the little girl is already dead. In Getting Attention, Crimp’s satirical gaze is directed not only at his characters, but also at a whole genre of social realist plays, the British council estate drama, a Royal Court tradition that stretches from John Arden’s Live Like Pigs (1958) through Edward Bond’s Saved (1965) to Leo Butler’s Redundant (2001). The usual naturalistic conventions of the council estate drama, which are based on the idea that working‐class life is more authentic than middle‐class life, are reproduced here — and then shattered by the final monologues. And, by keeping Sharon offstage, Crimp subtly underlines the central horror of the story, leaving her suffering to our imaginations. At the same time, he also makes suggestive comments on the way the British media represents violence. Crimp has Milly watching the film Evil Dead, explaining, ‘Well … you know … company isn’t it’. Then: ‘Oh I’m afraid I like a bit of violence. Keeps me awake a bit of violence (faint nervous laugh)’ (Crimp 2000, 137).

After visiting New York on an exchange programme with New Dramatists, a new‐writing organization, Crimp wrote The Treatment (Royal Court, 1993). Two New York media vultures, Jennifer and Andrew, meet a frightened woman, Anne, who tells of how she has been abused. But, instead of treating her as a human being, the couple exploit her life to make a film, and, finally, Jennifer shoots her. The Treatment — the title suggests medical care, the way we treat others‚ and the outline of a film — is a cry of dismay at the way art and creativity are increasingly judged by commercial rather than aesthetic criteria. Sharp, elegant‚ and ironic, Crimp’s dialogues are full of hesitations, repetitions‚ and exclamations, and he satirizes the American confessional mode. Typical of his style is the contrast between a surface coolness and an underlying passion. And his characteristic themes — the way language creates reality; media manipulation; exploitation of women; and formal innovation — are all here. In his vision of a hellish if exhilarating urban experience, there are symbolic eyes everywhere. When Andrew falls in love with Anne, he says: ‘You have the eyes of the city […] Please don’t mention this to my wife’ (Crimp 2000, 297). This symbolism culminates in the appearance of a blind cab driver, an unnaturalistic character who sums up the play’s idea of seeing too much (voyeurism) and too little (ignorance). The cannibalization of Anne’s life is also suggested by many references to eating, from scenes set in restaurants to oral sex, the use of a fork as a weapon‚ and the hunger of the characters for success. Crimp’s view of the American Dream is summed up by his epigraph: Paul Auster’s comment that ‘Life as we know it has ended, and yet no one is able to grasp what has taken its place … Slowly and steadily, the city seems to be consuming itself’ (Crimp 2000, 274). In a way typical of 1990s British theatre, Anne is a complicit victim (See Sierz 2001, 231–232).

Although set specifically in New York, The Treatment’s account of media folk is universally relevant. But the play is also, in typical Crimp fashion, much more than just a superficial satire. Like most of his work, it also engages with language and the way we use words. For example, Andrew says, ‘the words, just the words, brought the emotion into being’, while Jennifer asks the crucial question: ‘What if Anne is lying?’ (Crimp 2000, 351, 361). Allied to these explicit ideas about words is the question of the relationship between real characters and their representation. During one discussion, Andrew says, ‘We don’t often meet real people here’. And then: ‘We started out real, but the real‐ness has burned out of us’ (Crimp 2000, 352). Finally, the play is also about art, its social construction‚ and its power to convey meaning. Near the end, a film actor says, ‘Art changes everything […] It is the enduring reflection of our transient selves. It is what makes us real’ (Crimp 2000, 374). Once again, this is offered as both a thoughtful meditation and a wicked satire.



Innovative Modernist: Attempts and After

The character of Anne from The Treatment reappears in Crimp’s masterpiece, Attempts on Her Life (Royal Court, 1997). In seventeen scenarios, each of which illustrates a different aspect of a woman, Anne (also called Anya, Annie, Anny‚ and Annushka), is described, but remains an enigma. The title conceals the fact that the play is not about one woman, but about women in general. The main theme is the way men construct images of women‚ so Anne is an enigma with a fluid identity precisely because she can be anything that a man might imagine. Thus‚ she is many things: the recipient of a variety of telephone messages, the heroine of a film, a victim of civil war, a typical consumer, a megastar, a tourist guide, a physicist, an international terrorist, an American survivalist, an artist, a refugee’s dead child, a victim of aliens, the girl next door, the object of a police investigation, a porn star, and the subject of a conversation among friends. At one point — in a dazzlingly satirical scene — she is Anny, a new make of car. During the play, the variety of people talking about her include Mum and Dad, art critics, official interrogators, border guards, advertisers, film makers, spin doctors, showbiz performers, abusive stalkers, lovers‚ and friends. In geographic range, she skips across the globe, with the playtext mentioning distant continents, as well as European capitals and North African countries. Her age fluctuates between teenage and forty; she’s a single woman and a mother. In one scenario, the idea of her fluid identity reaches a hilarious climax when she is described as everything from ‘a cheap cigarette’ to ‘a dyke with a femme’ (Crimp 2005, 263, 264).

The play is radical because its form, that of an open text, questions all the conventions of naturalistic theatre. In a normal play, the playwright dictates the number of characters, the locations of the drama, and specifies who says what. In an open text, and Attempts on Her Life is the supreme example, the playwright gives his director and cast absolute freedom about these decisions. This makes the creation of the open text the single most important theatrical innovation since Beckett’s minimalist plays of the 1970s. Although Crimp provides all the dialogue needed for every scene, he doesn’t specify how many characters are involved, nor who says which line. The choice of how many characters are talking in each scene (three or thirty?) is down to the director. Likewise, Crimp does not say where each scene is taking place, nor does he give details of the backstory of any of the characters. Once again, these essential details are for the director and actors to discover for themselves. So the fragmentary form of the play mirrors the fragmentary nature of the way men construct images of women. And the ultimate message of the play is that we can never know the true nature of another person.

As the play’s punning title suggests, this is both an attempt to describe Anne, and an attempt to destroy her. Her parents talk about her suicide attempts; she is interrogated by the police; she is the subject of a scriptwriters’ meeting; she is an artist whose work is discussed on a late‐night arts show by a group of argumentative critics. Crimp’s writing is sharp and savage. An obsession with terrorism, violence‚ and violation pervades almost every scene. It is also a coolly humorous drama, which in one scenario playfully suggests in the best postmodern way that ‘it’s surely the point that a search for a point is pointless’ (Crimp 2005, 251). The way that a speech such as this constantly moves between self‐conscious irony and overt satire, between being meaningful on more than one level, and resisting any meaning at all, is the essence of Crimp’s vision. Likewise, the other themes of the play — the role of the media in creating images, the culture of fear and the pervasive nature of terrorism, the threat to children and the normalization of pornography, the domination of consumer capitalism — remain as relevant today as they were when the play was first staged. The result is a series of paradoxes, both playful and horrific, in which the play’s audiences are voyeurs of a satire on voyeurism, find meaning in critiques of meaning’s social construction, and create a character out of the fragments of her fugitive presence. Wisely, Crimp refuses to finally offer a comfortable explanation. As in The Treatment, the border between life and art is trampled, leaving lingering images of terror and suicide.

Attempts on Her Life has been the most often performed, and most often studied, of Crimp’s works. For example, Luckhurst sees it as ‘the most radically interrogative work in western mainstream theatre since Beckett’ (Luckhurst 2003, 49). Equally positively, Zimmermann sees Anne as ‘a gallery of mirrors in which the play satirically reflects the multitude of contradictory images of postmodern woman’ (Zimmermann 2003, 81). For him, the play is an example of postdramatic theatre, in which images of Anne try to render her presence while simultaneously emphasizing her absence. He rightly stresses that Crimp not only satirizes the male gaze, but also the response to it of feminist body art. The piece, he argues, parodies discourses about women, and its politics are precisely a denunciation of ‘the absence of woman in a culture in which male projections of her conceal her reality’ (Zimmermann 2003, 84). In her monograph, Vicky Angelaki stresses the way that ‘Crimp also defamiliarizes our idea about the theatre and what we may expect from a contemporary playwright’ (Angelaki 2012, 69), while Escoda Agustí focuses on the play’s postdramatic qualities, interpreting it as containing ‘acts of rejection and resistance’ (Escoda Agustí 2013, 105). Martin Middeke concludes that aspects of Anne are represented as ‘uncannily floating signifiers that have lost their (transcendental) signified’ (Middeke 2011, 91).

Having pushed the boundaries of theatrical possibility to the limit, Crimp’s next play returned to a more traditional form. The Country (Royal Court, 2000) is about Richard, a doctor, and Corinne, his wife, who have moved to the country with their children. One day, he brings home Rebecca, a twenty‐something American, who he claims was unconscious by the roadside. Gradually, in a series of scenes in which different combinations of two of the three characters appear, she turns out to be Richard’s lover. The play is brooding, oblique. Reviewers described it as Pinteresque. Written once again without any of the speeches ascribed to specific characters, it is a series of arch, but often shifting dialogues. Gradually, Richard and Corinne’s marriage erodes, and Rebecca, who at first seems to be a victim, emerges as manipulative and forceful. In a house where physical objects — scissors and syringes — echo the sharp clarity of the language, a feeling of oppressive evasion and the banality of evil mingles with issues of trust and truth. In The Country, what happens between the lines is as significant as what is said. So although on one level it packs a satirical punch in its account of marital infidelity, it also says much about how language can be used to evade responsibility and to elude reality.

Crimp returned again to the Royal Court in 2005 with Fewer Emergencies, which comprises three playlets which, like Attempts on Her Life, are experiments in form. As a trilogy — ‘Whole Blue Sky’, ‘Face to the Wall’, and ‘Fewer Emergencies’ — the playlets are unified: each is made up of dialogues involving three narrators, numbered 1, 2, and 3. (There is an extra 4, a prompter, in ‘Face to the Wall’.) Each tells a different story with a similar dramatic shape: the story events are narrated, haltingly, without being enacted; the principal characters are absent. Clearly, they have no identifiable character in the naturalistic sense. Fewer Emergencies is also deliberately unclear about its settings. The stage directions for time and place are ‘Blank’ for all three pieces (Crimp 2015, 85, 103, 119). Finally, the plot events of all three playlets are narrated rather than shown. The linguistic style suggests that these might be theatre workers, media people, or arts commentators talking about a play, film, or other media artefact. They could be in a script meeting, a brainstorming session, a rehearsal, or a performance (in ‘Face to the Wall’, for example, 4 plainly acts as a prompt to 1); the voices could be inside the writer’s own head or those of actors, searching for a Strasbergian motivation. They might be engaging in a party game. Almost any interpretation is equally tenable. Finally, all of the stories have a similar narrative structure: they start off describing recognizable situations (a bad marriage, a school atrocity, a happy family) and then take a sudden, unexpected swerve into a different, more surreal, world.



Theatre Translator: Other Plays

In between writing new plays, Crimp has also developed a career as one of British theatre’s foremost translators of French drama. His approach works best when he adapts plays, updating them completely to a contemporary situation, as, for example, in his dazzling version of Molière’s The Misanthrope (Young Vic, 1996). For example, Alceste’s early speech begins: ‘What total bollocks. Nothing’s more effete/than the moral contortions of the self‐proclaimed elite./The slobbering over the ritual greeting,/the bullshit spoken at every meeting/makes me vomit’, while John’s following joke emphasizes Crimp’s authorial self‐awareness: ‘I have to say that this so‐called rage/would make more sense on the seventeenth‐century stage./And surely as a playwright you’re aware/of sounding like something straight out of Molière’ (Crimp 2005, 107, 109). And the final rejection of Alceste by Jennifer (Célimène) is a satire on contemporary middle‐class life: ‘You’re seriously asking me to join you in some kind of suburban nightmare?/Shop? Cook? Clean? What? Do the dishes? Sleep?/Drive the kids to ballet in a Japanese jeep?’ (Crimp 2005, 194). Similarly, Crimp’s Cruel and Tender (Young Vic, 2004), a radical adaptation of Sophocles’s The Women of Trachis, is set during the War on Terror, and reinvents the tragedy in a completely contemporary setting. It starts with Amelia (Deianeira) saying: ‘There are women who believe/all men are rapists./I don’t believe that/because if I did believe that/how — as a woman — could I go on living/with the label “victim”?’ (Crimp 2015, 7). Just as the original begins with a Greek proverb so Crimp’s version starts with a modern cliché. More conservative, though equally playable, are Crimp’s translations of Marivaux’s The Triumph of Love (Almeida, 1999) and The False Servant (National Theatre, 2004). Other translations include Ionesco’s The Chairs (Royal Court, 1997), Jean Genet’s The Maids (Young Vic, 1999), Anton Chekhov’s The Seagull (National, 2006), Ionesco’s Rhinoceros (Royal Court, 2007), and Ferdinand Bruckner’s Pains of Youth (National, 2009). Crimp also translated Bernard‐Marie Koltès’s Roberto Zucco for the Royal Shakespeare Company in 1997, and Franz Lehár’s The Merry Widow for the Metropolitan Opera House, New York in 2000.



Late Work: Returns and Reformulations

The title of The City, Crimp’s 2008 Royal Court play, suggests that it is a companion piece to The Country, but although its subject is also a marriage, it is quite different in tone and form. Set in a suburb, the play shows five scenes from the marriage of Chris and Clair, who have two children. He works for a large corporation‚ and she is a translator. As in The Country, Chris and Clair’s relationship is threatened by an outsider: they are confronted by Jenny, a neighbour who is a nurse and complains that when she is on the night shift, her daytime sleep is disturbed by the couple’s children playing in the garden. Jenny’s husband works as an army doctor, and she brings a whiff of distant wars into the couple’s sunny garden: the army is engaged in a ‘secret war’, which involves ‘attacking a city—pulverising it, in fact—yes—turning this city—the squares, the shops, the parks, the leisure centres and the schools—turning the whole thing into a fine dust’ (Crimp 2015, 152). The threat of violence is conveyed by the intensity of the language. This is not just a comment on violence in Iraq, where the city of Fallujah became in 2004 a symbol of horrific destruction, but also an image of war as a machine of total annihilation. But there is another threat to Chris and Clair. As in Fewer Emergencies, this is the unpredictability of the couple’s children, which also provides the plot’s climax. When the children find Clair’s secret diary, the oddity of some of the play’s dialogues is explained: in her diary, Clair says that she is a struggling writer — and the audience can infer that the play itself is an example of her imagination at work. The objectivity of the narrative is dissolved by Clair’s subjective account of her attempt to write: ‘I invented characters […] But it was a struggle. They wouldn’t come alive. They lived a little—but only the way a sick bird tortured by a cat lives in a shoebox’ (Crimp 2015, 192). The events of the play are her imaginative fictions. And one of her main anxieties is the threat of, and to, her children. Her very first monologue is about meeting the translator Mohammed, who asks: ‘Have you seen a little girl about so high—I’ve lost her’ (Crimp 2015, 137). The child is wearing pink jeans, just as Chris and Clair’s Girl does at the end of the play. In her anxious subjectivity, they blend into one. Girl is not only threatened but also an obscure threat: in Crimp’s work, kids are sources of deep anxiety. Unlike the sharp sparring of The Country, the language of The City is strange, and clearly an example of Crimp’s constant interrogation of the usual conventions of British naturalism. The dialogues are more awkward‚ and there is a sense of disconnection: both Chris and Clair talk past each other. They speak monologues rather than have dialogues. As Clair comments, this is because all the action happens inside her head: ‘It was hard to make them speak normally’ (Crimp 2015, 192). When there is something like genuine communication, it usually results in a threat of violence or in physical revulsion.

In 2012, Crimp returned to the Orange Tree Theatre with a double bill of plays, one new, one a revival: Play House and Definitely the Bahamas. This was his response to an invitation from artistic director Sam Walters for a new play to mark the venue’s fortieth anniversary. The two short plays make a harmonious pair: in terms of atmosphere, Definitely the Bahamas has a circular structure, starting in silence and returning to silence, and Play House alludes to that circularity because the first and last scenes are both declarations of love. Play House shows the developing relationship of a young couple, Simon and Katrina, in thirteen rapid scenes, some of which last barely a couple of minutes. The play’s domestic incidents include the gift of ‘dog shit’ (Crimp 2015, 201) from her to him, cleaning the fridge, brushing teeth, dancing to music, fussing over a mobile phone, assembling a table‚ and so on. During these activities, the couple discuss their love, a previous relationship of hers, her father, their neighbour Jan, having a child, his promotion‚ and an unspecified act of humiliation. The random, disconnected scenes mirror the feeling of their uncertain rapport. Simon’s opening declaration of love is reiterated in the final scene, which offers qualified hope along with the sense that Katrina might suffer from similar mental problems to those of her father. Is she capable of snatching a baby? The mist of ambiguity thickens around the deliberate anti‐naturalism of some of the key passages. In both of these short plays, Crimp’s language is deployed with its characteristic precision and satirical flair, casting ironical glances at suburban life and marriage. The wider world occasionally peeks in, but these are mainly dramas about how couples communicate, or fail to communicate.

Also in 2012, Crimp’s new play, In the Republic of Happiness, was staged at the Royal Court, running during the Christmas period. Subtitled ‘an entertainment in three parts’, the piece comprises: 1) The Destruction of the Family; 2) The Five Essential Freedoms of the Individual; and 3) In the Republic of Happiness. These titles have an overtly political 1960s flavour, but what you see on stage is at first a family drama, with three generations gathered for a Christmas meal. As they bicker, Uncle Bob arrives unexpectedly, with a message that causes the situation to implode. Claiming that he and his wife Madeleine are emigrating, he goes around each family member and tells them what Madeleine really thinks about them. And it’s not flattering. But is he really a messenger, or just deluded?

In Part Two, the play opens out into an experimental piece in which all eight cast members perform an open text similar to Attempts on Her Life, except that this time the target of the satire is individualism and its narcissistic attributes: our current obsessions with being the authors of our own lives, about being apolitical, about experiencing trauma, about therapy and the desire to change, and about looking good and living for ever. Like Play House, much of this is hilarious: under therapy, one of the questions asked is ‘Why was I angry with my partner’s cat?’ (Crimp 2015, 328).

The final part is set in a kind of no place and brings Uncle Bob and Madeleine back on stage. Except that this time he is not an intrusive relative, but a lost ruler suffering from dementia. They are a couple near the edge of, to use one of the potent images of the play, a digital deletion. In a way that is reminiscent of Ionesco’s The Chairs, they have a message to their people: it is ‘the happy song’ from Fewer Emergencies, which turns out to be a series of hums. At his wife’s prompting, Uncle Bob says, ‘Click on my smiling face and you can install/a version of this song/that has no words at all’ (Crimp 2015, 358).

The play’s experimental and innovative structure has the effect, especially in the overtly satirical middle section, of vertigo. By contrast, the opening scene is a rather static and chilly account of the misery of family life, where all the characters say out loud the thoughts that many people have but dare not utter. Cross‐generational antagonism and sibling rivalry are evident. The link with The City is also clear in the language of the play, which is essentially unnaturalistic: the speeches have a high sense of artificiality in which Crimp’s characteristic linguistic markers and ticks are mixed with declamation and declaration, with a critical lyricism peculiarly his own. Or, to put it another way, the language is conversational, colloquial‚ and yet artificial at the same time. While the middle scene is a hectic open text, the third part is quieter, more disturbing. It feels like a man’s mind on the verge of collapse. It’s both an acute glance at one couple’s malaise and a metaphor for the disintegration of any populist political system. Taken together, these three different scenes are a triumphant example of a political play that avoids obvious politics, and a seasonal play that satirizes Christmas plays. The structure, as well as the content, of In the Republic of Happiness not only articulates the piece’s meaning, but offers the possibility of several interpretations. The three parts could, following the epigraph from Dante at the start of Part Three, represent heaven (Part Three), hell (Part One), and purgatory (Part Two). The scenes could also represent past, present‚ and future. Or, in terms of drama, the naturalism of a celebration play followed by an open text followed by an absurdist scene.

An outstanding development in Crimp’s later career is his writing of texts for contemporary operas by George Benjamin, one of the leading composers of his generation: Into the Little Hill (2006) and Written on Skin (2012) were both staged in London at the Royal Opera House (the latter on the main stage in 2013).

 

Conclusion

Martin Crimp is a first‐class writer who takes the best of the British modernist tradition — Beckett’s linguistic precision, Pinter’s verbal menace‚ and Caryl Churchill’s daring use of form — and confronts it with the European traditions of surrealism, absurdism, and post‐structuralism. The result is Crimpland, a place where the common preoccupations of ordinary English middle‐class folk, from selling their houses to moving to the country, barely conceal a world of dark fears, vicious emotions‚ and wild desires. Human longings smoulder just below the surface of everyday life, undermining the best‐laid plans and turning security into panic. Using everyday situations, Crimp at his suggestive best creates an unforgettable picture of spiritual desolation. Characteristically, his writing is subtle, tentative, evasive, moody‚ and evocative. Its key register is satire‚ and its main tone is self‐conscious irony. With perfect technical control, and great theatrical intelligence (exemplified by his constant experiments in form), Crimp offers a critical vision of British social and moral decline which is as witty as it is convincing. As an author, he may well choose to be ‘at two shifts from reality’, but his plays offer a multilayered and heightened reality, at once completely recognizable and oddly disconcerting (Crimp 1991, 2).
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36
Adam Thorpe

DOMINIC HEAD



Adam Thorpe is a novelist, poet‚ and playwright, renowned for his interest in place, and especially for his novels and poetry collections that offer fresh perspectives on England. Yet he is also a cosmopolitan writer, treating of a variety of themes and settings. He lives in France and teaches at the Ecole Supérieure des Beaux Arts de Nîmes. He was born in Paris in 1956‚ and that element of cosmopolitanism was doubtless fostered in his boyhood, growing up in India and Cameroon as well as England. He graduated in 1979 (Magdalen College, Oxford), and began his professional life by setting up a travelling theatre company that toured schools and villages. His publishing career began with a collection of poetry, Mornings in the Baltic (1988), which was shortlisted for the 1988 Whitbread Poetry Award. By 2017‚ he had authored eleven novels, six books of poetry‚ and two short story collections. His work is highly acclaimed and features frequently on the shortlists for prominent literary prizes. He received the Eric Gregory Award in 1985, and his first novel Ulverton, now a modern classic, was awarded the Winifred Holtby Memorial Prize in 1992. Thorpe has been a productive literary journalist and reviewer over the years: he has contributed many pieces for the ‘Commentary’ column in the Times Literary Supplement, for example. In 2014‚ he published an important work of non‐fiction, On Silbury Hill. This exemplary instance of new nature writing distils many of his preoccupations and offers an excellent introduction to his creative thinking.

On Silbury Hill yields some intriguing autobiographical insights into Thorpe’s art, and especially the importance of place understood in its historical – and in some way mystical – dimension. Here Thorpe reflects on his formative influences. There is one very significant event from his days with the travelling theatre company (Equinox), which is recalled in the first poem in his first collection (‘Drama Workshop, Avebury’ in Mornings in the Baltic), concerning a drama workshop for children, culminating in a performance using the Avebury stone circle as a ‘Brookeian empty space’ (2014, 168). Thorpe remembers



one eight‐year‐old running

to the ridged horizon, instead

of turning for the happy finale. (169)



The child’s later explanation of her behaviour – ‘There’s too much space’ – inspires Thorpe to reflect on what inspired him in that remark:


What the child said still strikes me as profound: the stone circle creates its own space, a space that has nothing to do with normal space. The circle of infinity concentrates our attention on above and below, like a tube, a microscope or a telescope. Above, it really is more or less infinite. And below? (169)


It is this open question which seems to define the distinctive Thorpeian territory, and to explain why this poem, as he puts it, ‘somehow contains everything I’ve been trying to do since’ (169). That which is ‘below’ is the residue of human history and endeavour, the principal source of his imagination. In what follows I will try to give a sense of some of the myriad ways in which this inexhaustible source has inspired him.

Thorpe’s personal investment in the Wiltshire landscape stems from his schooldays as a boarder at Marlborough College from the age of thirteen: excursions into the countryside were initially a means of escape from the brutality of institutional life. As the autobiographical element of On Silbury Hill is developed, the creative and intellectual impact of this landscape on Thorpe’s imagination is underscored. There are several arresting and interrelated elements to this, beginning with Thorpe’s own version of a primitivist engagement with the non‐human, which is given a mystical hue on occasions (although this is by no means unusual in nature writing). This kind of thinking was also stimulated in Thorpe’s schooldays, notably by an inspiring history teacher explaining that ‘the Anglo‐Saxons lived in a “mythopoeic” world’ in which ‘all natural phenomena were personified’ (2014, 161). The emphasis of Thorpe’s investment in place is to evoke its hidden human history, and this personal habit is fuelled by an undergraduate ‘passion for Amerindians’, especially ‘the wisdom of the Hopi’, and an experimental phase ‘visiting past lives under hypnosis’ (113–114). Thorpe gives us, as another staging post in this primitivism, the moment in 1979 when he visited ‘a Hopi village out on its mesa in Arizona’, and was ‘overcome at one point by nausea and dizziness’, although that apparent claim to being open to the mystical power of ritual is apparently undercut by the memory of the interior of a Hopi woman’s adobe house, whose mantelpiece displayed ‘a picture of her son in US Army uniform, next to a Bang and Olufsen stereo’ (114).

The prominence of place in Thorpe’s thinking became instantly obvious on the publication of his first novel, Ulverton (1992), an experimental and inventive fictional rethinking of the relationship between history and location. Ulverton is his best‐known work, and widely regarded as his finest achievement, although several of his later novels and poetry collections are also very significant landmarks in twentieth‐ and twenty‐first British literature. In the manner of similar fictional experiments – Edward Rutherfurd’s Sarum (1987), Raymond Williams’s unfinished People of the Black Mountains (1989–1990), for example – Ulverton displaces the prominence of character in fiction, so that narrative continuity is supplied (chiefly) by place instead. It is a significant late example of the waning rural‐regional tradition in British fiction; and it has also been considered as an instance of a ‘new georgics’ from a broader European perspective (see Todd 2002).

Akin to a short story cycle, Ulverton comprises twelve distinct sections presented in a chronological sequence of episodes in the history of a village in South‐West England, over a three‐hundred‐year period (1650–1988). Thorpe challenges his reader not just by removing the crutch of extended identification with character: the novel is also demanding in the attention required by its mixture of modes. Each section is written in a different style and format: there are letters, diary entries, a sermon, bar‐room tales, a Molly‐Bloom style soliloquy by a farm labourer, and, in the final section, the ‘Post Production Script’ for a TV documentary. It is an arresting novel, with a rich and varied texture; and the challenge for the reader is to recognize how this stylistic variety imitates the diversity of the human settlement, in time and space.

Despite the unconventionality, Thorpe’s main preoccupation in Ulverton is the human drama, which initially seems counter‐intuitive as the novel jettisons the usual novelistic strategies of fostering empathy; however, it skilfully employs each different mode in such a way as to capture the essence of the characters with great economy. But the personal is also seen in a public dimension, as individual imagined lives are located within the larger evocation of history. In the first section (1650), for example, a soldier returns from Cromwell’s Irish campaigns, traumatized by his role in the massacres at Wexford and Drogheda; but the emotional charge of the episode is personal, as he returns with the prize of red ribbons for his wife, dishevelled though they are. In his absence, however, presuming him dead, she has remarried the despicable Thomas Walters.

In an extended ‘whodunnit’ that frames the novel – another alternative structural device – the cuckolded husband disappears, and the silence of the only witness to the probable murder, the shepherd who narrates the section, is bought by sexual favours from the capricious wife. Thorpe’s significant achievement is to weave such compelling stories of individual drama into his larger tapestry, the poetic social history of place that emerges by the end of the novel. In the final section‚ the soldier’s demise comes back to haunt a descendant of his usurper. In the contemporary moment, the ambitions of the boorish property developer Clive Walters are thwarted when his construction work in Ulverton is suspended when the remains of a Cromwellian soldier are discovered: the soldier, apparently killed by a blow to the head, is still clutching a ribbon (1993: 358–359).

In a moment of playful self‐consciousness, the author ‘Adam Thorpe’ becomes a character in the final episode, having played his part in excavating the local legend of the soldier’s untimely end, and it now appears that the novel’s first section is the work of this ‘Adam Thorpe’, publishing a piece of historical interest in a local journal. Thorpe’s purpose in making himself a character in the novel is not overtly experimental – it is not a metafictional device to encourage reflection on authorship specifically. Rather, Thorpe seems keen to associate himself with rural tradition, by making his fictional self stand in opposition to the irresponsible developer. This serves to reinforce the implicit argument against urbanization; but the chief target is greed, dressed up as ‘progress’. The uncovered legend generates a new superstition, and a distrust of the developers. This revives the traditional ‘Curse of Five Elms Farm’ (374), and the humility prompted by a fear of the unknown, a characteristic of the Ulverton villagers across the centuries.

The questioning of progress extends also to a suspiciousness about the rendering of history, so that one darkly comic vein of Ulverton is its simultaneous celebration and distrust of local history. The clearest example concerns the eighteenth‐century wainwright Webb, who fears for his reputation as a craftsman when a man dies because of a split wheel. The farmer who is really to blame, having exposed the faulty wagon to the winter weather, offers his reassurances to Webb; but local gossip proves to show no respect for the truth, and the myth of how Jepthah Webb’s poor work killed a man persists into the nineteenth century, risking the standing of Jepthah’s descendants (all carpenters)‚ who could be deemed guilty by association (116).

The unreliability of history shades into a consideration of the great difficulty of preserving the historical record, of how misrepresentations seem bound to mount up as the past is buried beneath the sedimented layers of history. Thorpe condenses this point in the episode in which a series of mid‐nineteenth‐century photographic plates of the village are recycled, and used by an old labourer as cloches for his cabbages. There is some fondness for this pragmatism, in which the needs of the present defeat the luxury of memory; but it’s another bleakly comic moment, because after one generation the sun has wiped clean the images of past villagers (200).

This also signals Thorpe’s interest in the problem of representation. Here‚ the relative claims of fiction and history become a point at issue, because a recurring feature of the narrative is the evocation of significant individual action, as a way of resisting depersonalizing historical forces. The heroic refusal of under‐gardener Percy Cullurne in the face of the enlistment drive of 1914, ignoring all enticements, and enduring public humiliation, is one of the novel’s most charged moments: he outrages the villagers by telling the Squire, simply, ‘I’d rather bide at home’ (233). At stake here is the novelist’s power to memorialize, and to cheat history. In such moments, Thorpe strives to make his reimagined images indelible, etched on our consciousness, unlike the fading images on the photographic plates, recycled as cloches.

There is a strand of nostalgic ruralism which pervades much of Ulverton, although it is certainly an ambivalent element, and this puts the novel squarely in the tradition of twentieth‐century English rural writing, where ambivalent nostalgia is the defining characteristic. This strand culminates in the final episode, and its express qualms about how rural land is lost to housing estates, light industry‚ and golf courses (343, 364). Yet the effect is equivocal, another trait of Thorpe’s writing. In Ulverton, the use of ‘Adam Thorpe’ as a character enlisted in the fight to preserve the village, is, paradoxically, the source of this equivocation. Unlike some more overtly metafictional conceits, this one is decidedly low key, because the authority attributed to the partisan ‘Adam Thorpe’ is localized, his function restricted to that of a campaigning dissenter in one section of the book. To the extent that we perceive an authorial drive towards rural nostalgia, that impulse is then explicitly re‐contained by the introduction of a character representing that view, but confined to a single section of the novel. The ambivalence about the rural is underscored; but the self‐deprecating gesture undercuts the novelist’s authority, his platform to pronounce.

Many of the issues central to Ulverton recur throughout Thorpe’s canon, introducing us to the idea that this author’s creativity is a form of verbal archaeology, excavating historical resonances, and revealing unforeseen insights and connections. Yet the author is also ambivalent about his creativity, an uncertainty captured in the thought (in On Silbury Hill) that ‘invasive archaeology is a metaphor for our whole current situation: the process of discovery necessitates destruction’ (Thorpe 2014, 201). This is of a piece with his reflections on ‘flakiness’, and the risk that a cultivated primitivism – or a desire for ‘a New Age version of the Neolithic’ – is also the route to Green fascism (Thorpe 2014, 187). Thorpe quotes Jung, and the thought that ‘the real natural man’ is fundamentally opposed to the ‘inhuman side of life’ (Thorpe 2014, 188). But this gives rise to grave doubt in the era of impending ecological catastrophe:


The great question is whether the ‘real natural man’ is the bully with the metal‐studied boots or whether our inner needles quiver towards the magnetic north of compassion and love. It depends on … what is trickling down from the top: money or ideological lunacy.

(Thorpe 2014, 188)


These later concerns chime with much of his writing. Repeatedly he shows that, because a verifiable history of place is unavailable, there can be no unquestioned way of asserting rights when it comes to regional belonging; but there can be an imaginative attempt to construct a version of regional inhabitation. The social risks remain, however: if the fictional nature of this empathic ‘reading back’ in the celebration of the idea of person in place is not explicit, the impulse brings with it the risk of seeking particular, exclusive social origins. This terrible risk is given fictional incarnation in his novel Pieces of Light (1998), in which Thorpe is acutely sensitive to the risks inherent in the desire to belong, to assert historical connections, to claim authority in our occupancy of place. Pieces of Light is a return to Ulverton, and so an investigation of the problem of belonging in relation to his most vividly rendered imaginative space. Hugh Arkwright, Thorpe’s protagonist, lodges with his Aunt and Uncle in their large Ulverton house, called ‘Ilythia’, with an assertion in the name about original being (Eileithyia or Ilithyia was the Greek goddess of childbirth). The house, or rather the old wood in its grounds, inspires Thorpe’s consideration of the temptation to seek an elemental or ‘primal’ England. Hugh’s Uncle Edward is convinced that the old wood is a remnant of the original forest that once covered England, and he wants this ‘wildwood’ to be re‐established, eventually covering England once again. But Edward is in the category of those ‘flaky’ individuals Thorpe identifies in On Silbury Hill, as his interest in mythology and pagan fertility rites brings him into the gravitational pull of the Nazi sympathizers, the Thule society, even though he denounces their nationalism. The flakiness leads to extremism, a point emphatically made when we understand that Edward may have been storing nerve gas, to unleash on humanity and allow the primeval forest to reclaim England. This is one of the starkest reminders in contemporary fiction of the political dangers inherent in an unquestioning acceptance of the marriage of place and identity.

Pieces of Light is also a novel about the pathology of imperialism, and the ways in which these larger questions taint the pursuit of artistic integrity. Hugh, who is the principal narrator and focus, is also a famous man of the Theatre, whose reputation is built on a notion of authenticity in the performance of Shakespeare; but he is eventually crushed by the truth of his colonial origins, revealed in a series of letters written by his mother, and discovered by Arkwright in his mid‐sixties. His youth in West Africa, where his father was a District Officer in a forbidding outpost of Empire, is idealized by him as the source of a familial stability, of sorts. The final, devastating revelation is that his parents had adopted him, the illegitimate child of the previous District Officer, who had suffered a breakdown. His mother, the eighteen‐year‐old daughter of a missionary, had died giving birth. The son becomes an additional casualty of imperialism, someone whose personal and professional imperatives, more fantastic than the African fetishes he cherishes as a boy, are based on the doomed pursuit of indisputable origins.

A compelling feature of Thorpe’s writing is how archaeology is often evoked quite literally even while it retains its metaphorical nuances. This is not to state a truism about the inevitable metaphoricity of literary discourse, but to identify a dual focus that Thorpe deliberately cultivates. Ulverton begins on a hilltop defined by a barrow or burial mound, a detail that introduces the novel’s preoccupation with the physical presence of human history. Yet the literary resonance – as one additional dimension – is immediately apparent in the Hardyesque motif: in The Return of the Native, for example, the barrow represents collective human action in history, and offers a counterpoint (often ironic) to contemporary human activity on Egdon Heath. But if Rainbarrow casts a shadow of insignificance over ephemeral human endeavour, it is also a monument to human civilization which has withstood the ravages of time. In similar fashion, the formal complexity of Ulverton emphasizes the necessary connection between place and human history, but also the difficulty of establishing that connection. It is an ongoing process (reminiscent of Graham Swift’s motif of siltation in Waterland (1983), another novel in which the literal and the metaphorical are self‐consciously bound together), a constant process of constructing a vital and sustaining sense of history, a never‐ending dialogue between present frames of understanding and an avowedly imperfect reconstruction of the past. Yet this is also a necessity, and a strength: if a ready‐made and verifiable history of place is unavailable, there can be no unchallenged, or dubious version of regional belonging. Instead, what we can do – and this is the keynote in Thorpe’s oeuvre – is continually work at improving, questioning, reconstructing our imagined versions of regional inhabitation. Such a process obliges us to consider regions, and ancestors where we associate them with place, with historical sensitivity, and with the humility imposed upon us by the imperfection of our reconstructions.

The problem of recuperating history is also a problem of perspective, which is also an artistic anxiety for Thorpe, who often makes competing points of view a compositional principle (as in Ulverton). These problems come together most explicitly in his sixth novel, The Rules of Perspective (2005), which considers the Nazi response to Art. There are two main protagonists: Heinrich Hoffer, curator of the ruined Kaiser Wilhelm Museum in Lohenfelde, under bombardment from US forces in April 1945; and US Corporal Neal Parry, who discovers the bodies of Hoffer and his colleagues, and – in this complex treatment of artistic authenticity – steals a canvas, mistaking its value. The narrative is divided into sections focussing on Hoffer and Parry in turn, although Hoffer’s death is registered at the start of the novel. Hoffer has allowed his museum to become filled with art works that conform to the Nazi Aryan ideal; but he has hidden his favourite paintings, including a Van Gogh, in the vault. One connotation of the title concerns narrative point of view. As Jonathan Heawood puts it, ‘one of Thorpe’s rules of perspective is that the closer anyone stands to events of historical magnitude, the less reliable their witness statement is likely to be’ (Heawood 2005, 31). The other main connotation of the title evokes Nazi philistinism, and the consequences of suppressing or massaging artistic production, without due regard for its proper historical development. Michael Kerrigan puts this succinctly: ‘acquired so painstakingly over generations, the rules of perspective enabled artists to conjure up depth out of flat canvases: now, it is as though that learning has been pushed aside’ (Kerrigan 2005, p. 19). Here, Thorpe’s perennial interest in the influence of the past on the present becomes, quite explicitly, a deliberation on artistic influence through history, and how its social function can be interrupted. Perhaps the most authentic voice in the novel is that of a Jewish girl hiding in the Museum attic: entries from her diary are dispersed through the narrative, reminding us of Anne Frank, and the trauma of persecution that is bound up with the denial of history’s complexity.

Understandably, Thorpe’s approach to questions of English history has been periphrastic and equivocal, though this has been a constant fascination for him. His fourth novel, Nineteen Twenty‐One (2001), highlights in its title a preoccupation with the significance of this particular interwar year, in connection with Thorpe’s reflections on the evolution of Englishness and British literary culture. The main protagonist, Joseph Monrow, is trying to write the definitive novel of the Great War; but his problem is that, by chance, he missed the fighting, and so is reliant on second‐hand experiences. What makes him ‘thoroughly modern’ (Thorpe 2001, 21), therefore, is his sense of guilt, rather than his flawed attempt to encapsulate the modern dilemma through a ‘key image’ (Thorpe 2001, 225). Part of this learning curve involves Monrow tempering his enthusiasm for modernist art – his sense, for example, that Joycean collage seems ‘terribly new’, without antecedents (Thorpe 2001, 72). Indeed, his progression often depends on moving beyond an unquestioning reverence for modernist characteristics, as when he jettisons the ‘mythical elements’ he associates with Jessie Weston and James George Frazer and realizes he has made ‘an advance’ (41). The key questions are then: what conviction about art remains? What is the appropriate template for capturing interwar English experience? And what is the nature of that English identity? The answers to these questions are indeterminate; and, to the extent that Thorpe makes form and content work together in this connection, the equivocations also affect our estimation of the novel itself, caught between the conventions of realism and the techniques of internal rendering pioneered by the writers that Monrow initially listed as his formative influences (Proust as well as Joyce, Thorpe 2001, 72).

As Monrow increasingly distances himself from the experimental pole, he seems less convincing as a would‐be writer. Consequently, the equation drawn by one reviewer between ‘Monrow’s dawdling conservatism and Thorpe’s earnest realism’ seems partly justified (Hopkins 2001, 10). And, in the persisting link between Thorpe’s theme and the novel’s style, there is a clear risk of artistic failure. If Nineteen Twenty‐One ‘is ultimately a novel about not being able to write a novel’, it inevitably arouses ‘the suspicion that it lacks a sense of purposefulness itself’ (Beaumont 2001, 21). However, the hesitancy in style evokes the uncertain version of Englishness (and English art) that Monrow encapsulates. Moreover, this presiding mood of equivocation is given some solidity through Thorpe’s deployment of another distinctly modern trope: the double. As in Dostoevsky (The Double), or Conrad (‘The Secret Sharer’), Monrow’s double (Hubert Rail) facilitates a fuller exploration of different aspects of the psyche. Rail is the counterpoint of Monrow: uninhibited, dynamic, amoral, from an impoverished family, and convinced about his artistic genius (he’s a painter). He stands for a principle of unfettered potential – ‘we must first of all decide that life has no meaning’ is his artistic credo (p. 37) – and this strange dyad of Monrow/Rail implies the possibility of a new form of Englishness or English art with greater conviction than the novel’s tergiversations about style suggest.

These vacillating deliberations about Englishness and English art are given more flesh in Hodd (2009), one of Thorpe’s richest novels, and his most arresting achievement after Ulverton. In Hodd, Thorpe re‐presents Robin Hood by imagining the circumstances surrounding the earliest medieval ballad concerning the Hood myth – ‘Robin Hood and the Monk’ (c1450) – in which Robin attends Mass in Nottingham, but is spotted by a monk and so captured. In the ballad, Little John and Much the Miller’s Son undertake the mission to free Robin, killing the monk and his page in the process. The narrator of the main narrative in Hodd is Moche/Much (the slayer of the page in the ballad), initially a captive of Hodd’s band, who becomes ‘chosen’ as one of their number because of his beautiful singing and harp‐playing: they dub him ‘Moche, the litel minstrel sein’, which has been distorted over time to ‘Much the miller’s son’ (Thorpe 2009, 102). His retrospective narrative, written when he is a monk himself in Whitby, and in his nineties, is an exposure of the brutality of Hodd, and a confession of Much’s sins, the chief one being to have contributed to the false glorifying myth of Hodd, through his balladeering.

The textuality of the novel adds another layer to the deliberation about narrative truth, identity, and national mythology. Moche’s narrative is presented as the translation of a lost Latin text written in 1305. The translator, one Francis Belloes, supplies a ‘Translator’s Preface’, and there is an ‘Introduction’ (signed ‘A.T.’) in which we learn that Belloes was ‘a wealthy, amateur scholar’, who fought in World War I, returning in 1918 with ‘a serious head wound’ (Thorpe 2009, 3). The preface, which is dated 1921, that year of resonance for Thorpe in his ongoing reflections about Englishness, also tells us that a planned scholarly edition of the text is impossible because the original has been consumed in a fire that destroyed Belloes’s family home (Thorpe 2009, 10). ‘A.T.’ is more equivocal: he suggests that the Latin original has ‘vanished without trace’ (Thorpe 2009, 4).

Belloes, in his preface, describes the text as being of ‘extraordinary significance to the deep culture of England’ (Thorpe 2009, 6), and Thorpe invites us to reflect on this throughout. The motif of paternity is crucial, here. Moche grows up without a father (he believes) and attaches himself to different surrogate fathers throughout his life. Hodd is one of these, and this partly explains his appeal to Moche, who is retrospectively condemning Hodd and exposing the insidious attraction of his heretical views, which permit Hodd to act in a moral vacuum, stemming from his own conception of the divine: ‘naught that flows from the divine essence can sin’ (Thorpe 2009, 256). This is the ‘realm of the othar’ about which Hodd bids Moche to compose his key ballad (which in time, we are to assume, mutates into the fifteenth‐century ballad ‘Robin Hood and the Monk’), the ballad which expresses Moche’s erstwhile intoxication with the charismatic Hodd as ‘the effigy of Christ’, but whose ‘hideous piety’ he is now at pains to expose through an orthodox lens of fourteenth‐century Christian morality. ‘Othar’ is given as a historical form of ‘other’ in the OED, and the modern idea of respecting ‘the Other’ as an ethical imperative (especially to combat narrow conceptions of nationalism) is made to clash with the licence for amorality in the greenwood, presented in contradistinction to the hypocrisy of the medieval church and the brutal crudity of the law. Another neglected ‘Other’ is Sherwood Forest itself, gradually eroded by the Church in its production of stained glass. The reader is left to ponder the unsatisfactory claims of both versions of the Hood/Hodd story.

The crucial paternal figure is the hermit, living in a cave near Robin Hood’s Bay, who had taught Moche how to play the harp as a boy. At the end of Moche’s narrative, the hermit is revealed as his actual father, but this is no scene of reconciliation: Moche is a ‘torment’ to the hermit, a reminder of his sinfulness (Thorpe 2009, 292). The disclosure of paternity is overheard by the villagers, who had sustained the hermit with devotional gifts of food, but who now decide to lynch him. Moche stays the beating by temporarily entrancing the villagers with his ‘ballad of Robert Hodd’, which is subject to another immediate distortion: ‘they called him “Robben” in their thick tongues, as though in their minds they knew him familiarly already’ (296). The Yorkshire dialect is credited with the origin of ‘Robin’, and an explanation is suggested for the mystery of why Robin Hood’s Bay is so called. Barrie Farnill usefully summarizes the myths and probabilities about the town’s name, and the various ways in which ‘unconnected sources feed legends’ (Farnill 1990, 28–31). Thorpe’s fictional hypothesis embodies the same kind of process. Farnill also points out the connection between Robin Goodfellow, the hobgoblin of English folklore, and Robin Hood; this figure ties in with the local superstition that Boggle Hole, the cave by Mill Beck, is haunted (Boggle ‘is an old North Yorkshire expression for a goblin, phantom, or ghost’ (Farnill 1990, 29)). Thorpe is appropriating the story of Boggle Hole in his account of Moche and the hermit. But we are left to reflect on the paradoxes of folklore and national mythology. The hermit is a discredited and hypocritical figure; the villagers are superstitious and brutal, but susceptible to the romance of a falsified story with a charismatic protagonist; and Moche founds the myth of Robin Hood as a quintessentially English anti‐hero, even while he is on a mission to disassociate himself from this ‘heresy’. Yet, despite suggesting the sheer unreliability of the Robin Hood myth, with (therefore) its problematic ‘significance to the deep culture of England’, Thorpe paradoxically cultivates the appeal of national myth‐making, by imagining how and where the legend took root, and speculating on a solution to a conundrum of local history. But the impressions we are left with have to do with the absurdity of the pursuit of absolute origins, and the ways in which dogma distorts human relations.

Thorpe’s other novels have embraced a diverse range of settings and topics, often in an offbeat manner. Still (1995) is an ambitious and playful novel, narrated by a film director and critic, Richard Thornby, whose domineering presence seems designed to test the reader’s patience – it’s a long novel of 584 pages – but also to suggest that English identity is insecure, resting on the quicksands of rapid class change. No Telling (2003) is set in Paris, leading up to the riots of 1968; but it is less a political novel than an initiation story, as its twelve‐year‐old narrator progresses towards adulthood in a dysfunctional suburban family. Ultimately, subtle connections are drawn between the oppression of public and private life.

Between Each Breath (2007) is a satirical Hampstead novel, which anatomizes the social mores of Blair’s Britain. This critique of intellectual smugness is extended in The Standing Pool (2008), which treats the complacent political world view of an academic couple and their family, the Mallinsons, who rent a farmhouse in the Languedoc from a corrupt American dealer in antiquities who is cashing in on Western foreign policy: there are looted artefacts stored at the farmhouse, as business is brisk with the war raging in Iraq. In a denouement reminiscent of Ian McEwan’s Saturday, Thorpe makes the consequences of overseas conflict impinge on the cosseted domesticity of the Mallinsons. This aspect of globalization – the uncovering of the wider ramifications of personal actions – provides the underpinning of Thorpe’s presentation of pilot Bob Winrush in Flight (2012), implicated in a freight flight (which he refused) involving heroin, and arms for the Taliban. Thorpe’s skill in dissecting pressing contemporary concerns is evident also in Missing Fay (2017), published after the Brexit vote of June 2016, which is a portrait of a disrupted modern Britain, set in Lincolnshire, a stronghold of UKIP. Thorpe subtly reasserts a social fabric in this novel, however, by discovering connections between the lives of his diverse characters. He also inverts the ‘whodunnit’, so that his readers, attuned to look for clues to explain the disappearance of schoolgirl Fay Sheenan, gradually come to realize that there may be no single culprit in the fate of this fourteen‐year‐old girl from a sink estate, but rather a collective guilt. Fay makes frequent ‘appearances’ through the novel – as a ghost/poltergeist/angel – a supernatural presence that pervades the book, emphasizing the current psychological suppression of social responsibility.

In his short stories, Thorpe has honed his skill at ventriloquism, first proved in Ulverton. In his first collection, Shifts (2000), he showcased his skill in capturing the idiosyncrasies of individual voices, in a series of first‐person narratives all on the theme of paid work. The emphasis on the unglamorous is redoubled in the second collection of stories, Is This the Way You Said? (2006), which displays Thorpe’s peculiar gift for making the diurnal compelling – not in the modernist sense of finding the unusual in the usual, the big in the small, but in the slightly different sense of making the mundane itself worthy of investigation. The stories in his collection treat the banalities of middle‐class life, with a focus on the inadequacies of the male perspective, to produce, as John Burnside has it, ‘a brilliant series of observations of a whole range of menopausal, or pre‐menopausal men’ (Burnside 2006, 17).

In Thorpe’s poetry‚ there is a distillation of his principal preoccupations: the importance of place and time; the vivid evocation of the ‘presentness’ of the past, often combined with an acute sensitivity to the implications of archaeological sites; the politics of Europe. Thorpe’s engagement with archaeology sometimes embraces sites redolent of debates about English heritage, as in ‘Sutton Hoo’ from Voluntary (2012); but he characteristically subverts convention, insisting ‘my sense of nation’s less a buried crown// than a stain of post‐hole’ (Thorpe 2012, 2). He is also apt to redefine ‘archaeology’, to give it human vitality, as in ‘Pickings’ in From the Neanderthal (1999), where he is apparently sifting through things he has found while working in the grounds of his cottage in France:



Our ogres’ steps of earth,

dug, yield a trove

of what they used to chuck:

keys stuck in rust’s lock,

lots of bits of pot,

jabs in glass for goats

and knobs for doors long shut

from hands
 

(Thorpe 1999: 20).


The detritus of a lifetime, evokes the world of ‘the old dame/ who lived here when le maire// was a boy’ (20), the vividness of the life remembered leaving his ‘kids in hope she’ll rise/ one day, tucked on a spade’ (21).

If Thorpe belongs, broadly speaking, to a tradition of pastoral and nature poetry, he brings fresh and unexpected insights to that tradition, finding arresting connections between nature and culture. In ‘The Causeway’ from Nine Lessons in the Dark (2003), he considers the kind of cars that were found on a Scottish island, before a causeway was built, linking it to the mainland: ‘the tiny island bred its own species: unlicensed, dented, mirrorless’, a ‘species’ that is fondly remembered, in generational terms:



Yet their elders were everywhere, abandoned

where they’d died whining or kept

for the hens; dashboards losing their toggles

and wires, mudguards curved in the rust

of autumn ferns … while the whole place,

it seemed, champed to be further off
 

(Thorpe 2003: 43)


There are a number of tidal Scottish isles connected to the mainland by causeways, and the reader is struck by the originality of Thorpe’s reflection on the consequences of such developments, re‐evaluating the nature–culture nexus. Thorpe is also apt to reflect on such issues in ways that chime more obviously with environmental concerns, as in ‘Fuck the Bypass’ in From the Neanderthal, or ‘Light Pollution’, the final poem of Birds with a Broken Wing (2007), in which he regrets how we have ‘concealed our nights behind streetlamp// and floodlight, afraid of the pitch/ black of the medieval room, or of woods/ strung by nothing but the moon’ (Thorpe 2007, 63). In spite of Thorpe’s acute ear, and sensitivity to observation, one aspect of his thinking – the regret that the past is overlaid, obscured to us – issues also in a lament for the loss of receptivity to the natural world. In ‘Sighting’ from Voluntary, the wonderment at the sighting of a sea otter gives way to a reflection on how easily human interest in the natural can wane:



before the excitement palls

and the binoculars are left

on the sill, no longer fought for. What

doesn’t, in the end, become familiar

all round, however strange or fine?

I wish that sea‐otter’s amazement was mine.
 

(Thorpe 2012: 5)


That Edenic effect, the sense of banishment from place – or from the ability to inhabit place fully – is an enduring aspect of Thorpe’s vision. Indeed, one might argue that the central concern of his writing is to find ways of staving off that numbness, of discovering ways of making us marvel again, through his methods of refashioning and excavation.
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Benjamin Zephaniah: Popular Poetics against Populism

GRAHAM MACPHEE



Benjamin Zephaniah is one of Britain’s most popular literary figures: best known as a poet, he is also a playwright, novelist, and musician, as well as a media celebrity, political activist, university professor, and educator. Across the board, his writing has been consistently directed at popular rather than literary audiences, including children and young adults. His poetry is generally associated with the ‘dub poetry’ that emerged in the cultural interchange between Britain and the Caribbean, and it uses an accessible and vernacular style, frequently written to be performed and drawing on the rhythms of reggae and British Caribbean speech. Direct, unpretentious, and often humorous, his poems engage with recognizable concerns and everyday experiences. Yet Zephaniah has also refused to stay safely within the designated bounds of ‘popular literature’. Controversially denied a visiting fellowship at Trinity College, Cambridge‚ in 1987, he later stood unsuccessfully for the Chair of Poetry at Oxford University, a decision he framed as challenging definitions of the ‘popular’ and the ‘literary’ at work within the literary establishment. Zephaniah has charged that ‘they think that the history of poetry is the written Western tradition, and that performance poetry is an alternative’, while positioning his own work as an attempt to return poetry to its vernacular, demotic, and everyday roots: ‘Poetry originally was oral. A long time ago it was alive in every neighbourhood, and most people understood it’ (Jones 1994).

However, if Zephaniah is undoubtedly popular in this sense, his work and public profile refuse to fit into the post‐Thatcherite cultural populism that emerged with New Labour’s renewal of nationalism, and which coalesced more recently in the Brexit vote. In fact, his distinctive cultural contribution lies in the way in which he has used his public persona, both in his writings and in his celebrity profile, to lever open space within a narrowing public sphere for perspectives that are increasingly being cast as ‘anti‐popular’ – as the passionless and bureaucratic pronouncements of a ‘political correctness gone mad’, or the zealotry of an abstract left‐wing idealism. For Zephaniah, the popular retains a critical bite because it stakes a claim to be part of public discourses – about national identity, politics, aesthetic form, ethical responsibility – that have traditionally been reserved for literary writing, while neither blending into a commercialized popular culture nor a ‘common sense’, majoritarian populism.

This double claim – to remain popular while reenergizing and redefining the popular – is not unproblematic, since it invites more demanding critical attention. While Zephaniah’s work resolutely remains accessible and direct, it asks to be judged alongside more formally intricate and technically complex writing. And, it should be said, such criticism has come not only from those who defend an elitist or monocultural aesthetic, but also from those sympathetic to and well‐versed in the emergent forms of performance and dub poetry. In her study of orality in Jamaican popular culture, for example, Carolyn Cooper describes a short, topical poem by Zephaniah, ‘Rapping up the Year’, as ‘pure greeting‐card doggerel, despite its clairvoyance’ (1995, 72), preferring instead the verse of Jean Binta Breeze and Mikey Smith.1 This reservation is echoed by Mervyn Morris, who similarly pitches political acuity against aesthetic realization, concluding that ‘Zephaniah poses a difficult problem of assessment’. Although Zephaniah’s work has been ‘approved for [its] political seriousness and communicative skills’ by its defenders, Morris argues that ‘the words tend to seem inadequate except when he is clearly having a laugh’ (2008, 68).

My argument here is that Zephaniah’s double positioning – as both ‘popular’ and ‘exceeding‐the‐popular’ – need not inevitably lead to such disparaging assessments if his work is judged in more than exclusively poetic terms. Rather, his literary output needs to be placed in dynamic relation to his public profile, his journalism and essays, his campaigning and political activism, and his media appearances, whereby aesthetic and formal choices participate in crafting a public voice able to function within an increasingly ‘mainstreamed’ and conformist public sphere. Crucially, this approach depends on setting his practice as a public figure and his literary output within its social and political context. As Zephaniah suggests, he has been ‘able to partake in the type of political and cultural intercourse which is not possible in the mainstream political arena’ by performing a distinctive style of being a poet (2003). The key critical step, I would suggest, is to think about how Zephaniah’s writing and his status as a popular cultural icon both express and negotiate what Paul Gilroy has termed the ‘conviviality’ of ‘Britain’s ordinary, demotic multiculturalism’ (2005, 99). Gilroy’s term ‘conviviality’ proposes a relocation of the discourse of multiculturalism away from the ‘empty, interpersonal rituals’ of state‐sponsored institutions and initiatives, instead referring ‘to the processes of cohabitation and interaction that have made multiculture an ordinary feature of social life in Britain’s urban areas’. But as such, ‘it does not describe the absence of racism or the triumph of tolerance’ (xv), but coexists in often antagonistic ways with other tendencies or dispositions within the popular, notably a ‘postcolonial melancholia’ characterized by historical amnesia and xenophobic nationalism (98–106).

This conception of conviviality is important here because it deliberately reroutes discussion of the heterogeneity and hybridity of contemporary British culture outside of existing accounts of multiculturalism, which tend to cast the popular as an untroubled and pacific space of tolerance and equality. For Gilroy, ‘conviviality’ sidesteps both the easy equation of multiculturalism with the popular and its alienation from the popular in the discourse of ‘political correctness’. That is, it reconceives the popular as a fractured site of contestation, as inevitably riven by both the promise and the stresses of difference and diversity, which may at one and the same time vehemently protest racial discrimination against a Black British citizen while castigating asylum seekers as bogus, criminal, and alien (2005, xiii–xiv). Zephaniah’s style of poetry and style of being a poet, I would argue, are best appreciated when set within this shifting, energetic, conflictual, and contradictory terrain. In his poetry and in his public persona‚ Zephaniah can be funny, rambunctious, humane, and welcoming; but he can also be confrontational, perplexing, critical, and unafraid of articulating positions deemed by the mainstream as ‘unpopular’.



II

Benjamin Obadiah Iqbal Zephaniah was born on 15 April 1958, in Birmingham, an industrial city with a strong working‐class identity that became an important centre for Caribbean and Asian migration after World War II.2 His parents had come to England four years earlier from the then British colony of Jamaica, part of the Windrush Generation encouraged to settle in Britain to provide labour for postwar reconstruction. Zephaniah’s early life has formed an integral part of his public persona and informs his writing for children and young adults. Growing up in a working‐class migrant home, domestic life became troubled when his parents separated, and for a period he and his mother moved frequently to avoid the attentions of his father. At school‚ his undiagnosed dyslexia left him disconnected from formal education, and he was expelled and sent to a residential school for young offenders when he was thirteen. After subsequently serving a prison sentence for theft, Zephaniah decided to turn his life around, channelling his energy into the storytelling, rhyming, and public performance that had enthused him as a child (Zephaniah 2019, 124–30). Moving to East London, he began performing spoken word poetry and quickly became part of the community‐based cultural initiatives of the early 1980s, which gave space for an emergent multicultural and politically‐conscious sensibility that was at this time largely excluded from the mainstream public sphere and its institutions. His first collection of poems, Pen Rhythm, was published in 1980 by a small cooperative publisher, Page One Books, and its success led to his work being picked up by more well‐known publishing houses.

Zephaniah’s rise to prominence reflects the shifting sense of the nation that bubbled to the surface through the 1980s and 1990s, which urgently posed the question of what kinds of voices and faces would be audible and visible in public culture. Notably he featured as the subject of one of the first documentaries aired by Channel Four, the new national TV broadcaster set up in 1982 with a remit to provide an alternative to the three existing terrestrial channels (Middleton 2006, 372); the channel’s ground‐breaking Bandung File also featured dub‐poetry pioneer Linton Kwesi Johnson as a reporter. Through the 1980s, this emergent milieu would become the target of an extended campaign of vilification by the right‐wing press in its development of the discourse of ‘political correctness’: the Spectator magazine, for example, opined in 1982 that dub poetry had ‘wreaked havoc in schools and helped to create a generation of rioters and illiterates’ (Jaggi, 2002). Non‐traditional currents were quickly cast as the cultural wing of the ‘loony left’, a pejorative label applied to those in local government who sought to adapt education and other public services to the changing demographics of postwar Britain and to the claims for equality articulated by feminism and the Gay Liberation movement. In denouncing the supposed unreasonableness of adapting to social change, the conservative tabloid press mobilized long‐standing racist stereotypes, which in the case of Black men have often revolved around paranoid fantasies of sexual aggression. The Sun newspaper, for example, directed the headline ‘Would You Let your Daughter Near this Man’ at Zephaniah when he stood for the poetry chair at Oxford (Middleton 2006, 372).

A key part of Zephaniah’s achievement has been his ability to make such stereotyping seem not simply unfair or racist but also ridiculous, spiteful, and embarrassingly out of touch with observable experience, while at the same time continuing to articulate as part of reasonable discourse positions that these same tabloids cast as anathema. Stereotypes work by isolating a fragment of empirical reality from the multiplicity of experience and locking it into pre‐packaged narratives that mobilize reservoirs of fear, anxiety, and resentment. Zephaniah’s practice as a public figure and media celebrity is analogous to the strategy pursued by Linton Kewsi Johnson’s well‐known early poem ‘Sonny’s Lettah’, published in 1980. The poem takes the form of letter written to his mother by the imprisoned protagonist, Sonny, recounting the attack on his brother Jim by three police officers. The attack leaves one officer dead and Sonny awaiting trial charged with murder. Through the formality and concern of the letter (‘Mama, / dont fret, dont get depress / an doun‐hearted’), Johnson crafts a voice that is caring, respectful, and emotionally aware, yet which can also narrate in reasonable terms the violent act that lies at the centre of stereotypes of Black criminality: ‘mi tump him pan him chin / an him drap pan a bin // an crash / an ded’ (2006, 27). Johnson does not disavow the reality of violence in the historical experience of Black communities in Britain: Sonny does fight the police, and it is clear that the death of one of them is a result of his actions. But the poem shows that this outcome was forced on him and that he was motivated by the defence of his brother. The poem, then, does not attempt to offer a saintly and pacific counter‐stereotype as an alternative to stereotypes of Black savagery, but constructs an experiential context in which a recognizable moment of violence can be narrated in understandable terms, both by the poem’s persona and – through the imaginative extension of experience – by the reader.

Similarly, Zephaniah’s self‐representation does not try to deny life events that might be used to discredit him nor to offer a counter‐stereotype of self‐motivated achievement and uplift, but rather narrates an expanded context of experience that undermines the process of stereotyping. ‘The way I write, the way I see the world’, he insists, ‘is part and parcel of my dyslexia and my getting kicked out of school’ (Brockes 2004, 14). He narrates these life experiences so as to affirm the value of children’s intelligence and creative potential, while criticizing the barriers to education and creativity faced by poor and marginalized populations:


I felt like a pretty intelligent kid. … I had a great eye for things. But no one ever came to me and said: ‘What do you want? How do you see things?’ I once said to my English teacher, ‘Miss, do you like poems?’ because I wanted to show her mine. And she went, ‘Ugh, no. I just do them because it's part of the English course’. So I put my poems back in my pocket.

(Brockes 2004, 14)


His biographical narrative affirms the value of creative expression, especially where it draws on migrant traditions and the informal artistry of everyday life. In a home almost without books (except for the Bible and Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress), Zephaniah describes with affection his mother’s storytelling. ‘The stories she told were mainly Anansi stories’, he recalls, ‘but most of the time she simply made them up as she went along’, remarking that ‘I’m convinced that this is where my love of spoken poetry came from’ (“When We” 2009, 58). In this self‐narrativization, the conflict between a very personal love of language and the frustrations of an uninspiring experience of formal learning proves productive: his enthusiasm for language endures, but strengthened and made more combatively independent by the difficulties encountered.

Zephaniah’s fiction for young adults often features protagonists who are intelligent and talented, but who feel frustrated with formal education and who find themselves in conflict with systems of authority. Yet these figures are not without fault and may indeed become involved in disruptive and even destructive events. Ray in Gangsta Rap (2004) perhaps comes closest to Zephaniah’s own life story, excluded from school but finding an avenue of expression in hip hop. Rico in Terror Kid (2014) has a sharp social awareness and a natural aptitude for electronics and computer programming, but faces a prison sentence when his naïveté in attempting to help others leads him to participate in a dangerous criminal conspiracy. Perhaps most fully realized is Alem in Refugee Boy, an asylum seeker from East Africa. Alem’s reflection on his own identity and his perception by others directly confronts the reductive nature of stereotyping in the public sphere: ‘think of all the things you could call me – a student, a lover of literature, a budding architect, a friend, a symbol of hope even, but what am I called? A refugee’ (2001a, 290).



III

This stress on the personal provides the central dynamic for Zephaniah’s politics, but the way that the personal informs his work is distinctive in running counter to the critical emphasis often attributed to writing categorized as ‘Black and Minority Ethnic’ (BME), where the crisis of individual identity is valorized as the primary ground of political contestation.3 In ‘Knowing Me’, the voice of the poem insists repeatedly ‘I don’t have an identity crisis’, proclaiming that ‘I am not half a poet shivering in the cold / Waiting for a culture shock to warm my long lost drum rhythm’ (2001b, 62, 64). The poem’s persona declares in a Whitmanesque gesture that ‘I am here and now, I am all that Britain is about’ (64), a declaration that is seen as opening up affiliations and alliances rather than centring them on a single identity:



I don’t need an identity crisis to be oppressed.

I need love warriors and free minds wherever they are,

I need go getters and wide awakers for rising and shining,

I need to know I can walk into any temple

Rave at any rave

Or get the kind of justice that my folk can see is just. (63)



However, eschewing the centrality of ‘identity crisis’ does not mean denying the fact that subjects are racially defined: this declaration pointedly emerges from the experience of racial profiling when driving, where ‘I am regularly stopped by officers of the law / Who ask me to identify myself’. But if we are socially defined through racial categories, the poem articulates a subjectivity that refuses to accept the limits set by those categories or internalize them as determinative. Comically rejecting ‘the alienation game’, the persona’s response is to point in the car’s rear‐view mirror, ‘And politely assure them that / What I see is me’ (62).

Zephaniah’s personalization of politics, then, might be described as outer rather than inner directed. As he recounts in his poem ‘No Problem’, the construction of his identity as ‘de problem’ is a function of external systems of racism and oppression that come into conflict with a sense of self that experiences the passage from particular to universal as morally secure and certain – if blocked practically (1996, 38). In the terms of ‘Knowing Me’, the persona asserts that the particular claims of ‘my folk’ have the right to be recognized as ‘just’ so long as they are pitched in terms that can be translated into a universal ‘justice’; but ‘justice’ only retains its claim to universality if it is prepared to accommodate the ‘just’ claims of particular communities (2001b, 63). The ‘problem’ or ‘crisis’ is thereby shifted from the level of individual identity to the accommodation of the particular within the universal, or the capacity of social institutions to recognize and secure justice for the plurality of experiences which they claim to represent.

Zephaniah’s foreword to Hsiao‐Hung Pai’s Angry White People (2016) provides an important recent statement of this outer‐directed personalization of politics and its connection to language, while at the same time offering a good example of the public performance of his own persona, his distinctive style of being a poet. Angry White People is a journalistic exposé of the Far Right in Britain published by Zed Books, a publisher founded in 1976 as part of the cultural shifts in Britain described above, and which identifies itself as ‘a platform for marginalized voices across the globe’ (‘About Zed’). Zephaniah’s contribution of a foreword is noted prominently on the cover, lending his name and celebrity to raise the book’s profile. Conversely, it locates Zephaniah and his work within an anti‐racist politics committed to directly confronting the Far Right and the political mobilization of xenophobic nationalism within contemporary Britain.

Rather than presenting a political thesis abstracted from lived experience, Zephaniah’s foreword uses personal narratives to challenge and reinterpret the everyday language through which we construct our world and our place in it. In this way, a coherent political vision emerges through testing the claims to universality made by official and popular discourses of justice, citizenship, and belonging against Zephaniah’s own lived experience. The opening narrative tells of an attack he suffered when a young boy in Birmingham, where he is walking in the street lost ‘in my own little world, having poetic thoughts and wondering what the future held for me’ (2016, xi). ‘Then, bang’ – he suddenly feels ‘an almighty slap on the back of my head’, and realizes that ‘a boy had hit me with a brick as he rode past on his bicycle’. As Zephaniah lies bleeding, the boy shouts:


‘Go home, you black bastard’. I had no idea what he was talking about. I was going home. Who was black? What was a bastard? … I spent the next few months wondering where my ‘real’ home was – I thought it was in Birmingham – and what was so great about being white, and why would anyone want to hit someone because of the colour of their skin? (2016, xi)


The incident is pivotal for Zephaniah because he is forced to adopt a new relation to language. He can no longer see himself as immediately at ‘home’ in the everyday words and expressions through which he has until now unconsciously come to define himself and chart his place in the world. Instead, he is taught to see the political claims embedded in apparently neutral, purely denotative words, how they function to impose social demarcations and silently adjudicate rights to possession and to legitimate violence.

However, Zephaniah’s rethinking of language does not rehearse the familiar postmodern flight into the dissipation of subjectivity in the eternal slippage of signification, but in fact takes a different path. If he can no longer see language as neutral but as always motivated within contexts of social hierarchy and power, this does not mean he evaporates social experience into language. To ask ‘why would anyone want to hit someone because of the colour of their skin?’ is to maintain the validity of an experiential commonality that exceeds the discourse of race, to affirm a common subjectivity (the status of being ‘someone’) that does not depend on the linguistic classifications that racism builds on phenotypical differences. Yet the occasion of this question nonetheless acknowledges the social efficacy of discourse, its ability to shape, pattern, or deny the shared right to coexistence embedded in lived experience – and so legitimize acts of violence against those defined as ‘alien’ or ‘other’.

Rather than spiralling inwards into the slipperiness of identity in language, Zephaniah’s response is outer directed, working at the level of social experience to build capacities and alliances that counter racial violence through physical protection and collective defence. The foreword recounts how he first begins training in martial arts to expand his own experiential capabilities (2016, xii), and later participates in the collective ‘self‐defence groups’ set up in the late 1970s and 1980s ‘to defend ourselves in local communities up and down the country’ (xiv). This connection to social experience as the nexus for his outer‐directed politics of the personal is, paradoxically, signalled in Zephaniah’s repeated refrain throughout the foreword that ‘this is personal’ (xi, xviii). Rather than serving as a reduction of the political to the purview of the individual, this refrain functions as an anchor to ensure that political judgement remains connected to the collective experience of communities and to the violent social struggles that inform the daily experience of many people from ethnic minority backgrounds and their allies. ‘Blair Peach, Stephen Lawrence, Anthony Walker or the girl I saw being beaten in Stratford [in London]’, Zephaniah writes pointedly, ‘were not in meetings when they were attacked; they were not applying for grants or running for Parliament when they were attacked; they were walking the streets’ (xvii).

Yet if Zephaniah’s political vision sidesteps postmodernism’s equation of experience and language, I would argue that it does not downgrade language to a secondary effect of a pre‐linguistic empirical reality. The foreword acknowledges the shared material conditions of working‐class people of colour and white people in Britain, who both suffer ‘terrible housing conditions,’ the destruction of industrial employment, declining educational provision, and ‘governments of all [political] colours [that] have been ignoring their cries for help for decades’ (2016, xvii–xviii). Such a shared material matrix of experience provides the potential for a unity in which ‘we all … understand how much we have in common and, instead of turning in on ourselves, we turn on [the mainstream politicians]’. Zephaniah recalls that ‘in poetry and prose I have said that unity is strength, and that we should get to a point where we are not talking about black rights or white rights, Asian rights or rights of migrant workers; we would just be talking about our rights.’ But however much the commonality of material existence may provide the potential for a universal politics, it cannot on its own wish away or simply dissolve the discursive categories of race and otherness that organize the social imaginary; it cannot supply the terms of a shared political subjectivity, which must be articulated through an alternative political discourse of justice and right. ‘We will continue calling on the white working classes to unite with us’ he affirms, but concludes that ‘if they don’t, we will still have to fight them on the streets. This is personal’ (xviii). From this perspective, the failure to realize an alternative political imaginary to replace the discourses of race and othering means that violence remains a political necessity in experiential contexts where life and death are at stake.

Zephaniah’s foreword to Angry White People does much more than simply state his political positions: it also articulates how he views the relationship between language and social experience, and by extension his conception of how poetry could play a politically meaningful role. His avoidance of postmodernism’s collapsing of experience into language implies that cultural and ideological activity on their own cannot substitute themselves for the remaking of the social conditions of experience. As he puts it in an earlier essay, ‘What Am I Going On About?’, poets ‘are allowed to shock, we can be outrageous, … but when we want to confront the dictators, the arms traders and deal with the “cause” [of injustice], we are confronted with a cut in our grants or a tearing up of our contracts’. Nevertheless, experience is structured both materially and in terms of meaning, which is why both modes remain intimately related – albeit, in the present, negatively: violence remains necessary because of the failure to develop a culture of commonality, a nexus of shared meanings through which justice could be extended to all. As Zephaniah says in the same essay, ‘for the time being the poet is no longer the “unofficial legislator” (to use Shelley’s phrase): that’s the guy who makes the commercials; the art that sells is now the art of selling’ (2001b, 12; emphasis added).4 But for Zephaniah, the answer to the ongoing necessity of violence is to make violence less necessary; that is, it is not to cast the reconstruction of social meaning as irrelevant, but to make it more relevant, even if he will ‘confess that I still believe there are things more important than me or my poetry’ (12). He therefore looks to the resources of what Gilroy calls ‘conviviality’ to find within the shared commonality of lived experience moments in which dominant categories and conceptions of meaning (whether official or popular) no longer make sense and become absurd and laughable against that commonality, whether it is imagined or lived. And it is in these terms that Zephaniah defines his own role and that of his writing:


To be a political agitator, an alternative newscaster, a kind of creative intellectual – to think about arguments and put them in poetical terms so I can stand on stage and people can say, ‘Ah, that makes sense!’ My role artistically is to keep the oral tradition alive.

(Zephaniah 2004)




IV

This conception of the relationship between language and social experience helps to chart a key line of approach running through Zephaniah’s poetic practice. Although it can be seen operating in different ways, Zephaniah’s characteristic approach works in terms of what he calls ‘overstanding’ (1992, 17), a term that recurs throughout his writing but which tends to be deployed performatively rather than being exhaustively defined. An inversion and subversion of the familiar term ‘understanding’, ‘overstanding’ designates a variable strategy of reinterpretation in which the poetic resetting of key words and concepts from official or popular discourse works to recontextualize them. The aim is twofold. First, to reveal how these words, as habitually used, are loaded with an implicit set of assumptions through their location in social hierarchies and systems of power: or, how their interpretation is limited or ‘under’‐stood within a routinized context that closes down politically illuminating meanings in favour of a predetermined line of interpretation. Second, to recharge or expand the range of possible meanings by placing them within a different context, one in which they are ‘over’‐stood in terms of an experiential nexus drawn from those excluded or oppressed by those systems of power. As he writes in his foreword to Too Black, Too Strong, ‘it is important to me that the reader “overstands” the political landscape these poems are written in’ (2001b, 11–12). A key part of that process of recontextualization is the way that Zephaniah deploys the voice and performative conventions of dub poetry and a public persona that ties his poetic utterance to the experience of marginalized Black British communities and other oppressed groups.

Dub poetry is a hybrid, transnational poetic form that originated in Jamican reggae and the performance of poets like Oku Onuora, Mikey Smith, Mutabaruka, Linton Kwesi Johnson, Jean Binta Breeze, and Lev Tafari, among others. Famously, Linton Kwesi Johnson describes its roots in the activity of ‘toasting’ by the ‘dub‐lyricist’ or ‘dj turned poet’: ‘the lyricist overdubs rhythmic phrases on to the rhythm background of popular song’ (Johnson 1976, 398). As Mervyn Morris notes, it is poetry ‘written to be performed [and] incorporates a music beat, often a reggae beat’, and ‘is usually, but not always, written in Jamaican language, in Jamaican creole/dialect/vernacular/nation language’ (Morris 2008, 66). In describing its roots in reggae, Johnson emphasizes the way that cultural form crystalizes a commonality of experience between dub‐lyricist and audience that works counter to official political discourse, so functioning as ‘the spiritual expression’ of ‘the historical experience of the people (398)’.

Oku Onuora expands on this role by playing on the etymology of the term ‘dub’, which as Morris recalls ‘is borrowed from recording technology, where it refers to the activity of adding and/or removing sounds’ (2008, 66). As Onuora explains:


Dub poetry simply mean to take out and to put in. We take out the little isms, the little English ism and the little highfalutin business and the little penta‐metre. … [And we] du[b] in the rootsical, yard, basic rhythm that I‐an‐I know. Using the language, using the body. It … mean to dub out the isms and the schisms and to dub consciousness into the people‐dem head. That’s dub poetry.

(Quoted in Morris 2008, 66)


Dub poetry pursues an erasure and over‐writing of dominant discourse, both in poetic terms – ‘the little highfalutin business and the little penta‐metre’ – and in terms of the ideological lading of language—‘the isms and the schisms’ with which traditional poetic form is here associated. In this process, the voice of the dub‐lyricist plays a crucial role, but not by working to erect a transcendent aesthetic ego that considers itself outside of the historical experience of the audience; rather, in Johnson’s terms, it aims to ‘giv[e] spiritual expression to the collective experience of sufferation that is shared by all sufferers’ (1976, 399).

Zephaniah inherits a poetic practice that retains the traces of its postcolonial origins but which, as Ashley Dawson puts it, is already ‘actively adapting this West Indian tradition to circumstances confronted by black communities in Britain’ (2007, 74). Zephaniah gauges this new enunciative predicament through his changing sense of audience:


When I started writing I wrote for black people who had no voice. The thing I’ve realised now is that it’s not a colour thing. It’s a class and race thing. When I first came to London and saw punks saying they were anti‐racist I thought, ‘God – there are some white people that like us too!’ I realised to get things done we needed to broaden the struggle.

And now I also realise it’s an international thing too. … [The oppressor is] well organized. We have to be organized. (2004)


Whereas Johnson had seen reggae in the mid‐1970s as ‘embod[ying] the historical experience of the Jamaican masses’ (1976, 398), the broadening of address and reception entailed by this new historical, geographical, and cultural location means that Zephaniah cannot rely on a pre‐existing collective experience, a common history shared by listeners and poets alike. Yet the form of dub poetry itself, through its association with reggae and its own tradition as a politicized aesthetic idiom in Britain and internationally, can at least provide an interpretative matrix within which ‘the collective experience of sufferation’ and the ‘determination to struggle on relentlessly’ inform its reception (399, 398). And this interpretative matrix is reinforced by Zephaniah’s own public persona, his profile, as he puts it, as ‘an angry, illiterate, uneducated, ex‐hustler, rebellious Rastafarian’ (2001b, 12). By performatively invoking the music of reggae, the spiritual rebellion of Rastafarianism, and the politicized tradition of dub poetry, Zephaniah’s poetic enunciation carries the potential for recontextualization, for an ‘overstanding’ of familiar language that questions habitual meanings and reveals embedded social assumptions.

In the poem ‘Overstanding’ (1992, 17), Zephaniah describes this process in terms of an ‘opening up’ of the reader’s interpretative response, and by extension an opening up of their experiential engagement with the world. The poem takes the form of a series of grammatical imperatives addressed directly to the reader, in which the voice of the poem charges us to



Open up yu mind mek some riddim come in

Open up yu brain do some reasoning

Open up yu thoughts so we can connect

Open up fe knowledge an intellect, …

Open up yu eyes mek we look inside

If yu need fe overstand dis open wide



Despite the grammatical modality of imperative, the invocation of dub in the texture of the poem’s voice (‘Open up yu mind mek some riddim come in’) conditions imperative to act as exhortation. Where imperative seeks to confine semantic possibility, attempting to command a single line of interpretation, the voice draws on the prophetic mode of reggae and Rastafarianism to offer a repeated line of exhortation, defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as ‘the action or process … of earnestly admonishing or urging to what is deemed laudable conduct’.5 By implication, ‘under’‐standing is the constrained condition of perception and interpretation that operates within the limited structuring of experience which accepts the narrow limits of dominant social meanings: ‘If yu have not opened up, yu have not tried / See de other side an open wide’. The exhortation to ‘overstanding’ is, then, the call to ‘open wide’, to enlarge the hermeneutical range beyond the routinized grooves of dominant social understanding and engage with the experience of other subjectivities, other perspectives and conditions of experience.

This virtual recontextualization is demonstrated in the opening stanza of ‘Having a Word’ (2001b, 25). The poem begins with a declarative voice that offers a series of semantic reversals:



I have learnt that equality

May not mean freedom,

And freedom

May not mean liberation,

You can vote my friend

And have no democracy.

Being together dear neighbour

May not mean unity, …

And the state that you are in

May have its state security

Yet you may be stateless

Without protection.



Here a list of terms (‘equality’, ‘freedom’, ‘democracy’, ‘unity’, ‘security’), which act as the foundation of political discourse and so would seem to be eminently secure, are spun around to reveal their capacity to cover up conditions that constitute their antithesis. In neoliberalism, formal ‘equality’ is tied to economic constraints that deny ‘freedom’, so that such a freedom remains far from what we substantively expect from ‘liberation’. Where the public sphere is increasingly dominated by massively unequal access and resources, elections may operate and yet political‐decision making can largely ignore the interests of popular constituencies; and appeals to the shared history and character of the nation can undermine ‘unity’ when they rely on the exclusion of those considered as alien to the nation. The poem works by keeping the immediate reference of these terms at bay, so that we have to imagine scenarios and recall usages in which such semantic contortions make sense. Such scenarios invoke the substantive meaning of concepts (say, justice) against their rhetorical usage (say, specific legislation that may be unjust), as the poem makes explicit in its second stanza: ‘I’m telling you Mom, you are greater than the law / If you are just when the law is not’.

However, if this critical interpretation seems straightforward enough, it is only so because we are invited to it. In part, the poem’s reversals and reveals depend on the disconnect between the addressee (‘my friend’, ‘you’) and the interests for which these terms are deployed: ‘the state’ that imposes ‘state security’, as against those left ‘stateless’ and ‘without protection’. But they also depend implicitly on our reading of the declarative voice, the ‘I’ who has ‘learnt’ to understand this disconnect. That is, we read for these reversals within an interpretative framework informed by the public persona of Zephaniah and the invocation of the rebellious counter discourses of dub poetry, reggae, Rastafarianism, and social justice associated with that persona. While the poem provides the occasion for ‘overstanding’, we are given a frame for so doing by the voice of the poem and the traditions of cultural and political experience which it conjures.



V

Given this impulse to generate ‘overstanding’ through wordplay, the subversion of expectations, and the relocation of the familiar in unexpected contexts, it is not surprising that so much of Zephaniah’s poetry works through humour. One of his most popular early poems, ‘Dis Policeman Keeps on Kicking Me to Death’, carries in the continuing present tense of its title a kind of Monty Python‐esque surrealism, invoked and denied by the ambiguous declaration ‘I tell you I’m not joking’. Here the everyday life‐and‐death urgency of the poem is arguably enhanced rather than diminished by the comic disappointments of the poem’s persona: ‘I got me up and took me to de place fe human rights / a notice on the door said “Sorry we are closed tonight” / so I turned round and took me to see dis preacher guy / who told me ‘bout some heaven / dat was in the bloody sky’ (1985, 97). And there are a number of forms that tend to work comically or ironically to which Zephaniah’s verse often return, such as parody (for example ‘I Have a Scheme’; ‘Terrible World’; ‘What If’; ‘This Be the Worst’; ‘I Neva Shot De Sheriff’) and the voicing of dramatic characters (for example, ‘We People Too’; ‘A Bomb Pusher Writes’; or at one remove, ‘Talking Turkeys’).

Yet at its most successful, Zephaniah’s verse can achieve a resonance between political acuity, communicability, and poetic enunciation that is startling powerful and profound, and which is not simply reducible to the poet ‘clearly having a laugh’ (Morris 2008, 68). This is perhaps most apparent in one of his most accomplished poems, ‘The Death of Joy Gardner’ (Zephaniah 1996, 11–12). Joy Gardner was a forty‐year‐old Jamaican woman living in London who had been refused permission to remain in Britain even though her son had been born there and her mother had resident status. In 1993, police and immigration officers burst into her flat and bound her in a leather body belt and manacles in front of her five‐year‐old son, winding thirteen feet of adhesive tape around her mouth to stop her screaming. She was taken to hospital in a coma but never recovered. The officers were later acquitted of charges of manslaughter after claiming that Ms Gardner was the most violent woman they had ever dealt with (MacPhee 2011, 1–2).

The poem recounts in straightforward terms the precise details of Joy Gardner’s killing, often in perfect or identical rhyme which creates a simple, even naive tone. Yet the poem is complicated by its shifting voice, which encompasses both a persona who sympathetically protests the killing (‘No matter what the law may say / A mother should not die this way’) and an official viewpoint identified with the legacy of empire: ‘She’s illegal, so deport her / Said the Empire that brought her’ (1996, 11). The brutality of this killing is thus placed within the legacy of British imperialism (‘The Bible sent us everywhere / To make Great Britain great’), which now legitimizes its violence in a political language that disavows its own imperial past: ‘She died democratically / In 13 feet of tape’. The persona’s call for a ‘a little overstanding’ therefore plays powerfully on the word ‘little’, which is at once quite literal and exorbitantly euphemistic. The expansion of understanding needed here is in the literal sense ‘little’, in that all that is required is respect for the human dignity and rights of others, including the right to a family life: ‘They too have family planning’ (12). Yet at the same time, it also requires much, much more – a much larger resetting of the everyday within histories of colonialism and post‐imperial power so that, in Paul Gilroy’s words, we might overcome ‘the error of imagining postcolonial people [as] unwanted alien intruders without any substantive historical, political, or cultural connections to the collective life of their fellow subjects’ (2005, 90).
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Notes


	1 For a fuller discussion of a range of more critical assessments of Zephaniah’s early work, see Habekost 1993, 47–49.

	2 For further biographical information, see Zephaniah (2019, 2017, 2011), Middleton (2006, 371–75), and ‘Benjamin Zephaniah’ (2017). Middleton stresses the religious Rastafarian character of Zephaniah’s vision, although in his essay ‘What Am I Going On About?’ Zephaniah stakes out a more complex position: stating that ‘although I am not a religious Rastafarian’, he nonetheless insists on his right to access ‘religious books’ and receive ‘visits from church elders’ when imprisoned (2001b, 12).

	3 This is not to say that the two are necessarily opposed, or that an outer‐directed politics cannot be coupled with a more intimate and self‐reflective examination of subjectivity. See‚ for example‚ Linton Kwesi Johnson’s complex and subtle poem ‘Story’ (2006, 43–44), which explores the construction of interiority within a hostile and violent social context. An important strand of Johnson’s work explores the damaging effects of the necessity of interiorizing social violence; see MacPhee 2011, 133–38.

	4 Zephaniah is referring to the final sentence of Shelley’s ‘A Defence of Poetry’: ‘Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world’ (2009, 700).

	5 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. ‘exhortation’, OED Online, http://www.oed.com.proxy‐wcupa.klnpa.org/view/Entry/66202?redirectedFrom=exhortation.
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Jeanette Winterson1

SUSANA ONEGA



Jeanette Winterson initiated her writing career in 1985 with the publication of Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit, a comic and experimental (pseudo)autobiographical novel of coming out, which won the Whitbread First Novel Award and gave its young author a reputation as the leading British lesbian writer of her generation. Two decades later, in 2006, Winterson was made an Officer of the Order of the British Empire for services to literature. This distinction marks the culmination of the striking evolution from liminality to canonization of a writer known as the author of ‘some of the most provocative and original fiction to emerge in contemporary British literature’.2

Winterson’s position within the canon was doubly liminal, as a lesbian and as a working‐class writer. Before the change of world view in the Western world that granted visibility to the ethnic, sexual, social, and ideological margins of patriarchy in the late 1960s and 1970s, the possibilities of homosexual writers to reach the general public were remote. If Oranges was published at all, it was thanks to the creation, in the 1980s, of Pandora Press, one of the new imprints of larger presses catering for feminist, lesbian, and/or women of colour writing, in response to the continued pressure exerted by second‐wave feminism throughout the earlier decade. At the same time, Winterson’s liminality was enhanced by her socio‐cultural background. Born in Manchester on 27 August 1959, she was given in adoption by her seventeen‐year‐old mother, Anne S.,3 after breastfeeding her for six weeks. Herself one of ten children in a deprived working‐class family, Anne thought that her child would have a better life with foster parents. But chance, or ‘the Devil’,4 as the writer’s foster mother put it, led Mr and Mrs Winterson to her crib. So, little Janet was adopted by a strict Pentecostal Evangelist couple, had her name Frenchified to ‘Jeanette’, and taken to the provincial West Pennine town of Accrington, a small industrial town 20 miles north of Manchester with an exceptionally low life expectancy and a high rate of what Howard Holland terms ‘Pennine madness’.5 According to Holland, beyond a characteristic combination of extreme regional peculiarities, excessive eccentricity, and a high rate of mental illness, Pennine madness is primarily an overriding visionary stance involving ‘the possibility to transcend or descend far beyond the rational reality of daily life’.6 This visionary stance is spatially and ideologically determined: Holland sets the West Pennine region, with its imposing granite rocks and its extremely demanding living conditions, on a par with ‘Emily Brontë, J.B. Priestley or Ted Hughes country’7; and he attributes the very particular and difficult character of its people to a visionary tradition whose roots go back to ‘the eighteenth century with the growth in the numbers of religious Dissenters …, people like William Blake, Daniel Defoe, J.S. Mills, and which has played an important part in Pennine life through Presbyterians, Baptists, Quakers and Methodists’.8 As Holland argues, it is this ‘Blake‐like visionary madness that Winterson talks about in her autobiography’ when she says: ‘I began to go mad’;9 and, it may be added, it is also the madness that dictates the behaviour of Winterson’s strong female characters, from Jeanette’s foster mother, Louie, in Oranges, to Mother Shipton and the other witches in The Daylight Gate (2012), whose bleak story is based on the real trials of 12 witches that took place in Pendle Hill, near Accrington, in 1612. But Pennine madness can also take less extreme forms. For example, it can be expressed in the habit of ‘going against the grain just to make a point or to show you are better and stronger than everyone else’.10 Again, this is a trait as easily recognisable in Winterson’s protagonists as in their creator.

The writer has often acknowledged the crucial role that her adoption and strict religious education played in the shaping of her life and career. With characteristic irony, she begins her autobiography with a Dedication to her ‘three mothers’: Constance Winterson (her adoptive mother); Ruth Rendell (her literary mother); and Anne S. (her biological mother), a peculiar Trinosophia seemingly aimed at compensating for her orphanhood. According to Winterson, ‘[a]doption isn’t a love problem; it is an identity issue’.11 This association of adoption with identity is so important to Winterson that she attributes her creativity to a permanent vital need to reconstruct ‘the first few pages missing [from] the narrative’ of her life: ‘Adopted children are self‐invented because … [a] crucial part of our story is missing …. I learned to read myself as a fiction as well as a fact because it seemed to me that if I understood myself as a story I could change that story’.12 It is no wonder, then, that the search for self‐identity should be the leitmotif around which her fictions develop. Her protagonists are usually young characters embarked on a life‐quest triggered by an acute feeling of lack and incompleteness, which can only be fulfilled by finding a precious love object. In the ‘Afterword’ to The World and Other Places, Winterson stated that the short stories collected in this volume were ‘a charting of the ideas’ that interested her, which were:


the nature of Time, which I began to grapple with in the Deuteronomy chapter of Oranges, and which has occupied every book since. Love, whether between parent and child … or between women or men and women. The journey or the quest, which is the search after Self that marks the shape of all my work without exception. The Outsider, the Stranger, which in ways obvious and not so obvious my characters are.13


Time, love, the quest and the outsider or stranger are, then, the main topoi contributing to shaping the search for self‐identity leitmotif in all her fictions.

In the quotation, Winterson points to ‘Deuteronomy’, a short metaleptic chapter at the centre of Oranges, as an early example of her interest in the nature of time. In it, an authorial voice defends the truth value of storytelling and asserts that history is a ‘reducing of stories’ often used as ‘a means of denying the past’.14 This assertion, which echoes Virginia Woolf’s view that ‘when a subject is highly controversial … [f]iction … is likely to contain more truth than fact’,15 evinces Winterson’s allegiance to the New Historicist levelling of stories and history to the same category of ‘linguistic entities … belong[ing] to the order of discourse’,16 and to Jean‐François Lyotard’s denunciation of the grands récits or ‘master narratives’ (the stories the dominant culture tells itself), which tend to mask the contradictions and instabilities inherent in any social organization and to silence the petits récits, or individual narratives of those on the sexual, political, ethnical, and/or religious margins of society.17 In other words, ‘Deuteronomy’ argues for the truth value of imagined reality and warns readers about the unreliability of totalizing master narratives, in this case, Sacred History, as the chapter division of Oranges follows the Octateucus (the first eight books of the Old Testament). In consonance with this, the novel juxtaposes realistic and fairy‐tale versions of Jeanette’s maturation process and sets her life‐quest against biblical time, thus granting it an archetypal, or representative character. This conception of reality and fiction foreruns the representation of the world as a book we find in Art & Lies: A Piece for Three Voices and a Bawd (1994); of the universe as a multiverse in Gut Symmetries (1997); and of reality as the virtual reality of cyberspace in The PowerBook (2000).

For all its experimentalism, Oranges was classified as a realistic novel of coming out, in line with other novels by homosexual writers published in the 1980s. Thus, Charlotte Innes placed Winterson on a par with Sarah Schulman, Margaret Erhar, and other key representatives of ‘the new lesbian novel’,18 while Patricia Duncker included her in the ‘new generation of queer writers’ arising in the aftermath of ‘the 1970s revolution in feminist writing’.19 Winterson disagreed with this view in the Introduction to the second edition of the novel,20 and in her poetic manifesto, Art Objects: Essays on Ecstasy and Effrontery, where she aligned Oranges with Gertrude Stein’s Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas and Woolf’s Orlando.21 She situated her work as a whole alongside the experimentalist and visionary tradition initiated by Romanticism and continued by high Modernism,22 and presented herself as the inheritor of ‘those Modernists whose work I think vital. … D H, Marianne Moore, Gertrude Stein, Virginia Woolf, Sitwell, Mansfield, Barney, Radcliffe Hall, Eliot, Graves, Pound and Yeats’.23 After rejecting the utilitarian and moralistic function of art,24 Winterson defined it as a heightened form of knowledge exclusively concerned with ‘genuine aesthetic considerations’25 and aimed at providing an affective understanding of the human condition at large.26 This outlook on art situates Winterson within postmodernism as defined by Patricia Waugh,27 together with experimental and/or visionary British writers like Peter Ackroyd, Julian Barnes, Angela Carter, John Fowles, Maggie Gee, Sara Maitland, Salman Rushdie, Iain Sinclair, Marina Warner, or Graham Swift.28

In Oranges, Winterson’s visionary stance is made explicit when, after confessing her love for Melanie and being asked to repent, Jeanette is visited by an orange demon who asks her to choose between conforming and having an easy life, or opting for ‘a difficult, different time’,29 away from family and religious community. Jeanette approaches her dilemma in Blakean terms, as having to choose between the ‘Single vision’ of the dogmas‐abiding ‘priests’ or becoming a visionary ‘prophet’, ‘cry[ing] in the wilderness, full of sounds that do not always set into meaning’.30 As argued elsewhere,31 her decision to follow the difficult and solitary path of Blake’s visionary poet/prophet shows Jeanette as the protagonist of a fictional autobiography in line not only with those of Stein and Woolf but also with Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, as Lynn Pykett suggested when she defined Oranges as ‘a portrait of the artist as a young working class lesbian who flees the nets of religion and community [in order to become] an artist/prophet’.32 Still, what made Oranges unique was the combination of this visionary and experimental stance with an intrinsic comic vein that Winterson tried to suppress after her disappointment with the reception of her second novel, Boating for Beginners (1985).

Like Oranges, Boating is a thoroughly engaging and hilarious rewriting of Sacred History, in this case, of the Flood, with Noah acting as a preposterous epitome of Blake’s materialistic and dogmatic priest. He is the founder of ‘Fundamental Religion’,33 a male‐chauvinistic doctrine aimed at achieving world‐wide control through capitalist methods and the writing of a totalising World History, whose first two instalments, Genesis or How I Did It and Exodus or Your Way Lies There,34 soon became best‐sellers. His antagonists, the visionary prophets in the novel, are Noah’s outrageously free and splendid daughters‐in‐law, Rita, Sheila, and Desi, parodic versions of ‘The Trivia’, the female trinity of goddesses that had ruled mythical Nineveh until the advent of Fundamental Religion.35 These free women decisively help Gloria, the purblind heroine, round off her individuation process. Like Jeanette, Gloria is visited by an orange demon at the crucial crossroads in her life when she must choose between accepting the dogmas of Fundamental Religion or, like Blake’s Prophet Los, imagine into being her own alternative self and world. As the orange demon makes clear, the truthfulness or falsehood of Gloria’s imaginary counter‐narrative to Noah’s official version of World History is immaterial: ‘The vital thing is to have an alternative so that people will realise that there’s no such thing as a true story’.36 The orange demon’s levelling of Noah’s grand récit and Gloria’s petit récit to the same status of imaginative creations shows that, for all its ‘Monty Pythonesque surrealism’,37 Boating, like all Winterson’s fictions, is an ideologically committed fiction — an example of Winterson’s ‘art of contestation’38 — that uses what Eileen Williams‐Wanquet, drawing on Jean‐Michel Ganteau,39 has described as ‘a baroque aesthetics and themes to raise ethical questions’.40

In Winterson’s third novel, The Passion, the comicity of the earlier novels gives way to the excessiveness of this baroque aesthetics, showing Winterson’s evolution towards Romantic high seriousness and the overflowing of margins of the new baroque.41 The novel presents the interlaced petits récits of two marginal witnesses to a salient episode in World History, the Napoleonic wars: Henri, a French soldier, and Villanelle, a Venetian croupier turned army prostitute. As a child, Henri learnt from his tutor a refrain affirming the truth value of story‐telling over history: ‘Trust me, I’m telling you stories’,42 which he himself43 and Villanelle44 repeat along their narrations as ‘I’m telling you stories. Trust me’. This refrain, together with the decentring of history through the marginal perspectives of the two narrators and the alternation of realistic and fantasy elements qualify The Passion as a historiographic metafiction in Linda Hutcheon’s sense of the term.45 As in the earlier novels, the lives of these two humble individuals are granted archetypal status through the accumulation of intertextual allusions to classical Greek, Jungian, Freudian, Eliotean, Lacanian, and Tarot symbolism, among others.

Henri is a sensitive teenage soldier working as scullion for Napoleon’s villainous cook, ‘the Jack of Hearts’. Traumatized by an awful first sexual experience, he pours his love on Napoleon. Villanelle is a Venetian croupier who, allowing hazard to dictate her destiny, marries the cook after realizing that her love for a mysterious lady nicknamed ‘the Queen of Spades’ will never be returned. Neither Henri nor Villanelle can fulfil their loves, since the Emperor and the Queen are improved versions of themselves. Their infatuation with their respective ideal‐Is belongs in the transitional stage between primary narcissism (love of the self) and attachment to love objects (love of the other), that Lacan terms ‘the mirror stage’.46 The overwhelming feeling of lack provoked by these unrequited loves is expressed in Henri’s incapacity to accept his sexuality and in Villanelle’s literal loss of her heart.47 The fact that she can go on living without a heart shows that Villanelle belongs in a world of fantasy ruled by magic. But the fact that she was born with webbed feet, the attribute of male boatmen, due to a mistake made by her pregnant mother when carrying out a propitiatory rite,48 points to Villanelle’s bisexuality as monstrous. This characterization of Villanelle as physically monstrous but spiritually angelic subverts the patriarchal association of the female body with abjection49 and the representation of powerful women as potentially dangerous in such figures as Medusa, Circe, or Kali.50 Winterson will round off this idea in Sexing the Cherry (1989), in the figure of the Dog Woman, a giantess of Brobdingnagnian proportions, associated with dirt, excrements, waste, rottenness, and death, who lives in perfect love and harmony with her adopted son, Jordan, and in good neighbourly relationship with a decrepit witch, on the bank of the river Thames or, in Lacanian terms, in the feminine realm of the Imaginary, well away from London/the Symbolic Order, and waging a solitary struggle against the Puritan upholders of the phallus.51 Compared to Milton’s Sin and her pack of ‘Hounds of Hell’,52 the Dog Woman has a tantalising incapacity to understand metaphoric language that leads her to perform literally whatever she is asked to do by (often cunning) men, with preposterous and deadly consequences. Unlike Winterson’s younger protagonists, including her son, the Dog Woman does not have any feelings of lack. Her unbounded love for Jordan completes her, subverting the patriarchal stereotype of the ‘phallic mother’, the castrating mother of primitive male fears.53

In her next novel, Written on the Body, Winterson will overtly address Hélène Cixous’s demand for une écriture feminine, a type of writing based on the fruition of bodily pleasure (jouissance) and the deconstruction of such patriarchal binary oppositions as self/other; man/woman; subject/object of desire.54 Echoing Cixous’s conception of bisexuality as an embodied recognition of plurality and the coexistence of masculinity and femininity within individual subjects,55 Winterson creates an anonymous autodiegetic narrator whose gender remains undetermined throughout the novel. Though s/he presents him/herself as a reckless Lothario56 involved in numberless love affairs with partners of both sexes, s/he admits from the start that ‘the measure of love is loss’,57 thus qualifying her/himself as a life‐quester in search of true love and completion. This aim is fulfilled when s/he finds Louise, a married woman, like many earlier lovers, but the first one to respond to the narrator’s entreaties with true love.

The experimentalism of this novel, together with the narrator’s eventual attempt to map her/his beloved Louise’s cancer‐ridden body by describing its parts in the masculinist language of science, provoked a heated debate among critics that initiated the most controversial period in Winterson’s career. The next novel, Art & Lies, marks the lowest point in what Winterson has described as ‘a dark decade for me, in personal terms and in terms of the work I wanted to do’.58 Written the year before the publication of Art Objects, this quasi‐homonymous novel, Art & Lies, constitutes Winterson’s most sustained attempt to give fictional shape to the World‐as‐Book as postulated by Modernism.59 The novel tells the traumatic life stories of three characters associated with art, Handel, Picasso, and Sappho, and their after‐death journeys by train to an atemporal World of Art/the Underworld situated in the Aegean in the year 2000 AD. They enter this world through the reading of ‘The Entire and Honest Recollections of a Bawd’,60 a pornographic and comic eighteenth‐century version of Handel’s life story forming part of a ‘fabulous’ compendium of rare, miscellaneous texts, whose ‘manuscript leaves had been saved from the sacking of the great Library at Alexandria in AD 642’.61 The novel ends with Handel and ‘the two women standing together’ at the cliff‐head of Lesbos,62 sharing a vision of the World of Art they have just entered. The adverse reception of this novel shows that, by adopting a strict Modernist aesthetics, Winterson was straining her natural neo‐baroque and comic talents. As Reina van der Wiel argues, there is a crucial difference between the Modernist aesthetics of impersonality and abstraction and the excessiveness of the neo‐baroque.63

Gut Symmetries (1997), the novel published after Art & Lies, shows Winterson returning to this neo‐baroque aesthetics. Its title alludes to the correspondence between the New Physics and Renaissance alchemy, as it juxtaposes ‘gut’ (the centre of man‐as‐microcosm, according to Paracelsus) with ‘G.U.Ts’. (the acronym of Grand Unified Theories of modern physics).64 As in Written on the Body, the protagonists form a love triangle: a single woman (Alice) falls in love with a married one (Stella), with the difference that while the nameless narrator hated Louise’ husband (Elgin), Alice had had an affair with Stella’s husband (Jove). This fact adds to the complexity of Alice’s life‐quest, whose symbolism reaches a point of saturation through constant allusions to The Fool’s journey along the Tarot trumps, the Jungian quest for individuation, the quest for the Holy Grail, and the alchemical search for the Philosopher’s Stone. As Alice learns from her study of Renaissance thought, while Neo‐Platonists saw matter (mother earth, the female body, the female principle) as negative and evil, Hermetico‐cabbalist alchemists like Paracelsus considered spirit and matter as equally valuable opposed elements existing in an essential binary relation. Consequently, instead of attempting to spiritualize matter, they sought to propitiate their ‘chymic wedding’ by means of amor vulgaris, procreative sexual love, whose issue is the lapis/filius philosophorum, the androgynous precious stone/child (or Anthropos) symbolizing the unity and totality of the cosmos.65 The figure of the Anthropos synthesizes the correspondence between the human being as microcosm and the world as macrocosm. This correspondence is made explicit in the description of Paracelsus inside his mother’s belly/Nature/the macrocosm, and containing in his own belly a mountain/Nature/the macrocosm.66 Alice realized that Paracelsus was right when she fell in love with the appositely named Stella, a precious stone/child in the literal sense of the term as she was born with a diamond lodged in the base of her spine. Stella remembers very well the effect on her of the diamonds her mother felt compelled to eat when she was expecting her: ‘The light struck through Mama’s belly and fed me’.67 Like Paracelsus’s mountain, Stella’s diamond illustrates her condition as mediator between the lower and the upper worlds: ‘On the night I was born the sky was punched with stars. Diamonds deep in the earth’s crust. Diamonds deep in the stellar wall. As above, so below. Uniting carbon mediated in my gem‐stole body’.68

The genesis of this star/child in Winterson’s work can be traced back to the description, in The Passion, of Villanelle illuminating the cosmic darkness enveloping Venice on the day she was born, with her ‘crop of red hair and a pair of eyes that made up for the sun’s eclipse’.69 In Sexing the Cherry, Jordan’s life‐quest ends when he finds Fortunata, the lightest of the Twelve Dancing Princesses, in an intangible dancing school, teaching her pupils to ‘meditate[e] on a five pointed star in their bellies’ and spin around faster and faster until ‘the spinning seems to stop, [and] the wild gyration of the dancers passes from movement into infinity’.70 In Paracelsian terms, Fortunata is teaching her pupils to transcend materiality and become ‘[e]mpty space and points of light’71 by concentrating on the mountain/precious stone/star in their guts. In Gut Symmetries, Stella’s Jewish father, Ishmael, who combined cabbalistic knowledge with quantum physics, dematerialises himself into a wave function while holding in his hand a copy of Muriel Rukeyser’s poetry collection, Body of Waking, opened at the page containing ‘King’s Mountain’.72 Proving the reversibility of this process,73 Ishmael will materialize again in order bring Stella back from the realm of the dead.74 This capacity of Ishmael (and Stella) to cross ontological boundaries points to them as Hermetic questers, or mediators between the two worlds. Blake attributed this shamanistic role to the poet/prophet. Echoing this, in Art & Lies, Sappho, the mother of love poetry, is presented as the guide of Handel and Picasso to the World of Art. She is associated with the moon and her actions ‘below’ are reflected ‘above’: ‘She wore the moon behind her head as a saint wears a halo. / She threw the petals in the water and stirred the stars’.75 In The PowerBook, Winterson will address the question of the nature of time and the co‐existence of multiple selves and worlds by situating the action in cyberspace and presenting the self‐quest of Ali, the protagonist, as an Internet chat with customers seeking ‘[j]ust for one night the freedom to be somebody else’.76 In the first story she writes for a married woman nicknamed ‘Tulip’, Ali becomes a Turkish transvestite reliving Orlando’s adventures across Europe and achieving a change of sex through the combined forces of her imagination and desire.77 In another, she becomes an orphan, called Alix by her parents, ‘because X marks the spot’.78 Mrs M possessed the innate capacity to attract metals, and Mr M had the utensils and chemicals required for the alchemical process.79 But they had no chance of finding the treasure they obsessively sought because they suffered from the materialistic single vision of lovelessness: when Alix put on her mother’s spectacles, she found that ‘[t]he world was blurred and strange’.80 In Lighthousekeeping (2004) the protagonist will present herself from the start as a star/child: ‘My mother called me Silver. I was born part precious metal part pirate’.81 Condemned to exile for immoral behaviour, her single mother and little Silver lived in an oddly slanting house uphill so that ‘we had to rope us together like a pair of climbers, just to achieve our own front door’.82 Thus, mother and child lived literally ‘strapped together’83 until the day her mother slipped and, realizing that they were both going to fall, she quickly undid the harness as she fell, thus preventing Silver from following her to ‘a blackened‐out world’.84 Her reaction shows that what really bound mother and child together was a loop of love. Silver was then adopted by Pew, a fabulously old blind lighthousekeeper with the ‘gift of Second Sight’,85 whom Silver called ‘Mercury’.86 The wise old man will develop Silver’s prophetic vision through storytelling before disappearing in the sea with Silver’s dog, like Charon, the ferryman who takes the souls of the dead to Hades, guarded by Cerberus.87 Like Ishmael in Gut Symmetries, Pew will return to the material world many years later when Silver pays a visit to the lighthouse.88

In the next novel, The Stone Gods (2007), Winterson will make a dystopian incursion into science fiction motivated by the desire to imagine into being new possibilities of reconfiguring the deeply diseased, terminal condition of our polluted and overexploited planet. As in Gut Symmetries, she structures the novel by thematizing the Superstring theory of multiple worlds coexisting in different dimensions in the time‐space continuum. Traversing all these worlds is the protagonist, Billie Crusoe, a disillusioned scientist in Parts 1, 3, 4, who falls in love with Spike, a robot who has grown a heart by reading Romantic poetry;89 and a young sailor, Billy Crusoe, in Part 2, left behind by Captain Cook on Easter Island. Echoing Art & Lies, the Billie of Part 3 while travelling on the tube finds an ancient manuscript entitled The Stone Gods, containing the stories of Billie and Billy in the earlier parts.90 Perusing this manuscript, Billie feels the desire to write/remember her own life story, which is the same story of orphanhood and adoption Winterson has been trying to tell all her life. Billie remembers the blissful twenty‐nine days she was with her red‐haired teenage mother before she took her to the Adoption Society and how she returned three days later and stood at its door ‘like a lighthouse, like a pulsar, and I was a radio telescope that caught the signal’.91 The pulsar metaphor points to the bond between mother and child as the product of cosmic love.

In her latest novel to date, The Gap of Time: The Winter’s Tale Retold (2015),92 written in commemoration of the fourth centenary of Shakespeare’s death in 2016, Winterson provides a comprehensive reconfiguration of the self‐identity leitmotif by juxtaposing the two love objects previously sought for separately by the questers in her earlier fictions: a completing partner — what Jordan describes as ‘the dancing part of [him]self’93 — and the lost mother. Following the ancient Greek distinction between the three forms of natural love — storge (familial or affectionate love), philia (friendship between equals), eros (sexual love) — and agape (the superior and transformative love between God and his creatures, or between one’s children and spouse the Christians call ‘charity’ and the alchemists amor vulgaris),94 Winterson presents the maturation process of Xeno (Polixenes) and Leo (Leontes) in terms of successive love relations: united at boarding school by their lack of parental love, Xeno and Leo develop an explicitly homosexual relation of philia that lasts until they meet MiMi (Hermione). Their fall into the sphere of eros takes the form a love triangle alongside the Renaissance pattern represented by the sodomite (Leo) as a young man with a mistress (MiMi) on one arm and a catamite (Xeno) on the other.95 This model, based on sexual and identitarian fluidity, echoes the model of friendship and androgyny explicitly associated with Woolf’s Orlando in The PowerBook, as an alternative to the self/other patriarchal pattern of inequality and possessiveness. However, Leo’s Alpha male incapacity to share MiMi with Xeno triggers an awe‐inspiring bout of jealous hate that culminates in two deaths and in the disappearance of Leo and MiMi’s newly born daughter, Perdita. This tragic denouement shows that, if they are to mature, Leo and Xeno must make a final move from eros to agape. The example is provided by MiMi and Perdita, linked like the ‘earth‐moon … twins’96 across time and space by this superior form of love. It is the force of this transformative and cosmic love that prompts Shep (Shepherd) to adopt Perdita after finding her in the Baby‐Hatch ‘as light as a star’;97 that awakes MiMi from her living death; makes Leo repent; Xeno reconcile himself with his son Zel (Florizel); and Zel find the remote place where Perdita is waiting for him. By making Perdita both Zel’s completing partner and the precious star/child capable of restoring harmony to the world, Winterson may be said to have rounded off her lifelong search for love and identity on a spiritual note that seems to echo her own evolution after her marriage to Susie Orbach in 2015. Her evermore clear endorsement of this agapeic tradition, with its renunciation of the erotic body, problematizes the consideration of her later works as lesbian feminist fictions.98
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Jonathan Coe

LAURENT MELLET



Jonathan Coe was born on 19 August 1961 near Birmingham into a middle‐class family. Many of his first passions as a child and teenager (in literature, music‚ and cinema), but also much of the political and social background in which he grew up, would influence his works. He became a student at Trinity College, Cambridge, in 1980, and then went to Warwick University, Coventry, to complete a Ph.D. on eighteenth‐century satire. The Accidental Woman, his first published novel (1987), is a story on failure and inaction in which metafiction has pride of place. A Touch of Love (1989) had a stronger autobiographical streak, featuring a student who dreams of becoming a novelist, but whose inspiration is threatened by the political violence of the world ‘out there’. The Dwarves of Death (1990), a musical crime story, was followed by the worldwide success of What a Carve Up! in 1994. Coe would be tagged as the finest satirist of the Thatcher years and of the dangerous drifts of 1980s individualism. Thanks to the Winshaw family and a complex web of metafictional tricks, the novel was hailed as a masterpiece of satirical postmodernism. A similar narrative structure can be found in Coe’s next book The House of Sleep (1997), which displays a more scientific plot (sleep disorder and transsexuality) and the even more obviously central role of images (still or film images) in both plot and style. In 2001, 2004 and 2018, Coe published the triptych The Rotter’s Club/The Closed Circle/Middle England, in which a satirical account of the 1970s and then the Blair years mingles with the more nostalgic, bittersweet coming‐of‐age narrative of a group of teenagers. With The Rain Before it Falls (2007), Coe paid homage to Rosamond Lehmann in a melancholy tale about death and coincidences. His three latest books signal a return to political satire, though each in a particular way, as will be discussed here. The Terrible Privacy of Maxwell Sim (2010) questions the decoys of our hyper‐connected society in order to lay the foundations of a possibly more humanist kind of satire. In Expo 58 (2013), satire gives way to parody of spy fiction, which enables Coe to play more than ever with genres and the clichés of Englishness. While Number 11 (2015) may be read as a sequel to What a Carve Up!, in its plot as in its tone, here too Coe experiments with yet another facet of contemporary satire – the fantastic and a sense of the absurd. Coe is also the writer of some short stories (9th and 13th), many essays (Marginal Notes, Doubtful Statements), and two children’s books (The Story of Gulliver and Le Miroir brisé). After two biographies of actors (Humphrey Bogart: Take it and Like it and Jimmy Stewart: A Wonderful Life), in 2004 Coe wrote a critically acclaimed story of B.S. Johnson (Like a Fiery Elephant). The book is both a tribute to a novelist Coe has always admired and been influenced by, and a challenging renewal of the genre.

The first typical characteristic in Coe’s work is humour. From The Accidental Woman to Number 11, humour is one of the main tools for characterization as well as a significant narrative device. As noted by Vanessa Guignery: ‘As a writer of comic fiction who has been praised for his self‐deprecatory humour, Coe has often been placed within a tradition of serio‐comic British writing incorporating Evelyn Waugh, Tom Sharpe and David Lodge, but also P.G. Wodehouse’ (Guignery 2016, 21). Coe’s specific position in this tradition has first to do with metafiction. In What a Carve Up!, Coe had Michael Owen write for the two of them: ‘We stand badly in need of novels, after all, which show an understanding of the ideological hijack which has taken place so recently in this country, which can see its consequences in human terms and show that the appropriate response lies not merely in sorrow and anger but in mad, incredulous laughter’ (Coe 2008d, 276). Another personal approach to humour can be found in its connection with errors and mistakes. Characters keep stepping out and revealing their frailty when making mistakes or misguidedly erring – let us mention ‘brio’ becoming ‘biro’ in What a Carve Up!; ‘nicest’ read as ‘incest’ in Number 11; in The House of Sleep Sarah’s mistake when she merely dreams she renumbers the footnotes in Terry’s paper after deleting footnote number three (Coe 2008e, 266); in The Rotters’ Club Ben’s mistake regarding the Chief Master’s wife’s twitch and plastic hand (Coe 2008f, 281); from The Closed Circle, Ben’s confusion between ‘blow dry’ and ‘blow job’, or Paul’s between the Birmingham Post and the Washington Post, between drug and loose powder (Coe 2008g, 71). In The Rotters’ Club, Ben emulates Coe himself when reconsidering his artistic ambitions: ‘to be a bringer of laughter was in fact the holiest, most sacred of callings’ (Coe 2008f, 281). Such connection through laughter is also what Coe insists on at the beginning of his article ‘“Comic” Novels’: ‘I know these scenes [from The House of Sleep] are comic because I’ve read them aloud to audiences, and the audiences have laughed. It’s always nice, that—when something you’ve written connects strongly with people’ (Coe 2013c, 1472). In ‘The Paradox of Satire’ Coe writes: ‘[Laughter] was something that drew people together. It was something shared’ (3427).

Perhaps the nostalgic undertone here already hints at another major specificity of humour in Coe’s works – its association with melancholy. In Marginal Notes, Doubtful Statements, Coe regularly addresses the association of humour and melancholy. Coe writes that as a young aspiring writer: ‘My sensibility was being pulled in two different directions – towards humour, and towards melancholy – and I wanted to find a way of writing that would reconcile these two opposite approaches’ (1679). His attempt at ‘reconciling humour and melancholy’ (4311) is a significant component of his style. In Marginal Notes, Doubtful Statements, he claims that this reconciliation ‘has something to do with what makes my books “so English”’ (4317). In this 2011 interview‚ he also implies that another reconciliation is hard to achieve, that between humour and melancholy on the one hand, and on the other, ‘a portrait of society as a whole, but filtered through the individual consciousness’. Yet here may lie his personal approach to humour and contemporary fiction, in a sort of cohabitation of extremes and cooperation of forms (Mellet 2015, 140).

One of the modes for this reconciliation will be found in the recurrence of the motif of failure in Coe’s novels. Ben in The Rotters’ Club and The Closed Circle is the most salient example of Coe’s male characters always failing to reach their goals or fulfil their ambitions. The Terrible Privacy of Maxwell Sim and Expo 58 also build on this stock character. To Richard Bradford this should be read in terms of gender: ‘Coe’s The Rotters’ Club (2001) and The Closed Circle (2004) offer a more circumspect version of hapless maleness. Certainly the women of the novels are hardly flawless but Coe executes a neat codicil by making sure that their shrewder representatives share with the reader the spectacle of masculinity deflated by its own absurdities, pretensions and overarching ambitions’ (Bradford 2007, 143). In his 1995 introduction to Rosamond Lehmann’s Dusty Answer, Coe wrote that he particularly likes her male protagonists: ‘One of the things that appeal to me most strongly about Rosamond Lehmann’s novels is their superb portrayals of men. […] most men will recognise aspects of themselves, and blush with embarrassment’ (Lehmann 2000, 6). Coe acknowledges in Marginal Notes, Doubtful Statements: ‘I like to write about the underdog (or the “loser”)’ (Coe 2013c, 4392). In a contemporary English literary landscape marked by redefinitions of Englishness and multiculturalism, as by new generic or stylistic confusions, Coe’s novels provide an original synthesis but also a personal touch, between biting humour and bittersweet melancholy, political satire and intimate failures.

One prominent direction in this personal extension of literary traditions takes us back to satire. Coe’s books are often seen as satirical accounts of contemporary Britain (Guignery 2016, 17), based on many examples of what foreign audiences like to call ‘the English sense of humour’ and the traditional codes of social realism. There are innumerable butts of satire in Coe’s works. Let us mention for instance advertising, the press and the media, politics, arts, new technologies‚ or universities. The political or cultural satire that Coe practices leads to forms of humour based on distance and irony (Mellet 2015, 31), which constitute the bulk of some novels and the focus of many commentators and critics. In his collection of essays‚ Coe draws a line between comedy and satire, and writes about his allegiance to a non‐satirical form of comedy: ‘But satire and comedy are two quite different beasts – although many people insist on using the terms interchangeably – and no amount of rationalism or essay‐writing can undermine my allegiance to comedy’ (Coe 2013c, 1586). Jean‐Michel Ganteau claims that Expo 58 is ‘a comic novel that is not so comic, a satire that is not quite a satire, and a comedy that is full of gravitas […] Expo 58 thus performs an emotional and ethical inversion by promoting a move from traditional satire to grave comedy’ (Ganteau 2016, 20). This clearly chimes with Coe’s doubts regarding satire today, his ‘growing disillusionment with the role played by laughter in the national political discourse’ (Coe 2013c, 1586). In Marginal Notes, Doubtful Statements, he writes: ‘Britain’s much‐vaunted tradition of political satire [is] itself an obstruction to real social change, since it divert[s] everyone’s contrarian impulses into harmless laughter’ (1586). About What a Carve Up! he explains ‘[his] faith in laughter as a force for change’, but exemplifies the failure of satire: ‘Everybody who disliked the book disliked it because they did not agree with its politics. Everybody who did like the book liked it because they already agreed with everything that it said. In other words, my attempt to use laughter as an agent for change had failed completely’ (3444). The first part of his essay ‘The Paradox of Satire’, concludes on these words: ‘When we write satire, therefore, we may try to believe that we are doing something that will disrupt the established order: we may try to believe that when they read our words, our political (and personal) enemies will shake in their boots, retreat into a corner to re‐examine their own system of values, and emerge as reformed characters; but, in reality, this will never happen. Satire does not work that way. Instead, it brings about the very opposite of what the author was intending. It creates a space – a warm, safe, welcoming space – in which like‐minded readers can gather together and share in comfortable laughter’ (3452). Number 11 provides many allusions to and examples of this dissatisfaction with satire (Coe 2015, 205), thematizing as it does the need for new forms of laughter, no matter how much less comfortable they might be.

Coe’s love of popular culture and enduring belief in storytelling may be read as another expression of this growing dissatisfaction with the ins and outs of satire. From theory (in his 1994 article ‘Low Culture Rises above its Critics’) to practice, in all his novels, with the inclusion of popular material such as songs or films, ‘there is a strong populist streak in what [he] do[es]’ (Coe in English 2012). This dimension combines with Coe’s fondness for interpolated stories, collages‚ and complex metafictional patterns which read both as entertainment for the readers and postmodernist games. In quite an eighteenth‐century fashion, in his first novel Coe has his narrator step in regularly so as to debunk the heroine. Elsewhere, short stories written by characters are inserted into the main narrative, readers are directly addressed and asked to take sides, or the process of writing is embedded and discussed. Once more it is in What a Carve Up! that this is the most obvious, with Michael Owen’s throes when writing the biography of the Winshaws. The final twist of The Terrible Privacy of Maxwell Sim is another case in point. Just before Sim meets his author and learns that he was but a fictional fantasy, he reflects: ‘What I found myself telling her [Lian] didn’t feel much like a proper story at all, any more, just a series of random, unconnected episodes: encounters, mainly, encounters with strange and unexpected people who had all done something, in small ways, to change the course of my life over the last few weeks’ (Coe 2010, 327). To Sim, it is only because his adventures belonged to the world of a novel that they could change his life and teach him a lot about himself. The passage underlines the power of fiction to trigger encounters and flesh out a character.

However ‘unconnected’, these fictional episodes in Sim’s life clearly point to one of the main characteristics of Coe’s narrative structure, based as it is on apparent coincidences. In The Rain Before it Falls, ‘sometimes things happen[ed] for no reason’ (Coe 2008h, 175), and Rosamond ends up being convinced that there are irrational coincidences: ‘But perhaps there isn’t a right order, anyway. Perhaps chaos and randomness are the natural order of things’ (224). The conclusion of the novel reads as a manifesto of Coe’s own patchwork of coincidences: ‘Then scattered thoughts began shooting through her mind, rapidly, at random. […] Nothing was random, after all. There was a pattern: a pattern to be found somewhere… […] A patchwork, made up of… coincidences? Was that what they were? If only she could stand back, see the design more clearly. But if anything it was getting fainter, already. […] Surely she was being offered something more precious beyond belief, some supreme revelation. There was meaning in all this …’ (276–277) (see Mellet 2017). As will also be the case in the final pages of the next novel, this conclusion legitimizes literature as the only channel through which coincidences may form a pattern and take on meaning. ‘Let’s celebrate the accidental’ (Johnson in Coe 2004, 2) – B.S. Johnson’s artistic credo would become Coe’s as well. Fiction is based on such patchworks of coincidences, the task of the novelist being to write, patch up‚ and reveal the emerging patterns. Despite Gill’s bitter understanding that coincidences are nothing more than coincidences, that the unifying pattern behind does not endow them with meaning but rather underlines their fortuitous nature, what the passage suggests is that only literature can perform this patchwork of coincidences, as it does in Number 11, with new correspondences (or coincidences) between fiction and private investigation. Even when The Closed Circle provided us with many explanations of the miracles that happened in the first volume, the real nature of the events was still ambiguous. ‘Chaos and coincidence. That’s all it is’, says Benjamin (Coe 2008g, 178): the rational explanation of miraculous events can only testify to their coincidental nature.

Another significant and distinctive aspect of Coe’s style has to do with his narrative use of images. In The Rain Before it Falls, the description of pictures and postcards by one of the characters triggers both her memory and the narrative. In many others novels, one given image has intricate narrative roles – such as that of connecting and trying to account for the coincidences –, for example‚ with Michael’s photograph in What a Carve Up!, another apparently innocent childhood photo in The Terrible Privacy of Maxwell Sim, or a mysterious film still in The House of Sleep. But it is first and foremost films or indeed film images that Coe uses. Films are part of the plots of The Accidental Woman, What a Carve Up!, The House of Sleep, The Closed Circle, and Number 11. Coe’s What a Carve Up! owes much to the eponymous film by Pat Jackson, and Michael Powell’s Gone to Earth plays a pivotal part in The Rain Before it Falls: in these two examples cinema becomes the raw material from which Coe draws his own fiction. In some chapters of What a Carve Up! the film script mingles with Coe’s dialogues, or a film theatre forms the narrative background of a scene. Film aesthetics and politics are even discussed by two protagonists. When Graham expresses his conviction that only films might be political today (‘Well, I don’t really understand why people write novels any more, to be honest. I mean it’s a total irrelevance, the whole thing. Has been ever since the cinema was invented. […] the problem with the English novel is that there’s no tradition of political engagement. […] There’s no radicalism’ [Coe 2008d, 276]), Michael mentions the novelist whose book he is reviewing. He then pictures the reaction of this obvious double of Coe himself in the scene of a film, as he will then tell the Winshaws that they are characters in his film. Therefore‚ Coe does not opt for what we usually mean by cinematic writing, having to do with a specific rhythm and a textual attempt at mimicking forms of cinematic montage. Rather, what he does is blur the lines between literature and cinema, resorting to one so as to question the political and aesthetic possibilities of the other. In the same chapter from What a Carve Up!, Graham wonders about the role of form in a political film: ‘How long a shot’s going to be, how a shot’s going to be framed, which shots are going to come before it, which ones are going to come after. Now doesn’t the whole process become suspect when you’re dealing with something that advertises itself explicitly as a political film? Doesn’t it make the role of the film‐maker himself intensely problematic?’ (281) Film aesthetics are here part and parcel of the way Coe resorts to metafiction in order to strike a personal political note.

Musical references are also quite frequent in Coe’s works, whether it be for characterization or to add to the flavour of a given era. Characters enjoy both listening to and discussing music. While the film medium usually throws light on the politics of fiction, in The Rotters’ Club music is compared with the unfathomable coincidences in life (but of course also with those at the heart of Coe’s fiction): ‘It was the world, the world itself that was beyond his reach, this whole absurdly vast, complex, random, measureless construct, this never‐ending ebb and flow of human relations, political relations, cultures, histories … How could anyone hope to master such things? It was not like music. Music always made sense’ (Coe 2008f, 100). This ties in with Ben’s artistic ambitions: ‘to map out another creative path altogether […] some grand artefact, either musical, or literary, or filmic, or perhaps a combination of all three’ (136‐7). In The Closed Circle: ‘It would change the relationship between music and the written word for ever’ (Coe 2008g, 103). As recalled by Lois in the final pages of the diptych, music has a prompting function in the novel: ‘It all started’, she realized, ‘with that piece of music. Recorded in my grandparents’ house. Decades ago. That’s where it all began …’ (424). Finally, music takes visual pride of place on the page with the inclusion of scores in The Accidental Woman and The Dwarves of Death materializing both a musical and visual memory.

Coe’s singularity is also striking in the way he (re)defines intimacy and its satirical or political role. The distinction between intimacy and privacy is of utmost significance, as are the numerous characters failing to intimately connect or feel fulfilled in the solitude of privacy. Privacy is broken into and made impossible in The Accidental Woman and The Terrible Privacy of Maxwell Sim, while sentimental or sexual forms of intimacy are thwarted and deceptive in The Rotters’ Club and The Closed Circle, for instance. At the hub of the Forsterian credo to ‘only connect’, which is so pervasive in Coe’s works, intimacy is here shifted onto other spheres such as the links between humans and animals (The Accidental Woman), promiscuity with strangers (The Dwarves of Death and What a Carve Up!), or the attempt to find one’s place and role in a group (The House of Sleep). Maxwell Sim’s privacy is both made more acute and threatened precisely because there is no place for him in the other characters’ intimacy: ‘This thing that you’re looking for – this intimacy … You wouldn’t have found it with us’ (Coe 2010, 329). When characters manage to strike an intimate chord, it is usually not through language but silence (The House of Sleep) or objects (The Closed Circle and Expo 58). This negation of verbal intimacy plays a major part in Coe’s approach to metafiction, as well as in his questioning of politics beyond a mere referential frame.

There is indeed more than satire to Coe’s political fiction. In Marginal Notes, Doubtful Statements, Coe claims that the political may be found within the most intimate structures: ‘The family, I suppose, is one of the smallest political units you can analyse. (The only one smaller, really, is the couple. And for some reason I have never written a novel based purely upon the power relations within one couple: maybe there’s an idea for the future …)’ (Coe 2013c, 4446). He then mentions his own fiction and one of its political projects: ‘It seems to me that it would be an odd writer who took a political theme and then sided with the more powerful of his characters, rather than with those who are weak and vulnerable. And nobody is more vulnerable than the child who is growing up within a family and is absolutely incapable of exercising any choice in questions like, for instance, where she is going to live or who is going to bring her up. So I’ve become interested in children as fictional characters because they offer an extreme instance of powerlessness. In that respect I regard The Rain Before it Falls as perhaps the most purely political of all my novels’ (4446). This location of politics within intimacy itself is not without aesthetic consequences. In his essays‚ Coe also alludes to the consecutive misunderstanding of his books: ‘My view nowadays is that an understanding of the workings of human nature is what has to come first: after all, all social structures arise out of, and are dependent upon, the interplay of individual human consciousnesses. Some people criticise a novel like The Rain Before it Falls, for instance, because it is not as “political” as What a Carve Up! Whereas my feeling is the opposite – I would be more inclined, today, to criticise What a Carve Up! for being psychologically shallow’ (4319).

This conviction and its aesthetic echoes lead to what I have identified elsewhere as a narrative strategy based on l’écart (Mellet 2015). Over the course of ten novels, political satire has given way to more ethical and humanist plots. Marginal Notes, Doubtful Statements exemplifies ‘the importance of doubt to [Coe’s] writing, its potential as both a liberating and an inhibiting force’ (89). Coe writes that he belongs to this minority of writers ‘who like to make their doubts visible, bring them out into the open, and do so by undermining, subverting or overtly questioning the conventions of the form in which they are working’ (4672). He asserts that since Modernism it has been impossible for readers to find certainties, comfort, ‘order re‐created from chaos’ (2877) in novels, to the point of having to doubt everything in contemporary fiction. Doubts and uncertainties lead the artist to move, play‚ and write around pre‐existing genres and labels. In the way Coe’s fiction eschews categorization and plays with our expectations, in the way it does not choose between genres and labels, it moves away from the strict boundaries of political satire, melodrama and even comic realism. Coe’s books teem with shifting and deviating motifs: from political satire to ethical and humanist fiction, from comic realism to melodrama, from politics to the world of the movies, from Henry Fielding to popular culture, from B.S. Johnson to Rosamond Lehmann, from politicians to intimate plots, from condition‐of‐England novels to stories about science or transsexuality. This is why and how satire takes on new humanist colours. In The Closed Circle ‘[Harding] had this theory that in order to satirize something, or in order to parody it properly, you really had to be in love with it, on some level’ (Coe 2008g, 375). The empathy at work here smooths over the satire, as l’écart allows for generic blurring and form experimentation which is not just contemporary postmodernism.

The reception of Coe’s novels in England and abroad has much to do with its satirical force, its humour‚ and examination of Englishness. Success might also be explained by Coe’s strong attachment to storytelling: ‘[The English] like facts, we like common sense, and above all we like stories. Stories are the Englishman’s preferred method of making sense of the world. We are a nation of narrators’ (Coe and Self, 54). As for the critical reception of the books, it always oscillates between two poles – Englishness and comedy, and satire – and the questioning of the form is always linked to those thematic or generic considerations. When Dominic Head writes that ‘[it] now requires the rare ingenuity of a Jonathan Coe to breathe life into the corpse [of the state‐of‐the‐nation novel]’ (Head 2002, 47), it is to set a specific agenda to Coe’s form which he praised just before: ‘Unquestionably the most significant novel about the effects of Thatcherism is Jonathan Coe’s What a Carve Up! (1994), a work that, again, demonstrates the novelist’s conviction that an elaborate fictional form is required to offer a meaningful commentary on a fragmented society’ (35). To Richard Bradford What a Carve Up! raises ‘the question of how the novelist is expected to deal with contemporaneity’ (Bradford 2007, 43). One way to do so is to opt for realism: ‘Coe’s intertwining of actuality with invention is an indulgent nod towards postmodern technique, but both novels, like the rest of his fiction, remain firmly within the traditional, realist camp. […] [He] would not be the considerable literary presence that he is were it not for Thatcherism. In his fiction and his biography of B.S. Johnson he flirts wistfully with the indulgent attractions of experiment yet in practice maintains a solid commitment to realism’ (45–47). Terry Eagleton is more equivocal and argues that What a Carve Up! is ‘one of the few pieces of genuinely political Post‐Modern fiction around, […] so flagrantly Post‐Modern, so shrewdly conscious of its own busily parodic techniques, that it has the curious effect of parodying Post‐Modernism too, raising it to the second power and so, to a certain degree, allowing it to cancel itself out. What it then cancels into is realism […] this novel understands that it is politics – torture, suffering, deprivation – which reminds us that our signifier‐shaped existence is more corporeal than textual. The novel is consumably realist in content but Post‐Modern in form’ (Eagleton 1994).

Quite recently several monographs have been published. In Jonathan Coe. Les politiques de l’intime I study the unexpected facets of Coe’s political narratives, arguing that it is in his take on intimacy and alternative, democratic narration that Coe is most political (Mellet 2015). The monograph posits that Coe’s political narratives are based on an aesthetic of the dissensus which revisits both social realism and postmodernism. Vanessa Guignery has written a comprehensive introduction to the novels (Guignery 2016). Her book provides an in‐depth presentation of their main characteristics, an interview with Coe and several valuable chapters on Coe’s critical reception up to 2016. Merritt Moseley’s monograph follows a similar chronological perspective, and contains a detailed account of the unfailingly politically biased reception of What a Carve Up! (Moseley 2016). In 2016‚ a special issue of the French journal Ebc (Études Britanniques Contemporaines) was devoted to the analysis of comedy, humour‚ and satire in Coe’s works.

One of Coe’s most salient contributions to contemporary culture lies in the way he questions and implicitly redefines politics in the intimate sphere, thereby suggesting much as regards both the ethics of narrative today and the social frailties of our world. In What a Carve Up! Fiona and Michael discuss the rational explanation at the heart of any politics:


‘You think you can reduce everything to politics, don’t you, Michael? It makes life so simple for you’.

‘I don’t see what’s simple about it’.

‘Well of course politics can be complicated, I realize that. But I always think there’s something treacherous about that sort of approach. The way it tempts us to believe there’s an explanation for everything, somewhere or other, if only we’re prepared to look hard enough. That’s what you’re really interested in, isn’t it? Explaining things away’.

‘What’s the alternative?’

(Coe 2008d, 354)


While ‘explaining things away’ may be one of the political modes of Coe’s fiction, there are many other facets to his political and aesthetic agenda. First‚ the political and the intimate spheres often collide on a thematic level, for instance‚ with Paul Trotter’s ambitions in The Closed Circle or the historical circumvolutions of the plot of The Rotters’ Club. Intimacy is also what allows for an unexpected narrativization of politics, in the interpolated short stories of A Touch of Love, through Gregory’s madness or Sarah’s equally ‘personal’ and ‘political’ homosexual experience in The House of Sleep (Coe 2008e, 216). The discreet though striking recurrence of homosexual love (for instance‚ in The House of Sleep, A Touch of Love, The Rain Before it Falls, Number 11, The Terrible Privacy of Maxwell Sim, but also The Accidental Woman, What a Carve Up! or The Rotters’ Club) seems to endow this form of intimacy with the most political, even democratic, potentialities. These examples of egalitarian connection may be read in the light of sociologist Anthony Gidden’s concept of ‘pure relationship’ (Giddens 1991, 94), which performs the political promise in the intimate sphere (Giddens 1992, 188) so as to show that democracy may be built and renewed individually. Coe’s narratives perform a similar possibility for fiction to politicize the intimate sphere in order to strike a personal tone in contemporary fiction, and revitalize both satire and social realism (Mellet 2015, 94).

Another major political dimension is linked to Coe’s growing dissatisfaction with language: ‘Perhaps it is because I am a writer that I get very frustrated by words, of what they will not do for you’ (Coe in Guignery 2013, 37). Though his characters regularly ponder on the power of language (Bill and Sam in The Rotters’ Club, Robert in The House of Sleep), ‘[o]ne word is as good as another, sometimes’, as we read in The Closed Circle (Coe 2008g, 9). The failure of words becomes part of metafiction with characters or narrators acknowledging, in The Dwarves of Death, ‘I find it hard to describe what happened’ (Coe 2008c, 1) or in The House of Sleep, ‘Language is a traitor […]. It is a ginger biscuit, dunked for too long in the tea of our expectations, crumbling and dissolving into nothingness. It is a lost continent’ (Coe 2008e, 282–283). The issue is once more equally political in The Closed Circle when Paul and Malvina discuss the vacuity of all political speech (Coe 2008g, 52‐3). Words fail the narrators of The House of Sleep and The Terrible Privacy of Maxwell Sim, while many characters experience ‘a vacuum of feeling’ (Coe 2008e, 21), ‘an emotional vacuum’ (Coe 2008g, 143), or an ‘emotional void’ (Coe 2008h, 234). In A Touch of Love, Robin’s suicide is the tragic outcome of such an experience: ‘I look inside myself and I see this emptiness at the centre, and I don’t know how it happened and I don’t know what to do about it. It scares me almost to death’ (Coe 2008b, 143).

In the introduction to his biography of B.S. Johnson, Coe reveals the metafictional aspect at the heart of such emptiness: ‘The result will be fragmentary, unpolished. There will be gaps, where through misfortune or obstruction or sometimes sheer inertia I will not have been able to find out as much as I would have liked’ (Coe 2004, 9). Such gaps may also be found in the mysterious ellipsis and paralipsis between The Rotters’ Club and The Closed Circle. To Richard Bradford, what is significantly missing here is the main reason why idealistic adolescents would turn into disillusioned adults, and the very absence of information partakes of Coe’s political project (Bradford 2007, 43‐4). Such absence is also embedded in both volumes, with much emphasis on Lois’s and Miriam’s empty chairs or rooms, and haunting presence despite their disappearance. In other novels‚ the plot and the numerous narrative coincidences hinge on missing objects, such as films‚ for instance‚ in The House of Sleep and Number 11. In the former novel, emptiness is also what must be built up and the main objective of Robert’s change of sex and identity. Quoting Simone Weil he says: ‘”To accept a void in ourselves is supernatural. Where is the energy to be found for an act which has nothing to counterbalance it? The energy has to come from elsewhere. Yet first there must be —“he looked at Rachel “— a tearing out, something desperate has to take place, the void must be created”’ (Coe 2008e, 302). In The Terrible Privacy of Maxwell Sim, the void is created by the forces of history and reported by the narrative: ‘I was driving now past the old Longbridge factory. Or rather, I was driving now past the gaping hole in the landscape where the old Longbridge factory used to be. […] Flattened, obliterated’ (Coe 2010, 155). By obliterating the factory that was already present in the diptych and The Dwarves of Death, Coe also posits that his own oeuvre is disappearing and has to reinvent itself. Here, more than ever, the void is a construct, a process that signals metafictional necessities, as is also the case in Number 11 and its ‘underground London’ full of both new metafictional devices and vengeful monstrous spiders.

It is also within these gaps that Coe redefines his political agenda. The last specificity this chapter wants to throw into relief is linked to Coe’s establishment of a coexistence of extremes, between which no choice is to be made and within which new forms of political liberty may be reached. Coe has written about the political power behind any narrative: ‘All storytelling is political, being an attempt to control and influence the imaginative life of another person for a period of time’ (Coe 2013c, 2624). Yet what he insists on most of the time is the political way in which the contemporary novelist may broaden the reader’s experience of their times and increase their own freedom: ‘If I do my job properly then I will be helping my readers to exercise their own imaginations and therefore to think more freely, and that in itself is a political act’ (4424). Equally political then is the possibility not to choose between the extremes created by the figures of the void, and therefore the other way to read those usually masculine characters ‘in a daze of indecision and inertia’ (Coe 2013b, 181). In The Closed Circle Claire writes that too much choice makes any decision impossible: ‘Infinite choice seems to translate into no choice at all’ (Coe 2008g, 4). Yet even Coe’s writing does not choose between alternative genres and narrative strategies. The novels shape a multiplicity of paths to be taken and imagine a resisting aesthetics of reconciliation and cohabitation (see Mellet 2015, 140). In The Rotters’ Club, for instance, ‘[t]hey [Benjamin and Jennifer] agreed to differ’ (Coe 2008f, 297), which implies that the challenge is ‘to reconcile the two feelings’ (87). Coe’s novels teem with such sentences. No reconciliation takes place in The Rain Before it Falls either. As Rosamond, the narrator, muses: ‘[These roads] seemed utterly familiar; and at the same time, utterly strange and otherworldly. I could not reconcile these two feelings. […] [S]ometimes, it is possible—even necessary—to entertain contradictory ideas; to accept the truth of two things that flatly contradict each other’ (Coe 2008h, 201). The ending of The Rain Before it Falls reads as a confirmation of these narrative contradictions between which no choice is to be made. ‘In the end, I believe, we are all free to choose’. (Coe 2015, 351): the concluding words of Number 11 sound as ironic as they pinpoint one of the main narrative democratic openings in Coe’s fiction.

In Expo 58, contradictions are once more acknowledged and legitimized as a narrative process. Here Thomas compares the modernity of Brussels with his English life: ‘How could that feeling be reconciled with the life he had temporarily abandoned, the life that Sylvia remained marooned in? The two things seemed profoundly contradictory’ (Coe 2013b, 68). The logic consisting in stating the contradictions and not even trying to solve or go beyond them pervades the whole narrative. Both this novel and Number 11 are based on a recurrent acknowledgement of contradiction and a refusal of reconciliation. Coe’s books set up the possibility for one thing and its opposite to coexist and connect so as to define a character but also the novelist’s ethical approach to the notion. Here is undoubtedly his most characteristic narrative political edge, suggesting that no radical decision should be made and that a democratic requisite of contemporary culture lies in the refusal of consensus and the stylistic celebration of difference.
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From the Living Dead of Crouch End to the Brexiteers of Wolverhampton: Surprising Humanity in the Corpus of Will Self

KEVIN DE ORNELLAS



Introduction: The Consistency of Voice and Tone

Will Self, born on 26 September 1961, is a remarkable public figure. He is certainly the most famous and infamous modern literary novelist. Distinctions between populist novelists and literary novelists are now unfashionable‚ but I would not call the admittedly more famous J. K. Rowling a literary novelist. Self is an omnipresent figure in the media: he has written for the Guardian, The New York Times, The London Review of Books, The Times, The New Statesman, and many others‚ and he is a rare literary face on well‐known television programmes including Shooting Stars, Newsnight, Have I Got News For You, Question Time and, even, Grumpy Old Men. His literary reputation is based on his considerable corpus of prose: he is a prolific writer of novels, short story collections, novellas‚ and non‐fiction prose. Trouble has tended to follow him around: his career at university was poor (he got a third‐class degree from Exeter College, Oxford); he has suffered from mental health issues that are not unrelated to his use of drugs including marijuana, cocaine, amphetamines, LSD‚ and heroin; he was kicked off a Conservative electioneering bus because of illicit, illegal drug use; he was mistakenly suspected of paedophilia in a ridiculous 2013 police bungle; and, once, a former acquaintance attempted to assault him because Self had used his name for a drug‐dealing pimp in a typically garish story. So, Self is a notorious, remarkable, controversial individual. But these biographical developments are not the most interesting or significant thing about Self. His work is what is interesting and significant.

It is not just the quantity of Self’s fictional and non‐fictional work that is significant but the sheer consistency of vision and tone. The subjects may differ variously from story to story, from novel to novel, but a Selfian milieu is always evident. The Selfian world is often grotesque, often both eerie and recognizably mundane, populated with outlandish characters who are characterized by lustful drives, devotion to alcohol or drugs‚ and by a heightened sense of living with minds that are both sane and insane and sometimes, even, living with both life and death. It is a strange, postmodern, urban, sometimes picaresque world. Sometimes the milieu is described through omniscient narration; sometimes the stories are told by first‐person individuals who are trying to survive in these challenging milieus. But in the stories we always hear Self’s own voice – partly, of course, because his lugubrious voice is so familiar to us through his radio and television appearances. Even when there is an omniscient narrator it still sounds like Self. This means, additionally, that the fiction of Self and the non‐fiction of Self are sometimes hard to categorize separately. The preoccupations with the squalid underbelly of British life, the drudgery suffered by people living in a debt‐ridden, once‐great imperial nation‚ and the awfulness of modern‐day consumer culture are consistent across his fiction and non‐fiction. In this essay‚ there is no attempt to offer a complete survey of all of Self’s fictional and non‐fictional outputs. Rather, five individual, commercially issued works by Self are analyzed to illustrate that the Selfian authorial voice is extraordinarily consistent across factual and non‐factual genres of writing. In the first section‚ a short story collection is engaged with; the second section deals with a novel; the third section offers an analysis of an illustrated novella; the fourth section deals with a collection of restaurant reviews; and the last section is focused on an audio travelogue. The chronology of the works engaged with ranges from 1991 to 2018. But the chronology is almost irrelevant not because there is any stasis in Self’s prose‐writing career but because the authorial voice is so domineering, so strong‚ and so consistent that it feels much the same in a 1991 fiction story as it does in a 2018 travelogue. Self has a reputation for intellectual superciliousness and mocking contempt. That reputation is not undeserved‚ but he should also be known for having a liberalizing, humane belief system because that tolerant, emancipatory political and social stance is also surprisingly present and consistent across his generically diverse but tonally coherent corpus.



‘Mother’s Suburban Necro‐Utopia’: The Quantity Theory of Insanity (Short Stories)

Will Self’s first book‐length fiction publication appeared in 1991. The attention‐seeking nature of this collection of short stories, The Quantity Theory of Insanity, is succinctly described by Nick Rennison: the book showcases Self’s ‘characteristic verbal pyrotechnics in full flight – the self‐consciously dazzling wordplay, the enjoyment of assonance, alliteration and allusion, the promiscuous mingling of mandarin vocabulary … and the language of the street and drugs world’.1 Nothing that Rennison asserts there is incorrect. But it should be added that the stories carry considerable emotional weight as well as aesthetic vigour. It should also be stated that Self juxtaposes fantastical, surreal, sometimes dystopian imagery with very mundane, realist settings. The first story in the collection, ‘The North London Book of the Dead’, typifies this. The first five pages of that story read like a standard, realistic, bourgeois piece of fictional prose. The first‐person narrator spends time in a hospital with his dying mother. The details are grimly, soberly relayed: the ailing woman ‘breathed stertorously’ and ‘One minute she was alive, the next she was dead’ (1, 2).2 The expected yet sudden drama of the death is contrasted with the bathetic drudgery of London life: the speaker dreams of seeing his late mother on a tube train as he is ‘balefully swinging from a strap’ (2). His mother is haunting him in his dreams, a process that continues after her cremation – an event described with alarming lack of euphemism: ‘Her corpse was burnt at Golders Green Crematorium’ (3). In other words, it is a standard depiction of middle‐aged, middle‐class loss; it is a realist grief narrative. It is only after five pages that the first great Selfian coup appears: he meets his dead mother in Crouch End on a ‘drizzly, bleak Tuesday afternoon’ (5).

For a few pages‚ the shock is cast into relief with bland dialogue and understatement. ‘I never expected to see you in Crouch End on a Tuesday afternoon’, he says to his dead parent. Unfazed by her new dead‐life, the mother continues to behave like a fussy, judgemental parent, offering halva and making doddery comments about how some gay men can be ‘nice boys’ (6, 13). Strangely, once the shock subsides, the speaker adjusts to the new reality of his mother’s dead‐life and behaves like a son who wants to punish her. He wants her to ‘eat humble pie over this afterlife’, but she is enjoying this new existence; she enjoys being part of a thriving, deceased but immortal community that is somehow living parallel to mortal London (7). (The story may be influenced by the 1953 science fiction short story by Philip K. Dick, ‘The Commuter’). Randall Stevenson aptly describes this Selfian milieu as a world of ‘the quick and the dead, post‐mortem society and the living one, each inhabit[ing] a familiar London landscape’.3 The dead‐but‐quick mother enjoys browsing her contacts in the A‐Z‐organized book that gives the story its title; she enjoys working for a living (for a dying?); she enjoys looking after her cats (familiars, as the speaker considers them); she is so content and the speaker is so discombobulated at the lack of holes or flaws in her existence that he calls her world a ‘suburban necro‐utopia’ (12). In short, the speaker deals with the extraordinary situation by pursuing an undignified inter‐generational conflict with his mother. His pettiness gets a comeuppance when she again starts to haunt him in his dreams – he has a Freudian nightmare in which he is ‘enfolded in the damp palm of a giant … Mother! (13)’ The Pinter‐like pause and the exclamation mark render the dream horrific. It is a vision that belongs somewhere between a Pinteresque, absurd situation and a nightmarish 1950s B‐movie. The story ends on a note of provocative bathos. The speaker’s dead mother rings him at work. A colleague overhears him addressing the unseen caller as ‘Mother’. The speaker denies saying this: not because he fears revealing the existence of the parallel world of live‐dead people but because ‘I’d never live down the ignominy of having a mother who phoned me at the office’ (15). It is a deliberately silly ending that encapsulates the speaker’s nervous, silly, childish, petulant response to the extraordinary Gothic situation. But the story has a serious impact: daft resurrection tropes notwithstanding, the story does force the reader to reflect on illness, decline, mortality‚ and loss. And it makes the reader look at suburban London with a new, perhaps less credulous viewpoint. Crouch End is still an affluent, desirable, residential part of North London. But the speaker sees it as an unnatural environment. He reflects on the ‘viciously pruned’ trees that look to him like ‘upturned amputated legs’ (8). What should be symbols of fresh, vivacious life are instead symbols of loss and decay in his jaundiced view. The suburban world in general is redolent of death, the speaker suggests: alluding to a famous comment by T. S. Eliot about John Webster’s violent, tragic plays, the speaker imagines that suburban streets make one see ‘the skull beneath the skin’ (ibid). In short, the story takes an impossible, fantastical situation and forces the reader to complicate their existing assumptions about the appeal or lack of appeal of contemporary bourgeois lifestyles.

Every story in the collection is compelling. The two longest stories are ‘Ward 9’ and the title story, ‘The Quantity Theory of Insanity’. In the former, we meet a recurring character in Self’s fiction, the medical professional, Zack Busner. It is a hysterical, Kafkaesque story about the first‐person narrator, an art therapist, who gets sucked inexorably into a nightmarish world of drugs; unappealing, grotty sexual encounters‚ and mental illness. The title story showcases an oft‐seen motif in Self’s fiction: contempt for academia. The self‐deprecating, arguably self‐loathing first‐person narrator begins with a dispirited reflection on his lifestyle: ‘A depressing day here at the special interdisciplinary conference’, he laments (95). The pointless of much academic research is regularly, if sometimes gently and indulgently, satirized in Self’s stories: the speaker reflects on his own minor achievements by asserting with mock pride that ‘I had proved, to my own satisfaction at least, that £7.00 will make someone who is significantly mentally ill feel at least marginally better’ (125). It is an ironic self‐celebration about a tiny achievement. Insomnia, seediness, paranoia, petty criminality‚ and madness dominate the book’s two final stories, ‘Mono Cellular’ and ‘Waiting’.

The book’s defining exploration of bathos, though, might be the story ‘Understanding the Ur‐Bororo’. The story conveys a bleak vision of an academic community that is secretive, cliquish‚ and prone to spending resources on pointless research. The Ur‐Bororo are a profoundly uninteresting tribe from the Amazon – written at a time when Amazon flora, fauna‚ and tribes were being revered in the Western media in response to concerns about Brazilian deforestation, the disrespectful depiction of a tribe characterized by ‘apathy, ennui, lassitude, enervation, depression, indifference and so on’ is daring, iconoclastic‚ and provocative (p. 83). Anthropology, then, is satirized in the story: the tribespeople themselves have no interest in recording their culture‚ so the endeavours of the first‐person speaker’s donnish friend, Janner, to preserve knowledge about them seems like a peculiar manifestation of imperial prurience. It is hard not to scoff at such well‐meaning but patronizing research‚ and it is hard not to scoff at academics who produce studies about ‘Declining Practices Among Retired Indian Army Colonels in Cheltenham’ (73). It is noticeable, however, that the narrative affords compassionate glimpses into the sheer difficulties of academic enterprise. The narrator is a mortgage‐enslaved, child‐rearing individual who understands the quotidian fiscal pressures of modern life and the dreariness of having to work constantly to pay for bourgeois signifiers. The academic, Janner, too must earn his keep: he cannot rely on endless grants and research leave. As the speaker empathetically notes about the life of an academic: ‘tremendous enthusiasm and drive’ will inevitably wind ‘down through the dreary cycle of teaching’ (75–76). In other words, in the story we have a quite fantastical situation where an anthropology lecturer brings back two incredibly disinterested Amazon tribespeople who are neither pleased nor displeased to live in grey, suburban London‚ and we have bleak, depressing observations about the grind and arcane practices of questionably useful academia. Amidst the weirdness and scarcely creditable happenings‚ there is a genuine Selfian compassion for people stuck in gently Kafkaesque employment that somehow traps them psychologically even if it superficially, deceptively affords them independence. Janner may be a slightly ridiculous figure who winds up as a television don, a ‘pop academic’ who spoofs about the links between London laundrette patronage to traditional Buddhist meditation but he is a decent, harmless figure too (94). Modern life is difficult, Self implies – it is difficult with or without fantastical phenomena such as dead‐alive mothers and fatalistic Amazon tribes.



‘Nyum, Nyum, Nyum’: Cock and Bull (A Novel)

Cock and Bull may not seem like the most obvious Self novel to dwell on if one seeks to display the writer’s mastery of the form. Future literary historians may choose to focus on Self’s more overtly grand prose achievements. They may focus on the Jonathan Swift, 2001: A Space Odyssey, and Planet of the Apes–influenced 1997 novel about a topsy‐turvy world dominated by Chimpanzees, Great Apes.4 Or they may decide that 2000’s novel‐length elaboration of the earlier story, ‘The North London Book of the Dead’, How the Dead Live, is his most sprawling and empathetic accomplishment. More likely, they will decide that his famously demanding Riddley Walker–influenced, dual‐narrative, partly post‐apocalyptic novel, 2006’s The Book of Dave, is the most typically Selfian work. The agenda here in choosing to concentrate on Cock and Bull is twofold: first, the purpose is to showcase Self’s comfort with extreme vulgarity and the grotesque; second, the purpose is to illuminate Self’s surprisingly humane agenda. Cock and Bull may be thought of as two novellas packaged together rather than as one novel. The stories have no direct causal bearing on each other so, theoretically, one could be read alone, unproblematically decontextualized from the other. But the fact is that they are inextricably linked through their publication as one unit and their thematic link is overt, obvious: in ‘Cock’, a woman shockingly grows a penis; in the other, ‘Bull’, a man shockingly grows a vagina. They are burlesque, gauche, outrageous stories‚ but they also complement each other because they each conclude with unexpectedly tender appeals for tolerance of both victims of sexual violence and for people who choose to live unusual lifestyles.

‘Cock’ has a surprising, sophisticated, story‐within‐the‐story structure. This surprises the reader because we only realize that the story being told is not an omniscient narration, but, rather, an outrageous story being told by an unsavoury fellow on a train, after some dozen pages. The story, as related by this individual, is about a frustrated young married woman called Carol. Her dull childhood with anaemic parents, her mediocre university experience‚ and her disappointing marriage is described with dreary detail: she studies listlessly; she has disappointing sex with men and one woman; she urinates. Her marriage at the age of 19 to Dan, a boring drunk, is clearly a mistake. Carol begins to drink excessively and habitually as well. The mutually independent alcoholism defines the ennui and torpor of their sterile marriage. Sobriety does not ease the emotional gulf between the couple; when clean, Dan morphs into another sort of middle‐aged bore – an AA‐devoted, squash‐obsessed, clean‐living dullard. Like Gerry and Robert in Harold Pinter’s play, Betrayal, he compensates for his insecure masculinity by ‘beating balls with Barry’ (105, 108).5 Homosocial engagement fills the hole caused by his non‐loving marriage to Carol. Meanwhile, though, Carol, heavily dependent on normative masturbation, has involuntarily grown a penis. Her masturbation techniques naturally change. The description of this unexpected biological development, is, of course, best left to Self. The crucial thing is that Carol does not fall into either melodramatic desperation or trust in the medical profession. Rather, she welcomes the appendage and, indeed, goes on to exploit it to commit an act of revenge upon her husband and on his friend, Dave 2 (the story has two Daves; Self calls one Dave 2). Carol rapes her husband, killing him in the process. The penetration of Dan’s anus by the abnormal penis is rendered lurid through both physical detail and psychological impact. It is a macabre story that seems inspired by Elizabethan revenge tragedies. The convolute, elaborate nature of the revenge is exacerbated by her use and abuse of Dave 2. She contrives a bestial tableau of death that suggests that Dave 2 has killed her husband in a homosexual, sadomasochistic, bizarre killing. Dave 2 is jailed; even he believes that he has deliberately murdered his friend in a sex game gone wrong. In the story, characters are often so drunk and/or so high for so long that they can forget about things like joining the armed forces (40).

Carol’s victory over patriarchy is a fantasy, a murderous phenomenon achievable only through a biological impossibility. But we must remember that the story of Carol is only the story inside the story. The story is related by the man on the train who hideously begins to masturbate as he reveals ever‐gorier details. This man becomes ever more sinister: his anti‐Semitic rants about ‘kikey cocks’ and synagogue‐based paedophilia are particularly disgusting (119). It is at this stage when we realize that we are dealing not with a fantastical story about a penis‐festooned woman avenger – that is only the story‐within‐the‐story – but a depraved fantasy of a disturbed, disturbing sex offender. We realize that the victim of ‘Cock’ is the first‐person narrator who tells us about the man on the train. The man on the train is the rapist, not the story‐within‐the‐story figure of Carol. The first‐person narrator is brutally raped by the man. He is a victim of sexual brutality. This shocks the reader because it has not been the focus of our attention – the gaudy, seedy, grotesque tale‐within‐the‐tale has distracted and maybe even titillated us. The sexual assault on the train makes us sympathetic to the victim who describes with unflinching detail his necessary post‐rape cleaning process. The essential point of ‘Cock’ is this: the first‐person narrator asks the reader if they think that he went to the police to report the rape. With a slightly accusatory tone, and a curious spelling that recalls the rapist’s anti‐Semitic nonsense, he asks ‘Wood‐jew?’ (126). This is significant. After more than a hundred pages of bizarre, graphic, unworldly sexual deviancy‚ we are suddenly made to feel empathetic with the victim of a realistic‐sounding sexual assault. Of course‚ the first‐person narrator will not report that he has been raped. Few victims would be brave enough. It is a remarkably humane ending to a story because we are asked to basically put ourselves in the shoes of a victim of sexual assault. What, indeed, would you do if you were raped? Would you try to pretend that it never happened? Or would you be courageous enough to report it? Would‐jew? It is a distressing dilemma for the reader to ponder, a suitable ending to a grotesque tale with an unusual, surprising, but utterly sensible narrative structure and a tense, questioning ending.

‘Bull’ has a totally different narrative technique. It has just one narrative line. We are told the story of Bull through a straightforward omniscient narration. That said, Self is never quite forgotten because the literary allusions are so overt‚ and self‐reflexivity sometimes intrudes: the first line is a parody of the first line of Kafka’s ‘Metamorphosis’: the omniscient narrator tells us that the titular non‐hero of the story has woken up to find not that he has turned into a gigantic insect but that he has ‘acquired another primary sexual characteristic: to wit, a vagina’ (131); and when the omniscient narrator leaves Bull to tell us about the story’s antagonist, Dr Alan Margoulies, we are told that we must ‘leave Bull, our protagonist’ (137). Unlike Carol in ‘Cock’, Bull is distressed by the growth of the sexual organ. And, unlike Carol, he seeks medical help. Bull is a sort of unappealing everyman, a rugby‐playing, small‐time journalist/reviewer, a nonentity who, says the omniscient speaker ungenerously, is ‘no oil painting’ (184). The doctor, Margoulies, becomes quickly corrupted by an unexpected sexual mania for Bull and his vagina. He tries to put Bull out of his mind by paying for fellatio from a prostitute. Typically with Self, the fellatio is described with unattractive, onomatopoeic frankness: ‘“Nyum, nyum, nyum”, gobbled the girl’ – Self’s omniscient narrator makes the fellating woman sound like a turkey (241). Margoulies finds the encounter unsatisfactory and resolves to seek sexual solace with Bull’s male vagina. He breaches all norms of medical trust and confidentiality: as the narrator puts it memorably, he has ‘become a silent signatory of the hypocritic oath’ (165). Margoulies goes on to seduce and impregnate Bull‚ who is, of course, rendered desperately traumatized by the doctor’s undoctorly exploitation of the situation. Bull considers suicide: but the story takes on a shocking twist at the end. The shock is that story ends happily for Bull. Treated medically with discretion and professionalism at San Francisco, Bull has returned to Britain. He has moved to the rugby‐fixated city of Cardiff‚ where people don’t know about his vagina or his past. His status as a ‘single parent’ is only initially noticed and soon disregarded by the locals (275). He becomes a popular man – we are even urged to go and visit him at his rugby memorabilia shop by the narrator. Quite fantastically, he has given birth to Margoulies’ son. The boy is the ‘large and darkly handsome son Kenneth’ (ibid). It is an ending that unexpectedly leaves us celebrating the flourishing of an unconventional family. Beneath the science fiction, fantasy biology, beneath the sordid breaches of trust and beneath the venal, undisciplined, bestial urges‚ there is a narrative about liberal tolerance of unusual, non‐traditional families. Who cares where people are from or who their parents were? The story leaves us with a sense that what people do and are like in the present is far more important than their origins. It is a humane, liberal message that is surprising to anyone who believes lazy, media‐inspired assumptions about Self being a merely sneering technician of extravagant prose. Asking us to feel sympathy for sexual assault victims and asking us to celebrate unconventional families, Cock and Bull is a humane novel that in its unconventional way is as liberal and liberalizing as Middlemarch or The Secret Garden.



‘Disseminators of Drek’: The Sweet Smell of Psychosis (Novella)

‘Cock’ and ‘Bull’ could work independent of each other as separate stories, but neither could properly be referred individually as a novella because their publishing history joins them at the hip – and because their immersion in grotesque sexual abasement and their surprisingly humane agenda is consistent across both. The Sweet Smell of Success, published in 1996, can be properly thought of as a novella even though it is word‐for‐word shorter than the longer stories in the short story collection, The Quantity Theory of Insanity. It is a stand‐alone publication produced in collaboration with the illustrator, Martin Rowson. (Self had worked professionally as a cartoonist in the 1980s; some of his non‐fictional books, especially the ones on Psychogeography and walking, often come copiously enhanced with visual images).6 Rowson is renowned for satiric, grotesque cartoons that depict their unfortunate subjects in hideous light. In this novella, his illustrations complement the Selfian prose in what on the surface seems to be Self’s most unambiguously unpleasant, immovably cynical work to date. All of the illustrations depict a disgusting world of drink and drug‐sodden journalists in London. Everybody is ugly in the drawings; every building is cramped and nightmarish; and every sex act is hideous, the antithesis of romantic. The novella is a sort of mini‐bildungsroman in that it tells a story about a comparatively fresh young hack, Richard Hermes, as he negotiates the awful path through venal colleagues and unsavoury Soho drinkers. They congregate around a drinking den called the Sealink Club. The clientele there are groups of caricatured journalists: these ‘rebarbative, ulcerated and embittered people’ drown their sorrows in ‘sensory‐deprivation tanks full of alcohol’ (6).7 In his omniscient narration, Self, never one to praise the journalism industry unduly, stereotypes them with alliterative contempt as ‘transmitters of trivia, broadcasters of banality, and disseminators of drek’ (10). The drinkers there regularly resort to a nearby brothel: there, one bed is a place of ‘a thousand short delights, none of them delightful’ (3). The allusion to unsatisfying sex recalls Dr Margoulies’s illicit, paid‐for fellatio in ‘Bull’ as well as the joyless marital sex in ‘Cock’. The chief villain in the piece is a leading columnist called Bell. This grotesque figure spews out simple, prejudice‐affirming propaganda that people want to read: ‘His daily syndicated column ran in both the Standard and the Mail, reaching some ten million ideologically hobbled readers’, it is stated (15). The narrator is omniscient but it sounds like Self – contempt for consumers of as well as the writers of right‐wing columns is a hallmark of Self’s own journalism and cultural commentary.

The problem for the novella’s hero – if he can be called that – Richard, is that Bell and his cronies get in the way of the object of his desires: a features writer called Ursula. They stop him from spending time alone with her. Bell symbolizes everything that is gross about the boys’ club of print journalism; and he looms large in Richard’s imagination as a sort of totemic personification of the love‐preventing vagaries of modern life. The reader may feel that amidst this squalid milieu a pure love story may develop – a heart‐warming love story like that in, say, Love on the Dole. Compared to the sometimes wilfully cuckolding, sometimes paid‐for and sometimes even paederastic sexual misdeeds of most regulars in the Sealink Club, Richard’s attraction to Ursula at least seems predicated on desire for consensual, mutual affection. But in the world of this novella‚ even non‐violent desire is rendered hideous: after a night in her company‚ Richard flops on to his bed alone and ejaculates ‘like a beer belly spluttering in a pub toilet – great gouts of spunk’ soil his bed (65‐6). There is a nasty rhetorical connection made between sexual pleasure and lavatorial easement. Richard is purer than most‚ but he is just another spluttering, selfish male.

The language of hunting becomes more pronounced, more masculinist‚ and more conquest‐like. The narrator announces that Richard will ‘make one last assault on Mount Ursula’ (78). The seduction works, and, after some very un‐erotic foreplay‚ Ursula begs him to penetrate her. But he fails to do so: he fails to do so for what seems like a very predictable reason: Ursula turns into Bell. The woman he desires the most turns into the man he despises the most. The related illustration by Rowson very literally shows Richard’s horror as he realizes that the sexually welcoming, naked being below him is not a nubile Ursula but a Gorilla‐like Bell (88). In the illustration, then, Ursula’s transmogrification is as physical as the emergence of the dead mother in ‘The North London Book of the Dead’ or the appearance of the vagina on the titular character in ‘Bull’. But in the text itself the change may be more ambiguous: Ursula’s transmogrification may happen only in Richard’s head. The fact remains, though, that the conquest of Mount Ursula has failed‚ and Richard will be lonely and traumatized for some time. He has not succeeded in the London journalism world; he has not flourished in the seedy Sealink Club; and he has not triumphed in love. Amidst the grotesque, caricatured dystopia of London journalism‚ there is some humanity, albeit expressed under mounds of irony. We feel surprising pity for Richard because he has at least tried to pursue romantic love, even if it manifests in unbecoming masturbation and then a monstrously failed sexual encounter. Richard is just too sensitive a person to flourish in the rough, loveless, joyless world of the media and its drink and drug‐sodden practitioners. In this mini‐story of growth, Richard has grown up and grown away from the world he was so hungry to access. I disagree with Philip Tew when he suggests that Ursula’s transformation into the unnatural apparition of Bell ‘characterizes the lack of individuality in this culture of apparently rampant individualism’.8 Rather, I feel that the gruesome transmogrification affords Richard a turning point. It is an initially shocking event that horrifies him‚ but he will recover. And he now knows that he must get away from disseminators of drek. Seeing the monstrous Bell actually allows him to escape from an Ursula who might have trapped him in the unappetizing Sealink Club milieu indefinitely.



‘The Greasy, Greasy Kebabs of Home’: The Unbearable Lightness of Being a Prawn Cracker (Non‐Fictional Prose)

Self, in The Sweet Smell of Psychosis, delivers a jaundiced caricature of then‐contemporary journalism and journalists. That said, Self has produced so much journalism himself that it is not uncommon to see him referred to as a journalist either instead of or as well as a novelist. The non‐fictional prose by Self is varied in terms of topic‚ but the contempt for capitalistic exploitation of the seeming tastelessness of the masses is always evident. This is particularly apparent in one of Self’s recurring obsessions: the English consumption of bad food – and bad food derived from simplified or distorted ideas about the nature of types of foreign food. In an ‘Afterword’ to a 2014 collection of essays on Englishness put together by academics, Self asserts that eating bad food is inextricably linked with the complexities of English identity. ‘To be English is to eat out; to eat many different cuisines … it follows that Englishness itself is a gastronomic affair’, he asserts.9 Self’s point is that there is a hollowness to English identity, a hollowness than can be symbolically filled through the consumption of non‐English foods that can be reconstituted as English. Eating dodgy, foreign‐style food is ‘a way of transforming what is not English – shish kebabs, onion bhajis, ackee and salt fish – into what is’, he goes on to say.10 This consumption of a catholic range of food is a manifestation of a lack of national self‐confidence, a surrender to the supposed superiority of other cuisines and, by extension, other cultures entirely. This causes, metaphorically, a bloated Englishness that is neither fish nor fowl. Alluding to the United Kingdom’s growing obesity crisis, Self concludes that the ‘problem for Englishness is that it tends to eat too much’.11 There is no culture of good taste literally and figuratively, in other words. Bereft of an appetizing food culture, and, by extension, again, bereft of a satisfying national identity, English wo/men gorge uncritically on vast amounts of foreign foods.

Self rehearsed this idea repeatedly in a series of sarcastic restaurant reviews for The New Statesman, starting in 2009. A number of these reviews were collected in the comically named, digital‐only, 2012 Penguin book, The Unbearable Lightness of Being a Prawn Cracker: A Selection of Real Meals. The ‘real’ meals in question are invariably cheap, mass‐produced, and are almost all entirely foreign. It is a sort of parodic counterpoint to the pretentious restaurant reviews more usually found in the magazine supplements of weekend broadsheet newspapers. As Self points out, most people don’t eat in posh London restaurants: they eat in questionable cafés, fast food joints, mass eatery chains and take delivery of stodgy mounds of carbohydrate‐suffused sludge. As Self says succinctly: ‘the few chew on exorbitance, the great majority must eat cheaply’.12 Self, then, with tongue‐in‐cheek, reviews the cheap chains, masquerading, not at all sincerely, as a man of the people. The book merits inclusion in the main body of Self’s canon because that familiar narrative voice is omnipresent: throughout the reviews we repeatedly face Self’s perennial traits and tropes: contempt for big business’ exploitation of the underclass; disdain for low levels of public service; polysyllabic invention; sarcastic observation of people’s social mores; and exasperation at how crude versions of foreignness are presented at British tables to be mass‐consumed by ignoramuses.

The book begins with a review of the quintessentially bad fast food chain: McDonald’s. Self reflects on the homogeneity of McDonald’s through the world, suggesting that eating a burger and fries there is not so much an eating experience but a sort of shared, worldwide ceremony to celebrate the dominance of base American culture: ‘Place your lips here to suck on the tailpipe of globalization’, he writes. Self suggests that the notoriously tasteless, e‐numbered McDonald’s food works simply to make people feel guilty because its nutrition‐less inefficacy is blatantly transparent. People seek guilt, he only half‐sarcastically writes: McDonalds ‘made me suspect that the entire McLibel business, Fast Food Nation and Super‐Size Me had all been secretly funded by the corporation in order to impart the pleasing flavour of guilt to their comestibles’. Self, utterly contemptuous of the company and its so‐called food‚ pointedly refuses to condemn the people who eat there. He is only half‐serious when he suggests that people go there to feel guilty but it is a jocular, benign suggestion.

When he addresses another appalling fast food chain, KFC, Self is more coruscating towards the patrons – not because of their ignorance about food quality but because of their littering tendencies. The packaging of food and the poor quality of the food itself from food chains, of course, contributes considerably to Britain’s notorious litter problem. Discarded bits of substandard chicken litter British streets. With a Selfian sweep of ironic grandeur, Self imagines that ‘in the course of geologic time these great middens will petrify, forming some hitherto unknown sedimentary rock, one that will cause geologists of the future to dub this the Kentuckyzoic era’. Selling rubbish inspires people to dispose of rubbish in a rubbish way, Self suggests. Everything is disposable. KFC food without the bones is also reprehensible, Self asserts. A KFC chicken breast ‘might have been the buttocks of superannuated child labourers … how can anything that tastes this awful be quite so popular?’ Self’s tone is that of exasperation about mass consumers rather than pointed hatred. But some reviews do seem unambiguously judgemental about consumers. In his review of a CTM at Beverly, for example, Self suggests that people only eat the poor‐quality food there to line their stomachs before binge‐drinking. He scoffs at a hen party in a manner that borders on fattist or even misogynist zeal: he describes ‘a hefty bride‐to‐be in a joke veil equipped with L‐plates, and a dozen or so fat‐chook disciples … chunky Yorkshire lasses’. Self might regret the comparison of fat women with domesticated fowl in years to come, not least because it reads as a southern know‐it‐all man scoffing at unsophisticated, even grotesque northern women. Self is less condemnatory about the ‘nutrition discs’ sold at Pizza Express – he claims to have taken delivery of some 4,617 such discs. It is not an estimate that should be taken too seriously.

Self, naturally, travels a lot and stays in sometimes dreadful hotels. There, he must endure hotel breakfast buffets. He laments the standard of fat, almost flesh‐bereft meat products: ‘piggy‐bits in strips and cylinders’ that contain ‘enough fat … to engender many cubic hectolitres of methane. So it will go, propelling British commerce by fat power alone’. Even the ‘grape‐bedizen’ fruit salads at such places are awful. Self’s quasi‐poetic rhetoric reaches a sibilant apotheosis as he complains about how the awfulness of the hotel breakfast zone ‘pulses [with] the sickly susurration of muzak, so soft and fluid’. Greasy, sickly and soundtracked by sweetly sickening music, this sizzling, hissing place is virtually hellish.

Self is repulsed by mass‐market chicken in particular: this bugbear is humorously rendered in his exaggerated depiction of the Nando’s behemoth: ‘Doughty Britannia is being pecked to death by sinister strutting stylized cockerels’. The sibilance, again, conveys humour but also a sense of sickened disgruntlement. His attitude towards Belgo can be summarized with his pithy belief that ‘people need to be warned’. The book gets its name from a comment in his general review of modern‐day Chinese food: ‘we faffed about with chopsticks and contemplated the unbearable lightness of being a prawn cracker’, he writes. He professes incredulity about what he sees as a very insensitive name for a particular chain of Chinese food outlets: ‘New Culture Revolution is the name of a small chain of Chinese restaurants … crass … It’s on a par, surely, with calling a salt‐beef joint “Yo‐Ho‐Shoa!” or a borscht and vodka one “Gulag‐It‐Down”’. Not everyone will necessarily enjoy such Holocaust and Stalinist purge‐alluding jokes‚ but the point is that modern‐day selling of foreign food is riddled with clichés that do much to insult their country and cultures of origin.

Self has a less‐sensitive tone when he surveys British kebab shops that offer what he sarcastically calls ‘hog‐eat‐sheep heaven’. For Self, kebab shops are now so common that they somehow define the city that he sometimes calls the Great Wem: arriving in London, it is ‘good to smell the greasy, greasy kebabs of home’. Self, then, mildly subverts clichés about British (and Welsh) homeliness to decry the olfactory ubiquitousness of a debased idea of foreign food. He sees the few remaining Stockpot restaurants as being more British in character: indeed, visiting one is a journey back to a white Britain. The one near Leicester Square suggests ‘the corner houses of yore … serving splotches of stodge to profligates who’ve run through their ration’. More Christopher Marlowe than William Shakespeare, more John Cleland than Henry Fielding, Self has always self‐identified with such profligates and controversialists: simply he feels at home in the nostalgic, early‐1950s feel of the Stockpot. He feels less at home in the garish TGI Friday chain: ‘It is bad enough that one TGI Friday exists, let alone a chain of a thousand of them’. For Self these outlets cinch ‘the earth like a gastric band of gimcrack gastronomy’. The harsh alliteration and the allusion to Britain’s obesity crisis work together to express his loathing of the food which is typified by a Caesar salad which ‘was bone‐cold strips of chicken laid out on a pallet of limp lettuce and hideous croutons’. He goes on to excoriate ‘inutile’ croutons in general, but, ultimately, TGI Friday’s would probably top his most‐despised‐food list.

Self actually enjoys a steak served at an Aberdeen Angus steak house – but, in a rare moment of self‐reflexive expression about unethical eating habits, he remembers that ‘all meat is by definition murder’. Amusingly, he dismisses Thai food as ‘not at all Thai’, but he is pleasantly surprised to be not entirely disgusted by that ‘dispenser of farinaceous snack food’, Greggs. He expects a ‘ghastly flaccid’ sausage roll but enjoys the fluffy pastry and, damning with faint praise, says that the meat was ‘not too, um, worrying’. Still, Self has both disbelief and sadness about the fact that some million Britons eat a Greggs breakfast each morning. Self goes on to mock Cockney clichés, wondering if it is legally necessary for a pie in a traditional pie and mash shop to ‘look, as well as taste, as if a fat pearly king has been sitting on them’. Self never strays far from thoughts about obesity. Self notes too the cheapening of celebrity culture in latter‐day Britain: his dismissal of people who are celebrated in pie and mash shop wall decorations – he names Danny Baker, Victoria Beckham‚ and Jim Davidson ‐ as ‘chavistrocracy’ is hardly original‚ but it suggests an ocean of tastelessness: people who eat rubbish food are likely to be impressed by rubbish celebrities. Strangely, though, he is affectionate about Caffé Nero. He grandiosely, mock‐heroically pledges that he would ‘rather have my penis surgically removed and sold as a pestle in a branch of Jamie Oliver’s delicatessen … than rise for the loyal toast to the Queen’ – but he would stand to salute a Nero ‘triple‐shot latte and lemon cake’.

This admittedly tongue‐in‐cheek suggestion that a coffee and high‐sugar cake is more worthy of respect than the long‐serving head of state showcases Self’s contempt not so much for monarchy itself but for monarchists. He uses his review of Browns to make an ironic call for government to restore higher education funding to a reasonable level. He says that he sees nothing wrong with spending public money to train young minds to acquire arts degrees even if they end up selling dodgy food for Browns – but, he writes, ‘I have long since transcended the bounds of sense’. Interpreting Self’s irony is tricky here: he does have sense, of course, and is hardly lacking in intellectual confidence – rather, he is parodying right‐wing notions about the uselessness of arts degrees.

Self ends the work with a general review of airline food: alluding to Jane Austen, he writes that ‘It is a truth universally acknowledged that all airline food … resemble[s] sedative potato dauphinoise – or anxiolytic Irish stew’. His distaste for such offerings is evident. Paul seems to offer a touch of French class‚ but it too peddles unacceptably sugared food: his grand macaron framboise ‘may well be more than 100 per cent refined sugar’ he claims. The mathematical impossibility defines his hyperbolic denigration of such food. Yo! Sushi, like the unnamed Thai eateries, is denigrated for being not at all Japanese: ‘I don’t imagine that any self‐respecting Japanese person has ever said “Yo!” in their life’, asserts Self as he witheringly mocks the faux jollity of the chain’s name. Self finishes the book with his reviews of Birds Eye, Eat, and Terminus du Nord‚ which he ironically praises for being ‘entirely real in their falsity’. Such a paradoxical, ironic tribute is typical of the work as a whole. It is sarcastic, it is brutal in its condemnation of fast, mass‐dispensed food. But only rarely are the patrons of such places mocked. Indeed, sniffy as he is about tasteless burgers and non‐Asian Asian food, Self has an egalitarian, descriptive rather than proscriptive attitude towards what the English eat. They eat rubbish. But they are allowed to. They do not eat what broadsheet magazine supplement columnists tell them to eat. Self’s preoccupations are with the real world, the flip side of the Britain constructed in glossy supplements and flashy television programmes. This peculiar mixture of sidewards irony and benign compassion is seen ever more clearly in the last example of a genre of Self’s work that is addressed in this essay: the audio travelogue.



‘I don’t think Jesus would have moved the soup kitchen’: Will Self’s Great British Bus Journey (Audio Travelogue)

Even the title of Self’s 2018 non‐fiction audio travelogue is sarcastic. He is not serious when he describes an early morning bus journey from Swansea to West Bromwich as ‘great’. As Self says: ‘There’s no romance of the coach … Michael Portillo never goes on “great coach journeys”’13 The reference to Portillo is significant because this work, first broadcast as a twelve‐episode series on BBC Radio 4 in 2018 and then commercially issued as a download‐only, two‐part audio book, may be interpreted as a sort of satire of the cosy, conservative television travelogues fronted by the former right‐wing populist politician, Michael Portillo. In long‐running, multi‐series television programmes such as Great British Railway Journeys, Great Indian Railway Journeys, Great American Railroad Journeys, and Great Alaskan and Canadian Railway Journeys, the prolific Portillo travels around Britain and, often, its former colonies with relatively glamorous rail travel, seeking evidence of Britain’s Victorian infrastructure, its international architectural and industrial heritage and, above all, celebration‐worthy evidence of historical and contemporary economic enterprise. Both conservative and Conservative, Portillo unapologetically offers cosy tea‐time viewing, soft television that is contrived to make Britons feel good about being British. Portillo is a patriot, a nostalgist‚ and a lover of monarchy. Self, of course, is none of those things. Self delivers an earthier, grittier, lower‐class response to Portillo’s travelogues. In Renaissance dramatic terms, Self offers a low‐class, prose subplot to the blank‐verse, high life of Portillo’s rarefied main‐plot world.

Self seeks to speak to real people around the country about real political issues of the present: the Brexit fallout dominates the sometimes tense dialogue that he has with people he meets. It is a self‐consciously small, low‐scale, low‐budget operation. It is almost picaresque. Self makes a point of telling us that he has only a sound engineer accompanying him as he travels for 1,000 miles around the United Kingdom on wheels – ‘my rubberised way’. He travels to unglamorous towns like Plymouth and East Kilbride, ‘shunning the bright lights’, seeking to connect with ‘unseen lives’. He looks for ‘a particular insight into contemporary Britain’. Self being Self, of course, he freights his journey with literary allusion: he compares his travels with those of William Cobbett, Daniel Defoe, J. B. Priestley‚ and Paul Theroux. Sarcasm about Britain’s grottier byways abounds. But there is sarcasm about even the rare well‐off places that he notices. He starts off in London, passing a street still infamous for being the residence of Portillo’s favourite Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher. Self, a well‐known despiser of all things Thatcherite, professes sarcastically to be ‘infused by her steely determination’ as he sets off for Plymouth. But Self’s compassion for ordinary people cuts through the fog of withering sarcasm. At a soulless motorway services station‚ he meets a Rwandan woman who is finishing an epic journey to see relatives and is audibly sympathetic and sincere as he conveys condolences to a man who is travelling by bus to Plymouth to bury his brother.

Self spends some time at Devonport, a district of Plymouth once synonymous with vast‐scale shipbuilding – even in Defoe’s time the district was famed for expressing Britain’s huge maritime ambition and power. But that ambition and power, of course, is now historical; although naval maintenance work continues, shipbuilding ceased there in the 1970s; the area is no longer a major centre of employment. Indeed, in the 1990s‚ Devonport became known for urban blight. Self asks people about the costly regeneration that has been attempted in the area. The narratives that he hears about community decline dispirit him. He visits the Ker Street Social Club, taking time to comment ironically on the grandeur of its 1823 façade – a façade constructed in the Egyptian revival style ‘when cultural appropriation was Britain’s meat and drink’. Rimini, the owner/manager of the club, laments the loss of Devonport’s community, remembering a past time of street parties and supposed social cohesion. The club is just not the focus for community life that it was, she laments. Self takes care to not patronize or mock Rimini, but he is clearly suspicious about her nostalgia. This concern to not appear aggressively dismissive of the people he meets is apparent again in the Plymouth Bed and Breakfast house that he stays in (Self does not stay in Portilloesque castles, hotels‚ and spas). A maid there says that she voted for the United Kingdom to leave the European Union back in 2016 – but she won’t tell us why because ‘I’m not going to be called a racist’. He doesn’t say so explicitly: but it is clear that Self believes that the woman is a racist – or, at least, someone who really does not like immigration.

Self’s visit to Plymouth becomes bleaker as he observes a gathering of men at a free food‐distribution van. One unfortunate man he speaks to has been homeless for nine months. Michael Portillo does not speak to such individuals in his travelogues. Self speaks to local organizers of the food van service too, acknowledging with some sadness their comments about increasing demand for their charity. Self is rueful not so much about the existence of the poverty itself, but, rather, how the problem is whitewashed out of everyday discourse about modern Britain. He notes that the food van is placed away from street lights, away from main roads; the men using the service are banished from mainstream view. The residents don’t want to have to look at homeless men. An organizer, Hillary Knight, admits that the agenda is to keep the homeless out of view from ordinary residents. Self with some sarcasm says that ‘I don’t think Jesus would have moved the soup kitchen from the gates of Devonport’. Self doesn’t believe in Jesus‚ but that is not the point. The point is that Self ironically appropriates religious imagery to satirize and excoriate contemporary Britain’s myopic refusal to address properly a massive contemporary social problem. Britain can bumble along reasonably well if scandals such as homelessness can be kept ‘out of sight’.

Self then takes a bus from Plymouth to Swansea, via Bristol. Revelling in the lack of glamour‚ he mock‐heroically, bathetically laments his pain at having to get up at 0400. He passes and notes various signifiers of Britain’s past glories: Brunel’s SS Great Britain and some ‘valetudinarian buskers’ both seem to signify nostalgia for a time when Britain was bigger, younger, more dynamic. At Swansea he finds that people identify as Welsh rather than British. He is saddened to hear about the rise of deaths from drug overdoses. He struggles to not laugh at a well‐intentioned social worker who is desperately trying to work to reduce the deaths; the man, Ifor, has what Self mockingly calls ‘faith in the wisdom of the Welsh political class’. This is because Ifor expresses belief that a properly devolved political executive in Wales would be better equipped to deal with such troubling social ills than the limited administration currently in place in Wales. Westminster, doesn’t care, Ifor believes. Self is sceptical about the theoretical effectiveness of an enhanced Welsh government but he latches onto Ifor’s distaste for a centralized Britain, suggesting that in some ways ‘Britishness is a dead weight, dragging’ some services down. Self seeks cultural diversion wherever he goes. Visiting Dylan Thomas’s birth home‚ he reflects on the prodigious early work of Thomas and the poet’s apparent disinterest in the Welsh language, then, apparently, seen as a ‘peasant’ language. He also visits a jazz club where he hears audiences and practitioners suggesting that petty national identities become irrelevant when disparate peoples can be united thought he universal language of jazz music. Nobody wants to be seen as British, he claims.

Self, echoing his irony‐laden reviews of bad, mass‐catered food in The Unbearable Lightness of Being a Prawn Cracker, even addresses ‘breakfast nomenclature’ because ‘you couldn’t get a better picture of a fractured and divided nation than its breakfast nomenclature’. The tone sounds ironic, but he insists that he has a serious point to make because you can get an English breakfast and an Ulster fry but there is no ‘full British’, no ‘union of breakfast’. The break‐up of the United Kingdom, then, is symbolized by its disparate names for breakfasts. This is typical of Self’s approach in this audio work: he makes serious points about the decline of British identity through reference to quite trivial objects and names. This can be seen in his condemnation of a ‘terrible’ Swansea Bed and Breakfast joint that is defined by a ‘symphony of brown, synthetic fabrics, musty darkness’ redolent to Self of the old East Germany. The business is indeed run by a former Communist: Self suggests that the awful furniture somehow harks back to old, consensus‐era, post‐War notions about collectivist living. Britain, Self suggests, has left such collectivist fantasies behind as individualism now dominates. Community life is largely a thing of the past: ‘People just don’t do the same things at the same time any more’. The melancholy tone continues as Self goes on to the Midlands, to the ‘grimy desolation’ of West Bromwich, Smethwick‚ and Wolverhampton. He engages with complex ethnic and racial identities in the area: a Pakistani man regards both Britain and Pakistan as equal homes; a Caribbean car mechanic prefers to deal with white customers because allegedly barter‐obsessed blacks give him ‘too much ’eadache’; and a couple tell him with some incredulity about British Asian school kids allegedly telling young Eastern Europeans to ‘go home’. He speaks to a Brexit‐voting journalist from the Wolverhampton newspaper, The Express and Star, Rob Golledge, as he seeks to understand the mentality that inspired 70% of Black Country voters to back Brexit: ‘The white working class … came out of the woodwork’ to express frustration at both multiculturalism and curtailed employment opportunities, Self concludes.

Portillo’s political beliefs in a small, market‐facilitating state are often apparent in his travelogues; and Self’s politics are often apparent in his. He delightedly goes to a particular Wolverhampton Indian restaurant simply because a plot to oust Tony Blair was apparently hatched by some patrons there. Self, who publicly declared support for Jeremy Corbyn’s left‐wing Labour Party at the 2017 general election, despises Blair’s right‐wing vision for a Labour ‘third‐way’ as much as he despises Conservative monetarism: ‘Anything that played a part in getting rid of Tony Blair I’m in favour of’, he asserts gleefully. Self goes on to visit a Goth club – it is a place where young people seemingly resort to in order to get away from labels political or otherwise. Self’s belief in a state that would redistribute wealth is apparent as he talks to young people in a YMCA hostel. He talks to a young woman and an aspiring male poet – a genuine believer in creativity, Self is noticeably warm and positive as he wishes the man well with his writing endeavours. The two young people are trying to build their lives in an area weighed down remorselessly with crime and poverty. They are doing so with the aid of a YMCA project that is funded partly by the European Social Fund of the European Commission – that funding will end, Self notes ruefully. Self is even more angry about the fact that social work, such as it is, is paid for partly through national lottery and scratch card gambling. Self insists that social care should be paid for not by gambling profits but ‘out of the tax base’. Beneath all the sarcasm and sideward glances at Brexiteers, Self makes genuine appeals for a compassionate form of politics.

Self continues to Preston, amusingly anthropomorphizing buses that take pride in having ‘facility and fluidity’ rather than the self‐satisfaction and self‐importance of trains. He enjoys the monosyllabic disinterest of a conductor who responds to questions with a laconic ‘yuhh’. Self proposes an advertising slogan for bus travel: ‘Take the coach – yuhh’. He gets quite sarcastic as he approaches Preston: nobody can believe Self when he claims to be ‘very excited about Preston’. Self’s most graphic sarcasm comes when he pretends to lambast himself for not knowing about some aspects of Preston’s modernist architectural legacy: he didn’t know that a bus garage in Preston is a Grade 2 listed building: ‘shame at [my] ignorance’ burns likes a ‘urinary tract infection of the soul’. The reference to basic human needs descends into actual scatology as he starts Part Two of the audiobook, James Joyce‐style, on ‘a dinky little commode which I’m currently sitting on’. His visit to the on‐board bus lavatory is a success: ‘Job’s a good ’un’, he crows. Michael Portillo would be as unlikely to be sarcastic about Preston’s functional architecture as he would be frank about his bowel movements. For Self, dealing with the realities of modern Britain goes hand in hand with the realities of human physical needs. It is his peculiar form of social realism. Self addresses some rather more serious matters when he gets off his throne and visits a Preston mosque. There, he finds younger Muslims who profess to be disinclined to share the social conservatism of ‘supposed community’ leaders of ‘first‐generation’ Islamists who do not necessarily speak for all British Muslims. Self wonders if such Muslims are trying hard to show Britain a more benign side to Islam because of pressures on Muslim communities that followed high‐profile terrorist attacks by Islamic extremists. Self, having done his best to see the good in Preston’s Muslims, seeks to find the good in Preston’s white trading communities. He conceals his distaste for a Brexit‐supporting butcher and cheerfully approves of the man’s passion for selling only local meat.

Self moves on to Middlesbrough, another profoundly unfashionable place. He sounds a bit like Portillo as he enthusiastically enjoys the operation of the city’s well‐known Tees Transporter Bridge, but, unPortillo‐like, he laments the impact of the so‐called gig economy and is outraged (but, perhaps, smugly vindicated) when he hears that Brexit has immediately caused the downsizing of a computer gaming business. As the journey progresses‚ the narrative becomes less overtly sarcastic and more tired, resigned: the journey towards Glasgow is referred to simply as ‘the mobile purgatory known as the bus north’. He visits the new town of East Kilbride. There, his discussions about declining golf club membership recall his conversations about declining social club engagement in Devonport. He notes, too, the apparent rise of Scottish national identity. He finds this even in a Church with an ageing, declining congregation. There, ‘being British is the least important’ thing: they are ‘Scottish first’. Brexit, Self implies, has enhanced Scottish separatism and further weakened notions about any putative British or United Kingdom identity.

Self concludes his journey by taking the boat across the Irish Sea and visiting Derry. Like a 1970s Troubles poet‚ he contrasts the picturesque light over Belfast Lough with the grimness of the Europa Bus Centre and the ‘pouring rain’ over the M2. His initial, superficial impression of the walled city of Derry is that it is ‘peaceful, beautiful and very old’. But he is depressed to hear about divisions that continue in the city: Ursula, a seemingly kindly Bed and Breakfast proprietor‚ says that she does not judge others but is decidedly Irish in identity and could never call her city ‘Londonderry’ rather than ‘Derry’. He sits in at a cross‐community discussion at the Nerve Centre and is appalled by the ‘effectively apartheid society’ in the sectarian politics‐dominated city. Motivated by cultural antipathy and/or genuine safety concerns, one young Protestant man claims that he must stay out of most parts of the largely Catholic city. Self then speaks to a friend, the writer, Carlo Gébler, who grimly warns Self about the threat of dissident, violent Irish Republican agitators who have been ‘indefatigably … going about their work’. It is an extraordinarily bleak ending to Self’s journey to find out about British identity, his apparently sincere effort to understand both the motivation for and the impact of Brexit. In conclusion, then, Will Self’s Great British Bus Journey is an integral part of the Self canon: it has his tendency for sarcasm, his literary wordiness and allusion, his contempt for bourgeois ignorance about real social ills‚ and his amused immersion in the seamier aspects of unglamorous British (or even post‐British life). But it has his compassion for ordinary people too. This is because Will Self is not just a gaudy, attention‐seeking, smart‐assed fiction writer and cultural commentator. Taken as a whole, his fictional and non‐fictional corpus has a voice that is spirited, generous‚ and humane. And across all genres it has a remarkable consistency.
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Preface



Companions to literary periods, genres, concepts, or even individual authors might differ slightly in terms of what their contributors have to say, but in all other respects they follow a prescribed formula. The first team of Romantic poets or Renaissance dramatists has already been chosen, with some slight controversy surrounding those who deserve to be on the bench, as it were. The menu of sub‐categories of literary theory is a given, as is the list of main texts and themes that determine the ways we research and teach major authors. But how do we set about prescribing the thematic contours and individuals that make up ‘Contemporary Literature’? Contemporary means the present, or at a stretch the recent past, and while we can gain some conception of the major players in the here and now by assessing their treatment by the ‘high cultural’ media – review articles, newspaper and magazine profiles, and interviews, TV and radio appearances, literary prizes, well‐publicized appearances at Hay, Cheltenham et al. – what we cannot do is predict that fame will endure. The long‐term legacy of a writer, their continued presence as valued literary artists thirty years after their death, is determined largely by academia. While modules in Contemporary Writing are attractive prospects for undergraduates, they are underpinned by an unanswered question: are the writers who feature most prominently in the module the ones who will by general consensus be formally installed in the canon in thirty years’ time? In truth, we don’t know. Routinely, the roster of major contemporary British novelists is headed by the likes of Martin Amis, Ian McEwan, Julian Barnes, Salman Rushdie, Graham Swift, and others who rose to prominence in the 1970s and 1980s. They are all white, male, products of prestigious universities and, technically, pensioners. There are many competitors in the competition to become enduring literary ‘greats’, and these figures tend to be more varied regarding gender, ethnicity, background, and indeed talent.

In one respect, this volume is a detailed reference guide made up of individual chapters on given authors and on themes which reflect the ways that literature today questions what we might have taken for granted a generation ago.

In another, it is an invitation to the reader to address the question raised above: who among contemporary authors will prove to be the more influential and enduring of her or his generation?

This volume is made up of three parts:


	The First is the Introduction, which includes four short chapters that set the scene for what will follow, in terms of the boundary between the present and the past, and new developments in terms of genre, nationality, and locality.

	Part Two, the longest, involves chapters on individual authors. Some began to make an impact as early as the beginning of the Sixties, but often their influence is still palpable for those who are far more recent, those who have variously curated and challenged the legacies of the old order. As a consequence, we have arranged them chronologically according to their dates of birth. You can, in literal terms, witness post‐1950s literary history in Britain and Ireland as it unfolds and spills into the twenty‐first century. We have selected authors for inclusion according to two main criteria: they are exceptional in terms of their treatment of their genre or genres, and potentially able to influence the near future of writing; they project into their work something of their background, circumstances, or sense of themselves (involving, ethnic legacy, gender and/or sexuality, affiliation to place, nation, class, etc.) that indicates how literature today is about our world. In due course, our selection might prove to be misguided, and in reading the volume today you might disagree with our choices. Read the chapters, make up your mind, and feed this dialogue back into your research, seminars, and essays.

	The Third Part contains theme‐focused chapters that relate specifically to the Contemporary and involve issues as various as ethnicity, nationality, gender, sexuality, and new formations of genre. Pick out concepts that interest you. Most of the authors who epitomize or engage with these themes will feature both in the Part Three chapters and be covered in more detail in chapters devoted exclusively to them in the Second Part. Make journeys between these parts and ask questions, such as: do the theme‐based chapters enable us to better frame and appreciate the achievements of individual writers? By classifying authors as parts of an ongoing trend do we diminish their individuality and originality?

	No collection on Contemporary Writing can make a claim to being comprehensive. By the same token, nor can an ordnance survey map tell you everything about your landscape: you need to explore the latter with the help of the former. So use this Companion as a map of the Contemporary; follow its routes, take note of its monuments and boundaries, but don’t trust it to tell you everything. It is a guide but eventually you will need to take it with you on an exploration of your own.








PART TWO
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Jackie Kay

NERYS WILLIAMS



Jackie Kay is a Scottish poet, novelist, short story writer‚ and dramatist. She was born to a Scottish mother and Nigerian father‚ and as a five‐month old baby was adopted by a Scottish couple‚ Helen and John Kay. Kay was raised in Glasgow with an older adoptive brother Maxwell, and graduated from the University of Stirling in 1989 with a degree in English. She published her first volume of poetry‚ The Adoption Papers (1991)‚ to considerable critical acclaim. Openly gay, Kay was in a long‐term partnership with poet Carol Ann Duffy for fifteen years. The mother of one is a prodigious writer and to date she has published eight volumes of poetry, a novel, three collections of short stories‚ and numerous plays and books for children. Kay has won several awards for her poetry and prose‚ which include an Eric Gregory Award (1991), Scottish First Book of the Year (1992), Somerset Maugham Award (1994), Guardian Fiction Prize (1998), Cholmondeley Award (2003), and British Book Awards deciBel Writer of the Year (2007). In 2016‚ she was named the new Makar, the national poet for Scotland. In this role she follows Edwin Muir and Liz Lochhead. Kay currently lives in Manchester and is the vice chancellor at Salford University. In 2016‚ Kay was elected as a Fellow of the Royal Society of Edinburgh.

As an adopted child of mixed race, Kay’s poetry documents the difficulty of her positioning in a Scottish landscape, and how language use asserts affiliations while also presenting diversities. Nancy Gish suggests that ‘Kay’s self‐conscious play on voices, dialects and discourses destabilizes any notion of a consistent unified self’ (Gish 2003, 268). Kay states that ‘people can’t contain being both things, being Black and being Scottish without thinking there is an inherent contradiction there’ (Kay 1990, 121–122). These tensions come to the fore in a later poem ‘In My Country’, in which the poet is asked by a woman ‘Where do you come from?’ and Kay’s response is ‘Here. These parts’ (Kay 1993, 24). Finding a space of identification is key to many of Kay’s poems and this sense of in‐betweenness or liminality, Scottish‐Nigerian, gay vs. straight, Scots dialect vs. English permeates her work.

Kay has written an account of her journey to Nigeria to meet her birth father, in her autobiography Red Dust Road (2011), which was complemented by a book of lyric poems Fiere (2011). In Red Dust Road, Kay comments with humour and pathos on their first and also last encounter:


He’s carrying a plastic bag. A white plastic bag. When I met my mother, she was also holding a plastic bag. Both my birth parents, on first sight looked like some homeless people look, who carry important papers in carrier bags.

(Kay 2011a, 3)


The plastic bag held by Kay’s biological father initially offers the illusion of important documentation, which may formalize the relationship between birth father and daughter. Valerie L. Popp has commented on the frequent appearance of official documents in Kay’s work and how her poetry in particular challenges the authority of such documentation. Popp suggests that ‘by incorporating fragments of these official papers into her works, Kay records the rifts between legal nationality and informal national identity in postcolonial Britain’ (Popp 2012, 293). In Red Dust Road, Kay quickly realises that her birth father is more intent on religious conversion than acknowledgement and celebration, since he takes a Bible from the plastic bag. Sadly, Kay realizes that ‘I’m a secret, a forty year old secret and must remain one, unless I accept the Lord’ (Kay 2011a, 10). In the poem ‘Things Fall Apart’ from an earlier volume Life Mask (2005), Kay frames this encounter in colonial terms, taking her poem’s title from the novel by Nigerian author Chinua Achebe.1 The father’s face is painfully described: ‘Christianity had scrubbed his black face with a hard brush’ (Kay 2005, 33). In Red Dust Road, the father views his daughter in a cycle of shame and evangelical rebirth: ‘You are my past sin, let us deliberate on new birth’ (Kay 2011a, 178).

Red Dust Road successfully ventilates the standard autobiographical narrative with the inclusion of small inter‐chapters; these move us to back and forth between past and present. As Petra Tournay‐Theodotou states‚ the structure of the book is ‘suggestive in itself’:


Kay’s temporal and spatial trajectories are evocatively conveyed by the narrative’s non‐chronological form, which follows a division into chapters either denoting a specific location (e.g. Glasgow, Ukpor) or a year (1969, 2009 etc.) as key dates and points of reference. This lack of linearity not only emulates the working of memory but is also meaningful as a reflection of the work’s narrative and ideological content in that it captures the fractures and instabilities of a diasporic subjectivity.

(Tournay‐Theodotou 2014, 16)


The inter‐chapters break up the autobiography’s narrative and introduce a number of familial vignettes and pivotal, if not cathartic‚ spots of time. These include first meetings with her birth mother, racism at school, her first kiss, homophobia on a university campus‚ and the failing health of her elderly adoptive parents. However, it is Kay’s poignant journey to visit her father’s village which frames the momentum and resolution in the self‐portrait. Following the one disappointing meeting with her birth father, Kay’s subsequent journey in Nigeria is to visit her family’s village. During her visitation‚ she recognises a landscape that has often been imagined, but never inhabited. Kay comments: ‘The whole time I’ve been in Nigeria, I’ve never come across a red‐dust road exactly like the one in my imagination until I’d come to my own village’ (Kay 2011a, 213). This union between body and landscape is presented in epiphanic terms and synthesises into a life journey: ‘I take off my shoes so the red earth can touch my bare soles. It's as if my footprints were already on the road before I even got there. I walk into them, my waiting footprints’ (Kay 2011a, 213).

Throughout her career, there has been a tendency to review Kay’s poetry in light of her biography. To some degree this is inevitable given Kay’s keen interest in exploring heritage, race‚ and ethnicity in her writing. Red Dust Road’s frank discussion of Kay’s life reasserts that there is a definitive link between biographical events and her poetry. However, the poet stresses in interviews that she views her biography as a ‘starting ground from which to explore the broader conditions of multicultural Britain and identity in general’ (Paddy). Turning to her poetry and her first volume‚ The Adoption Papers, one must not overlook Kay’s use of poetry as a method of experiment and enquiry. Most arresting is the first section of which is dedicated the title poem, a poetic sequence divided into ten chapters in three sections and given to three different voices. The text is reminiscent of Sylvia Plath’s radio play Three Women, Plath being another poet whose work is overshadowed by her biography.2 Three Women is set in a maternity ward and was broadcast on the Third Programme on 19 August 1962. Plath’s poetry play is in fact three monologues; she leaves the three female speakers consciously unnamed. The first woman gives birth to a son, the second speaker enters the ward miscarrying her child‚ and the third is carrying a child but chooses to have her adopted. Kay’s The Adoption Papers was dramatized and broadcast on BBC Radio Three on 28 August 1990. Unlike Plath’s radio poem, The Adoption Papers focuses on the conception, birth‚ and adoption of a single child. The three speakers are unnamed, but are given key monikers and identities in the text through the use of different typefaces. The adopted daughter is presented in Palatino, the adoptive mother in Gill‚ and the birthmother in Bodoni. Crucially, this work refutes presenting the three voices as free‐standing soliloquies. Instead‚ the interaction between these three different typefaces on the page creates a complex web of interdependence between birth mother, child‚ and adoptive mother. In interviews‚ Kay has been keen to stress that at the time of writing, she had yet to pursue any form of contact with either her birth mother or father. In fact, her impressions of both were dependent from the retold narratives of her adoptive mother.3

In The Adoption Papers, Kay uses the sequence of ten chapters to create an imagined linguistic space where the voices of all three women can interchange without a prevailing hierarchy. Ulrick Zimmerman goes as far as to gesture to the work as a ‘polyphonic poetry sequence’ (Zimmerman 2008, 123). The sense of an encounter with an unidentifiable face is emphasised in the poem. We are told that that the birth mother ‘is faceless/ She has no nose’ (Kay 1991, 30). Small details are drawn upon to fill this absence of identity: ‘She likes hockey best … She was a waitress’ (Kay 1991, 30). Kay asserts that the process of writing The Adoption Papers allowed her to recognise that she had always had ‘an imaginative – an imaginary– birth mother that I’ve carried around with me’ (Gish 2004, 171). Indeed, she describes this creative process in highly visceral terms as a role reversal of the relationship between birth mother and daughter: ‘I wanted, in my writing, to give birth, if you'd like, to that birth mother, so that rather than giving birth to me, this was me giving birth to her’ (Gish 2004, 171).

With great pathos, Kay dramatizes the longing of the adoptive mother who wants to ‘stand in front of the mirror/ swollen bellied’ and desires the experience of birth pain ‘the tearing searing pain’ (Kay 1991, 11). The process of securing adoption is told in comedic terms; the communist adoptive parents are visited by their social worker. Kay cleverly dramatizes how all evidence of political beliefs is literally hidden inside, or underneath domestic objects: ‘I put Marx Engels Lenin (no Trotsky)/ in the airing cupboard’ and ‘All the copies of The Daily Worker / I shoved under the sofa’ (Kay 1991, 14–15). Crucially, the sequence highlights the importance of having the agency, ability‚ and access to information to create one’s own narrative. The daughter views her original birth certificate in order to find ‘my mother’s name, my original name/ the hospital I was born in, the time I came’ (Kay 1991, 12). For Popp the inclusion of such ‘fragments’ of official documents enables Kay to record ‘the rifts between legal nationality and informal national identity in postcolonial Britain’ (Popp 2012, 294). The daily racism experienced by the daughter is certainly explicit; in school she chases another child’s call of ‘Sambo, Sambo all the way from the school gates’ as well as being subjected to shouts of ‘Dirty Darkie’ (Kay 1991, 24). In lieu of blood relation, Kay weaves a compelling narrative of adoptive love. The adoptive mother asserts that ‘I have told her stories’ and that she was always ‘the first to hear her in the night’ (Kay 1991, 23). When her daughter begins to talk, the adoptive mother ‘heard my voice under hers’ (Kay 1991, 23). For Kay, personal anecdotes, an adoptive family history‚ and speech patterns reformulate ideas of belonging and the nurture of a life story.

Central to Kay’s poetry is the recuperation of women’s history and particularly black women’s history. Critics have related this impetus in her writing to her situating as a Black Woman Scottish poet. Matt Richardson proposes that ‘primarily, Kay’s work suggests that people of African descent in the United Kingdom find a precarious (im)balance between their relationships to blackness and black identity and their Scottish or English or Welsh identities’ (Richardson 2012, 364). He adds that ‘ultimately, Kay’s work suggests that to be black and Scottish is to be absent from the national historical imaginary’ (Richardson 2012, 364). A key poem from the collection Off Colour (1998) ‘Hottentot Venus’ seeks to inhabit the life and body of Saartjie ‘Sarah’ Baartman, a nineteenth‐century Khoikhoi woman captured and eventually exhibited as a sideshow attraction in European Fairs. ‘Hottentot’ was originally the offensive name given by explorers to the Khoi people. Kay grants Baartman a voice and in the process describes her fate as a freak or requisitioned body, a victim of colonial exploitation. Baartman presents herself initially as series of simulated body parts:


They made a plaster cast of my corpse

took wax moulds of my genitals and anus,

my famous anomalous buttocks

till with the last sigh in me left my body.

(Kay 1998, 25)


Baartman’s black body is presented as property to be apportioned in the interests of ‘scientific’ enquiry. As the poem progresses‚ Baartman is described in animalistic terms: she paces simian‐like in her cage ‘an orang outang’, her hair is ‘woolly’, her skin is ‘a hide’, and her hips are ‘flanks’ (Kay 1998, 25). Kay also draws attention to the spectatorial cruelty of viewings. A woman with ‘gloved hands’ and ‘small stone eyes’ pokes ‘her parasol into my privates’ (Kay 1998, 25). Baartman attempts to pursue a desperate autonomy and self‐determination during her enforced passage to Europe. She is asked in ‘her own bush tongue’ if she wants ‘to be exhibited in this fashion’ (Kay 1998, 26). Baartman replies in the English as a bid to assert control, authority‚ and evoke empathy in her questioners: ‘I said the English words I’d heard them say often./ Money. Freedom. My Boer keeper smiled’ (Kay 1998, 26).

Off Colour offers a number of poems which reclaim women’s personal histories. In ‘Josephine Miles House’, the speaker inhabits the home of the first tenured female Professor of English at U.C. Berkeley. Miles bequeathed her house to the university‚ and it is often used as a residence for the visiting Roberta C. Holloway Lecturer in the Practice of Poetry. The relationship between the speaker and her imaginary host is an uneasy one: ‘I am living inside your house/ spying on you’ (Kay 1998, 51). As a literary critic and poet, Miles nurtured key poets associated with the San Francisco Renaissance, Jack Spicer and Robin Blaser, as well as Beat poets Diane Wakoski and Allen Ginsberg. One senses early on that Kay’s ‘inhabiting’ of Miles’s house is also an attempt to decipher her life and forge a sense of solidarity, mentorship‚ and imagined poetic community. Initially however, even the marginalia in Miles’s library appears encrypted to prevent direct access to the casual reader:


William Butler Yeats Autobiography

squiggles at certain passages and codes:

R, N, 904, P. All pencil. 1946

(Kay 1998, 51)


Miles suffered from a form of degenerative arthritis that greatly reduced her mobility and eventually her ability to type. Kay describes domestic activities that Miles could not perform; the speaker uses ‘your gassy cooker’ and the ‘old yellow sink’ knowing that ‘you never used them yourself’ (Kay 1998, 51). Echoing Thom Gunn’s elegy ‘Duncan’ to Robert Duncan, the final stanza of Kay’s poem envisages Miles carried up the steps of ‘Wheeler’, the building which is home to the English Department at U.C. Berkeley. Gunn’s earlier poem recalls Duncan’s fall on Wheeler steps, weakened by kidney failure and on daily dialysis.4 Kay’s relationship with Miles is presented in textual terms; it begins as an epistolary exchange, which eventually becomes a spoken conversation that asserts itself as a ‘continuity’ (Kay 1998, 52).

Kay’s imaginative recreation of women’s life histories in Off Colour takes a surreal turn in ‘The Birth and Death of Bette Davies’. Opening as a comedic helter‐skelter from the birth canal, we encounter the film star already formed, but in a diminutive body: ‘She came out / smoking a cigarette saying, / I never ever want to do that again’ (Kay 1998, 39). Throughout the poem Kay ventriloquizes the speech patterns of the femme fatale; she is part bête noir and part playful tyrant. Baby Davis refuses her mother’s breast milk, demanding gin and roaring at ‘the feeble midwife’ (Kay 1998, 39). In the second section of the poem, Davis’s ageing body is identifiable with the medium that made her – Davis’s eyes are ‘covered in film’ (Kay 1998, 39); her witty repartee has ground to a halting series of jaded one‐liners. Even the language of celebrity film star magazines works against her, since her ‘bow and arrow’ eyebrows end up ‘stuck in a tree’ (Kay 1998, 39). As is frequently the case in Kay’s poems, what initially appears as a throwaway comedic exercise, ends in a thoughtful, yet unsentimental depiction of ageing and mortality. A poem that appears to be immediately accessible, and pitched to a broad audience, can quickly morph into a sequence that chronicles linguistic opacities.

In an interview with Gish, Kay proposes that an extended range of conflicting identity positions are crucial to her sense of freedom:


As Walt Whitman famously put it ‘you say I contradict myself/ Very well, I contradict myself,/ I am large, I contain multitudes.’ The self is multitudes. The self is complex and often contradictory. It's all right for me, for instance to say I’m Black and I’m Scottish; it’s not a contradiction for me, although lots of people regard it as such. That is my experience; I’m Black and I’m Scottish. There is no problem with that at all.

(Gish 2004, 173–174).


A sequence of poems in Life Mask (2005) examines the intersection between performance, autobiography, relationship break‐up‚ and love. In 2004‚ a bronze head of Kay was sculpted by the artist Michael Snowden, and their conversations during her sittings inspired the poetic sequence. The head is now exhibited as part of twelve herms in Edinburgh Business Park (Kay 2007, unnumbered). Kay writes that Snowden talked her through the whole process: ‘Michael said things like “clay has no personality” or ‘clay is freedom’ or “plaster is unforgiving.” It sparked off a series of poems’ (Kay 2007, unnumbered).

One has to be careful to avoid reading the sequence as a series of discrete personas; instead one could propose that the work communicates how different aspects of selfhood may be depicted in the series of living masks. Instead of presenting masks as objects which conceal identity, Kay opens up the process of actualising the self, of performing the multiple identifications that might form a ‘song of myself’. Initially in ‘Unforgiving Plaster’, Kay explores the unflattering verisimilitude that the material records. The severity of the face is apparent in ‘hard cheek bones, thin mouth, furrowed brow’ and its depiction of a ‘cargo of resentment’ (Kay 2005, 26). The face’s imprint offers testimony to the past: ‘The past is there to be raked over’ (Kay 2005, 26). By contrast ‘Wax’ dwells on the multiple experiences of loss and how these may be imprinted on the face; the speaker questions: ‘When you lose your love / does it show in your face?’ (Kay 2005, 27). Ideas of monumentality and permanence are approached in ‘Bronze’, since the end of a relationship creates a face ‘stopped in time’ (Kay 2005, 28). ‘The Mask of the Martyr’ makes a spectacle of grief and mourning ‘a black hood over my ears’ (Kay 2005, 29). Paradoxically, the speaker admits that the performance of her grief, her ‘broken heart is part disguise’ (Kay 2005, 29).

These successive masks also dramatize an evolving response to a relationship break‐up. As the sequence progresses, we encounter images of adaptation, regeneration‚ and rebirth. In ‘Mid Life Mask’, the disaffection of the speaker is described as being ‘sick to death / of the life at the tail end’ (Kay 2005, 30). However, what eventually emerges from beneath the mask is a new face splitting ‘fresh skin under the hard white’ (Kay 2005, 30). This ‘new’ woman is subsequently presented as a face cocooned, since in ‘Plaster’ she is described as ‘shielded/ by the dark’ with ‘Nothing left to talk about’ (Kay 2005, 31). Contrary to our expectations, this impression of blankness in the sequence offers new possibility, a nascent beginning‚ even ‘a state of grace’ (Kay 2005, 31). Importantly, Gish reminds us we should not substitute the poet indiscriminately for the characters that she creates:


Kay’s characters are not Kay, but they are also no persona, not masks or deliberated fictional selves … the coexistence of these voices – the I, not I, or lyric/ dramatic, forms Kay’s distinctive and experimental language uses.

(Gish 2004, 185)


When we come to ‘Clay=Freedom’, Kay asserts the liberty of the artist to create another identity for the sitting model. The speaker in this poem urges the sculptor to take ‘my face’ and give it ‘another name’, to create ‘another shape’ (Kay 2005, 41). Far from asserting human portraiture as a static art object, Kay is keen to stress its morphic possibilities, the seduction of change and transformation‚ and the desire of the subject to be called by ‘the other name’ (Kay 2005, 41).

This sequence of poems was put to music by The Spontaniacs and performed at the Edinburgh Jazz Festival. The collaborative possibilities between jazz, blues and writing is evident in Kay’s work. Her prizewinning first novel Trumpet (2009) examines the life and death of a transgendered black jazz musician living in the United Kingdom. The novel was inspired by the biography of a female‐male transgendered person, Billy Tipton, born Dorothy Tipton, a white jazz musician in the United States. Matt Richardson notes that ‘when Tipton died in 1989 his body was designated female … the publicity over Tipton’s death and subsequent discovery of his female birth, inspired her to write Trumpet’(Richardson 2012, 362–363). Jazz and the blues offer Kay another window on her complex identification as a young black girl, growing up in Glasgow, in an all‐white neighbourhood:


It doesn’t seem the most likely place to be introduced to the blues, but then blues travel to wherever the blues‐lovers go. In my street and in the neighbouring streets to Brackenbrae Avenue, I never saw another black person. There was my brother and me. That was it.

(Kay 1997, 9)


Early in The Adoption Papers Bessie Smith makes an appearance in a childhood kitchen where two young girls are practicing their ballroom dancing. Kay revels in the anachronistic impulse of these two friends. The girls refuse to put posters of ‘Donny Osmond or David Cassidy’ on their bedroom walls (Kay 1991, 23). Instead of following the zeitgeist, the girls prefer to put on ‘the old record player and mime to Pearl Bailey’ (Kay 1991, 23). Borrowing the idiom of the blues‚ the speaker asserts that she is ‘tired of the life I lead, tired of the blues I breed/ and Bessie Smith I can’t do without my kitchen man’ (Kay 1991, 23). Kay credits Smith as being a major influence and admits that in some poems she fuses Smith’s style of delivery with her Glaswegian tongue:


So the language of the blues and the language in Scotland sort of fuse, so you have a mixture, a sort of Celtic blues I suppose you might call it. I’m trying to copy some of the rhythms of the blues, but change them too, and echo some of the rhythms of Scottish folk songs, but change them.

(Gish 2004, 179)


This impetus towards fusing elements of jazz, blues‚ and dialect is evident in ‘Maw Broon Visits a Therapist’ from Off Colour. Kay takes her character from the famous comic strip about a family ‘The Broons’, written in Scots, published in the weekly Scottish Sunday post since 1936. The comic strip family live in a tenement flat, in the fictional town of ‘Auchenshoogle’. Kay builds upon the repetition of key words and phrases which form an anaphoric conversation:


A’ dinny ken who Maw Broon is anymare.

A’ canny remember my Christian name.

A’ remember when A’ wis a wean,

folks cried me something

(Kay 1998, 46)


Kay builds on the vernacular texture of the blues, importing into her poem the syncopated rhythms of jazz. Textual impressions of spontaneity and improvisation provide a useful context for the poem’s subject of the ‘talking cure’, or psycho‐therapeutic intervention. The use of dialect and idiom creates on the page a deliberate sense of opacity; the transcription of spoken speech presents language as a material that can be shaped and moulded. This imaginative melding of improvisatory speech and iteration enables a condensed biography to emerge. Maw Broon describes herself as ‘A’m built like a bothy, hefty’, she portrays herself as worn out and despondent through Glaswegian dialect and clanging internal rhyme: ‘A’m constantly wabbit and crabbit/ ma hale family taks me for grantit’ (Kay 1998, 47). In Off Colour, Kay offers a further ventriloquized Maw Broon voice in the ‘The Broons’ Bairn’s Black’ and draws on additional characters from the comic strip in another poem, ‘Paw Broon on the Starr Report’. This incremental building of identifiable caricatures in Kay’s poetry echoes the blues narrative’s focus on creating key voices who find consolation through their expression of despair. This form of ventriloquism also could be read as building from John Berryman’s evocation of the figure of Henry as a foil for the speaker’s voice in The Dream Songs.5 The Broon poems were such a success that in 2013 Glasgow’s Tron Theatre dramatized Kay’s poetry as The New Maw Broon Monologues.

Dialect in Kay’s poetry offers not only a form of linguistic freedom, but also negotiates a complex intercultural positioning. In ‘Old Tongue’ from Life Mask, Kay negotiates her relationship with Received Pronunciation and Scots dialect. Describing a child’s journey ‘south’, the poem portrays the colour and vibrancy of dialect language against the staid confines of so‐called ‘correct’ enunciation. This movement from place is coupled with an abstracted sense of loss. Words are mourned since the poem chronicles not only the loss of accented speech but of an alternative language use. Attempting to fit into a new environment, the child suffers the loss of an alternative language which gives expression to emotion and even insult: ‘eedyit’ for idiot, ‘heidbanger’ for someone out of control (Kay 2005, 50). Others describe the timbre of an emotional state such as dreich drab or dreary. Kay emphatically illustrates how this loss is a visceral sensation, with the defecting words described as having their own anarchic personalities. Hence the speaker admits that if she had found the words ‘wandering’ she would have ‘swallowed them whole, knocked them back’ (Kay 2005, 50). The imposition of a new accent is also seen in physical terms, since her ‘vowels start to stretch like my bones’ (Kay 2005, 50). Kay’s description of a linguistic metamorphosis indicates how identity can be inhabited in a language. This dual inhabiting becomes‚ towards the end of the poem, a struggle for the restitution of identity, dramatized as – ‘My dour soor Scottish tongue’ (Kay 2005, 50). The closing vigorous statement ‘I wanted to gie it laldie’ (Kay 2005, 50), with its emphasis on giving it all, affirms not only a Scottish identity but the role of a minor language as a powerful vehicle of self‐expression. Kay is acutely aware of how dialect can also restrict the expansive needs of a poet examining the complexity of identity formation. Responding to a question regarding her affinity to the poetry of her friend and early mentor Tom Leonard, Kay states that ‘I want the speech patterns to be Glaswegian … in terms of the word orders, the structures, the syntax, and the emphasis and the repetition’ (Gish 2004, 177). However, she stresses that ‘I don’t want that work to be so densely Scottish, so densely packed with Scottish language and writing, that it kind of traps me in’ (Gish 2004, 177).

Kay’s sensitivity to the place of minority languages and dialects takes centre stage in ‘Sign.’ ‘Sign’ dramatizes the failure to recognise alternate languages as having any agency or role. This failure to acknowledge is perceived as a brutalising statement of ‘no language at all’ (Kay 2005, 20). The poem focuses upon the role of sign language as a space of immediacy where body and abstract thought conjoin in the presence of ‘Everything grows / in the right place’ where things are seen in ‘the present tense: a flashback is something held between her thumb and her index finger’ (Kay 2005, 20). Kay places the focus on the spatial relationships created in signing between ‘mouth, eyes and hands’, which become a cosmic map of ‘space between the planets’ (Kay 2005, 21). The intricacy of the patterning of space through body language, gesture‚ and eyes creates an important inter‐subjective space. Yet through the perspective of those who cannot read these actions they become mere ‘miming’ or ‘pantomime’ (Kay 2005, 21). A dominant drive towards vocal expression is portrayed in distressing terms where the subject of the poem has her hands tied behind her back and is forced to repeat words without signing ‘until / she has no language at all’ (Kay 2005, 21). Provocatively, Kay uses the startling perceptions of signing as a language of space and body where abstracted thought becomes tangible, to chart the threat posed to minority languages: The little languages / squashed, stamped upon, cleared out / to make way / for the big one, better tongue’ (Kay 2005, 21). This attention to multiple language use and challenge to a dominant English Tongue is articulated in Kay’s work through its multiple references to inclusion and multiplicity. As Gish states in her assessment of contemporary Scottish poets: ‘poets who are complicating these linguistic borders are creating not something in between “mainstream” and “experimental” but culturally specific experimentation demanding of those who have internalized the dominant dialect the effort required to read genuinely different cultural work’ (Gish 2003, 273).

Richardson proposes that Kay’s volumes of poetry are ‘concerned with how black people in the United Kingdom come into political and personal consciousness of their multifaceted identities in nations that reject their claims to the nation by regarding them as permanent outsiders and “newcomers”’ (Richardson 2012, 364). Kay proposes that to be Black and Scottish is a contradiction of traditional definitions: ‘Scottish is constructed as white. But to be ‘Scottish in Britain’ is already to be marginalised’ (Gish 2004, 185). It has become almost axiomatic to comment that Kay’s poetry and prose negotiates the complexity of what it is to be Scottish and Black and queer. However‚ a retrospective of the 1984 issue of The Feminist Review, subtitled Many Voices, One Chant: Black Feminist Perspectives, reminds us that expressing forms of British female Blackness and sexuality in the 1980s was truly revolutionary. One of the original editors of Many Voices, Pratibha Parmar, comments that ‘there was definitely a feeling that we were doing something that had not been done before, i.e. articulating and creating a forum for discussions and reflections on our intersectional identities. It was an opening to an expectation of the endless possibilities of our shared sisterhood’ (Gunaratnam 2014, 1).

Being named the Makar, or National Scottish laureate in 2016 offered Kay an important public voice. The Scottish Government appoints the Makar every five years, and Kay is the third National Poet appointed. Kay has embarked upon the position with considerable gusto and enthusiasm. She is expected to write two poems a year and perform six events. For her the Makarship has an important social, cultural‚ and political dimension. In an interview, Kay proposes that her aim is to ‘do six expected events and six unexpected ones … I like the idea of every event having a mirror, a partner. So if you were doing an event in an arts venue, you might also appear in an old people’s home nearby’ (Goring). Unsurprisingly, Kay has been keen to update ideas of Scottish identity into the twenty‐first century – her overarching ambition is to reflect the increasing diversity and multiculturalism of the nation. One of her ideas has included the submission of poetry online from all citizens on the subject ‘My Scotland/: ‘They could write it in any language – it could be Polish, Doric, Gaelic, Glaswegian – and then we’d get a sense of the multi‐voiced and multi‐facedness of Scotland’ (Goring).

Kay is keenly aware that her role as Makar means that she must appeal to the Scottish nation as a whole, and she does not want to perform an evident political protest poetry that might alienate elements of her constituency ‘I do not want to be rent –a‐quote. I do not want to become a political pundit’ (Goring). Crucially, the year of Kay’s appointment also coincided with the United Kingdom’s referendum regarding membership of the European Union (colloquially known as ‘Brexit’). The referendum, held on the 23 June 2016, resulted in a majority voting to leave. At the time of the result, Kay was on a United Kingdom‐wide poetry Shore to Shore Tour with the UK poet laureate Carol Ann Duffy, National poet of Wales Gillian Clarke, Imtiaz Dharker‚ and John Sampson. Writing a diary of the tour for the Guardian, Kay recalls her feelings the morning after the Brexit result:


It’s like bereavement. When you first wake, for the first few seconds that loved one is still in your world, then you remember and are distraught. I hadn’t realised it would hit me like this. None of us had. It’s a trauma. A body blow to the country.

(Kay 2016)


She adds that the biggest shock was ‘that none of us saw this juggernaut of racism approaching. It is coming down the main roads and the slip roads and even beautiful country lanes at huge astonishing speed. We have to stop it. We cannot wait to cross the border. We cannot wait to feel at home’ (Kay 2016). Kay has found balancing her public role with the immediate aftermath of the Brexit vote a difficult proposition. Reading in Caernarfon the day the result was announced‚ she recited an earlier‐penned satirical poem profile of the United Kingdom Independence Party leader, Nigel Farage, entitled ‘Extinction’. It is a poem that also addresses climate change scepticism. The poem relies on repetition and rhetorical performance, and performed in the rather more sombre context of a disappointed post‐Brexit audience offers a political reading of the United Kingdom’s future border controls. ‘Extinction’ was also published alongside the report of the tour in the Guardian and plays on a litany of negatives for example such as: ‘No trees, no plants, no immigrants./ No foreign nurses’. Its crescendo relies on the punch line of a pun, which is directed explicitly at Farage:


We shut it down! No immigrants, no immigrants.

No snivelling‐recycling‐global‐warming nutters.

Little man, little woman, the world is a dangerous place.

Now, pour me a pint, dear. Get out of my fracking face.

(Kay 2016)


Kay’s poem works as of satirical political ventriloquism, and plays well to a crowd as a protest poem. But it is important to assert that Kay’s body of work already includes poems which perform ‘politically’ with considerable sophistication, and do not require such explicitly topical contexts. On reflection‚ her eight volumes of poetry offer a complex negotiation of race, nationality‚ and sexuality. Even before accepting the public role of Makar, Kay’s poetry could only be deemed inherently political. As Kay herself puts it: ‘When you write about a Black Scottish woman, you are automatically being political in some way, just because that identity is coming to the fore and you’re writing about it almost irrespective of what you say’ (Gish 2004, 179).
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Kathleen Jamie is a Scottish writer of poetry, essays, radio plays, and travel and nature writing. She was born in Renfrewshire (Scotland's Western Lowlands), grew up in Midlothian in ‘a semi‐ in a big scheme at the edge of Edinburgh' with ‘no literature in the house' (Jamie 2006). She started writing poetry in her teens, a process outside the basic functions of her home, school, and social life, which was ‘secretive and liberating and real' (Jamie, n.d. Stirling). Moving to Edinburgh to study Philosophy at the University, Jamie joined a writer's group with such writers as Andrew Greig, Brian McCabe, and Ron Butlin.

Her first poetry collection, Black Spiders, was published in 1981 while she was still an undergraduate, and led to Jamie winning an Eric Gregory Award. In 1986 a volume of letter poems, A Flame in Your Heart – written in collaboration with Greig – was published by Bloodaxe books and also aired as a radio play on the BBC. From this point onwards, Jamie's work has been critically acclaimed within the United Kingdom: in 1993 she was one of the youngest poets represented in the Bloodaxe Anthology The New Poetry and in 1994 was elected a ‘New Generation Poet'. She has been the recipient of the T.S. Eliot Prize, the Costa Poetry Award, the Forward Prize (best volume and best poem), the Geoffrey Faber Memorial Prize, and Canada's International Griffin Poetry Prize among many others. Jamie was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature in 2009; 2015 saw the publication by Edinburgh University Press of the first book‐length creative/critical study of her work: Kathleen Jamie: Essays and Poems on Her Work, edited by Rachel Falconer. As of the date of writing, Jamie lives in Fife with her family, and, since 2011 has held a professorial post in Creative Writing at the University of Stirling, having previously taught Creative Writing at the University of Saint Andrews.

Jamie’s work, from the earliest days of the Edinburgh writer's group, is born out of and written into a sense of community and marked by its diversity; Jamie's poetic career began with and continues to be enriched by collaborations with other poets and artists (Jamie 1986, 1993, 2013a, and others). Her writing has been anthologized alongside that of her contemporaries (Burnside et al., 1996), is mentioned in the Lonely Planet guide to Pakistan and the Karakoram Highway (Singh 2008, 18), is prescribed on Higher and A‐Level English Literature syllabi, exhibited alongside artwork (Jamie and Collins 2013c), and installed on monuments (Jamie and Douglas 2013d). Jamie's writing, in both poetry and prose, is expressive and lyrical. The subjects and/or environments under scrutiny have ranged widely across her writing career, from (with Greig) the poetic reconstruction of the Battle of Britain, travelogues written from Pakistan, Tibet, or Scotland's many islands, essays and poems which engage with gender politics, the political history of Scotland, the science of the human body, and the archaeological, geological, and natural worlds: flora, fauna, living‐ and non‐living systems alike. In different contexts and at different stages in her writing life, Jamie has been cast as a feminist poet, a Scottish poet, a woman writer, a travel writer, an avant‐garde writer, a writer in the medical humanities, and, perhaps most of all at the present juncture, as a nature writer and/or ecopoet.

Her work has been published as ‘post‐feminist' (Rumens 1985), Scottish avant‐garde (Herbert and Price 1992), ‘women’s' (France 1993), ‘New British' (Paterson and Simic 2004), ‘new nature writing' (Jamie 2008a), ‘in the Scottish Dialect' (Burnside and Crawford 2009), and as botanically minded landscape poetry (Loose 2007). Academic criticism follows this schema of division into different categories of interest: as lyric poet (O'Neill in Falconer 2015), Scottish poet (Boden 2000; Watson 2007), feminist or ‘woman' poet (Kossick 2001; Rees‐Jones 2005), poet of the body (MacNaughton and Saunders in Jamie 2013c), post‐human poet or avant‐garde poet (Dósa 2009, Germana 2010), ecopoet (Gairn 2007; Collins 2011; Lilley 2013), and feminist environmentalist (Severin 2011). After the publication of The Queen of Sheba, Sean O'Brien was to write of Jamie's work as ‘a poetry of the Condition of Scotland' (O’Brien 1998, 268). But this ‘condition' is not inward‐facing (either personally or nationally), nor is it, although O'Brien self‐consciously echoes Thomas Carlyle here, solely political. Indeed, the title poem of that volume plants in suburban Scotland the spectacle of The Queen of Sheba, and takes on the affirmative voice of a young, female community: ‘Yes, we'd like to / clap the camels / to smell the spice / […] we want / to help her / ask some Difficult Questions'. And it is through this infinitely adaptable mythic figure and her ‘thousand laughing girls' that the poet challenges Scotland itself: ‘she's shouting for our wisest men / to test her mettle' (Jamie 2002b, 9–11). And Jamie's writing has, across her career thus far, developed a mechanism of close attention which allows the ‘Difficult Questions' to be asked, re‐framed, and asked again.

Yet this is a writer who encompasses all, questions all, and sits easily within none of these categories. Indeed, in interview for a profile for the Guardian, Jamie speaks of the role of the writer ‘to keep redefining and refreshing what these categories mean […] to keep pushing it and pushing it' (Jamie 2005a). Above these challenges and categorizations – the poet's ‘constellation of interests' (Jamie n.d. website) – there are elements of Jamie's work that have remained constant since her earliest poems and essays: her work overall is characterized by an ethics of attention to both the subject under scrutiny and its surrounding environment, a clarity and specificity of language use, and by a writing in what Matthew Reynolds has called an ‘expressive continuum' (Reynolds 2004) of poetic languages, shifting seamlessly between Scots and English.



A Strong Scots Accent of Mind

In the first section of his late collection of essays, Memories and Portraits, Robert Louis Stevenson wrote of the pervasive richness of Scots, distinct from the world‐colonizing ‘Book English' first codified by the virulently anti‐Scots Dr Johnson:


IMPERIA IN IMPERIO, foreign things at home. […The Scottish writer] has had a different training; he obeys different laws; he makes his will in other terms, is otherwise divorced and married; his eyes are not at home in an English landscape or with English houses; his ear continues to remark the English speech; and even though his tongue acquire the Southern knack, he will still have a strong Scotch [sic.] accent of the mind.

(Stevenson 1887)


Much the same may be true of the Scottish writer at the beginning of the twenty‐first century as it was for Stevenson; the writer in Scotland now lives in a literary environment culturally enriched by this natural ability to compass in his or her writing apparently contrary, even warring, ideas, languages, and environments. On her writer's website, Jamie recasts Stevenson's capitulative phrase, above, writing of her work and style as possessing ‘a strong Scots accent of the mind' (Jamie n.d. website). This ‘accent of the mind' is at once ‘vocal and verbal', political and historical, place‐specific, synthetic and healthily contrarian. It is affect‐laden, freewheeling yet down‐to‐earth. It is also an astringent, ethical acknowledgement of the poet's own points of view.

Scots was in Stevenson's time, and is now, an ‘impure' language: it exists in a motley collaboration of English and Gaelic. This allows for a greater specificity of address and approach. Jamie's Scots is as at home when used to describe the landscapes and communities of Northern Pakistan, as it is in poetic versionings of Hölderlin's poetry, or when returned to its home ground, in urban, domestic, and rural Scotland. Some of the poetry is written predominantly in Scots, but most often of all Scots enters the warp and weft of Jamie's poetry and prose writing as a rhythmic and linguistic texture within the poem or essay, operating on all grammatical levels, and giving a rich sense of phonemic, seasonal, and topographical belonging to the verse. We can observe this in the sensuous, almost synaesthetic use of noun (haar) and verb (happed) in The Bonniest Companie's ‘Merle':



Soon the haar will burn off

revealing the Rum Cuillin

happed in March snow, and the waters of the Minch
 

(Jamie 2015: 5)


We know the landscape we are in is liminal even before the poem exposes its precise geography: ‘haar' is a sea‐mist. The linguistic and poetic action complement each other: we move from one obscured landscape (under haar) to another (happed in snow). The second use of Scots here increases the sense of uncovering and discovery in the poetic lines. ‘Happed' sonorously resonates with the more conventional English phrase: a mountainous ridge is often ‘capped' with snow. Equally there is a resonance with hap as luck, or chance: it is by chance that the weather clears and that we are able to orientate ourselves by the Isle of Rum's famous ridge. In the midst of this resonance is the ‘true' meaning of happed, which is to be bundled or covered up warmly. The productive tension of oxymoron enters the poem: that it is a mountain that should be happed (Jamie often transfers human‐related figures of speech to the natural world, and vice versa), and that snow, usually a signal of cold, should be the thing to hap the mountain.

The linguistic texture of Jamie's work, which is at once specific and rich, and this ‘strong Scots accent of mind' allow the poet to mediate between the distinctiveness of a personal address from a specific location in space and time, and its opposite: the general public address. She mediates between different ‘qualities of speech' (pace Stevenson, above) and different qualities of address. Thus, Jamie can write of a modern sea change in human sensibility' regarding whales and whaling in a review of Philip Hoare's The Sea Inside: that, if anyone, nowadays, were to ‘[harass] the creature, well, they'd have been the one flensed' (Jamie 2013b). A different sort of ‘sea change' is also worth remarking upon here, as the passage demonstrates a linguistic ebb and flow which is characteristic of Jamie's prosody: in reading we move through the metaphorical (the ‘sea change'). Jamie then speaks of ‘human sensibility' in the high discourse style expected of a reviewer in the London Review of Books (LRB), drawing on the more complicit didactic or ethical discourse of contemporary environmental care (we would not ‘harass' a whale adrift near Oban), and amps up the level of complicity between reader and writer in the colloquial address pointing towards a fictional perpetrator (well, they'd have been …). This sets the stage for the affective punch of the shift into Scots for the violent final verb of the paragraph: ‘flensed'.

Nowhere in Jamie's writing is her ‘strong Scots accent of mind' and ‘constellation of interests' more evident that in the uncharacteristically forthright LRB review‐essay ‘A Lone Enraptured Male' (Jamie 2008b). Here she writes with rhetorical flair against the lack of diversity of landscape experience and imperialistic vision in Robert MacFarlane's The Wild Places – a world of ‘adventures, and then home for tea', where ‘strikes' are made into Scotland, Ireland, and Wales, only to figure as a high point before a ‘retreat'. Jamie code‐switches fluently in language, landscape, and time: ‘I'm afraid my hackles are rising again. Innocence? Sutton Hoo? Maes Howe? Thousands of years separate the two, but both speak of power and elitism, surely. These aren't wee plaques on a mountainside' (Jamie 2008b, 27). Again there is a movement from the personal colloquial (I'm afraid), to an animalistic literary/figurative (rising hackles), a learned appreciation (thousands of years separate the two …). Finally, Scots is used in an act of ventriloquy dripping with sarcasm (these aren't wee plaques …), hinting at an alternative way of viewing not only the 6th and 7th century cemeteries of Sutton Hoo, the ca. 2800 BCE burial mound of Maeshowe, but also the idea of past cultures, and, more widely, the landscape itself (flat East Anglian, archipelagic Orcadian, Mountainous …). The paragraph ends with the quiet, intimate, breathily apostrophic ‘Ach weel': a sigh, a resignation, an acceptance of the different point of view combined with an indication that there is much more to be discovered, should we choose to look for it, or, in seeking, find time to be distracted by other ‘wonders and mysteries, cruelties and colourful characters, and occasional flashes of enlightenment' (Jamie 2013b).

These ‘wonders and mysteries', cruel and enlightening, can be found in close and far from home, in the natural and human world, and in the acts of viewing through phenomenal and readerly vision, conversation, and vocalic articulation. Always, in Jamie, there is a literal and/or linguistic acknowledgement of the starting point of her point of view (Scotland). Her Scots is not usually violent or sarcastic, rather, quiet, celebratory, appreciative. It very rarely jars, either in her poetic or prose output (tellingly, almost none of Jamie's poetry in Scots is glossed, unlike the work of her contemporary Don Paterson): it does not create a sense of ‘foreignness', rather of intimacy, and a world made, under observation, both specific and strange. Jamie speaks of Scots (and the lack of a need for a gloss) as neither ‘a riddle nor a cross‐word clue [… as] pure sound' which ‘widens your reserves'. And is in line with Stevenson's antisyzegetic Scottish attribute ‘foreign things at home', and Jamie's uses of language to signal different aspects of belonging, the importance of diversity and place‐specificity, and sense of the simultaneous strangeness and heimlichkeit in being and in language. It follows that the writer would not only work between different versions of Scottish, Norn, and English, and different genres, but look too towards the act of translation. Jamie's translations of some of the shorter poems of Hölderlin into Scots appear across her later volumes, and it is in these translations that we can find one of Jamie's subtlest and most prosodically dexterous contributions to contemporary poetics.



Change Is Our Resting State

Jamie's work can be characterized by an abiding celebration of movement – of body, of vision, of voice – as much by her use of a Scottish idiom, a close, intimate, attention to the careful revelation of the subject or subjects under scrutiny, and the poetic voice as an expressive medium for the communication of all this. The title poem of 1987's The Way We Live is a celebration of all aspects of late‐twentieth‐century movement, a paean to ‘Absolute / non‐friction, flight, and the scarey side', to ‘waking to uncertainty', ‘creeping over Rannoch' in freezing fog, ‘Asiatic swelter', and ‘misery and elation' (Jamie 1987), a melange of positive and negative affects and impulse towards the ‘redefinition of categories', through the appreciation of life's ‘wonders and mysteries, cruelties and colourful characters, and occasional flashes of enlightenment' (Jamie 2013b) that we have seen Jamie write of above.

The poet has travelled widely. Awarded an Eric Gregory Award in 1981 for Black Spiders (in the same year as Alan Jenkins, Marion Lomax, Philip Gross, and others), Jamie used the prize money to travel. She travelled to Northern Pakistan's Eastern Karakoram mountains – between the Himalayas and the Tibetan plateau; Pakistan, India, Afghanistan, Tajikistan, and China; the Southern regions topographically separated by the convergence of the Indus, Gilgit and Shyok rivers; Gilgit, the capital of the disputed region in which Jamie stayed, was an important hub on the Silk Road. The journey begins in a moment of border crossing: ‘My story begins in the early 1990s, when I crossed the Khunjerab Pass from China' (Jamie 2002a, 13). The ‘in between' region thus crossed provides Jamie with a revitalizing personal and poetic world view; the self is met by new, unknown, horizons, relinquishes the cultural baggage of domestic late 1980s Scotland, and interacts with ‘loads of different people, different women, cultures and classes, different language‐groups, different ethnic groups’ (Jamie 1992a). Travelling alone, a woman, meant that Jamie also moved in a privileged position in the dominantly Shia Muslim communities in which she stayed – she had access to the female aspects of the culture often closed off to travellers. These travels led to The Golden Peak: Travels in Northern Pakistan.

In travelling thus Jamie extends the lust for movement expressed in ‘The Way We Live' to the world, while maintaining an attention to detail, expanding her ‘strong Scots accent of the mind' so that the poetic Scots is flexible, as applicable to remote Himalayan mountain regions as it is to urban and rural Scotland. This is extended further in Jamie's collaboration with the photographer Sean Mayne, documenting travels to China and Tibet also in the late 1980s – a time culminating in the Beijing massacre in Tiananmen Square. Out of this collaborative experience came the poetry and photographs of The Autonomous Region, whose subject matter moves between, contrasts and compares, the Himalayas and Scotland, and which is written between Scots and ‘standard' English, although these poetic languages are applied to the Himalayas and Scotland alike. We can read echoes of the linguistic and political affirmation of the title of Jamie and Mayne's collaboration in, among other later poems, Jamie's ‘The Republic of Fife':



carefully stand and see

clear to the far off mountains,

cities, rigs and gardens,

Europe, Africa, the Forth and Tay bridges,

even dare let go, lift our hands

and wave to the waving citizens

of all those other countries.
 

(Jamie 1994: 51)


The prose and poetry of The Golden Peak and The Autonomous Region work, like much of Jamie's later prose and poetic works, with each other rather than in contrast. The prose illuminates the poetry, and vice versa. There is no attempt at an act of comparison, or cultural translation; rather, the two different regions are allowed to be peacefully juxtaposed through the medium of the writer's eye. So long as it is appropriate to the time and place of writing, Jamie is as comfortable writing about discomfort and mediated vision as she is writing about wide natural vistas and mountain ranges. All points of view are called into question. There is a longing expressed for an as‐yet‐unknown quality of freedom, of movement away from the conventions of the road, away from the delimited potentialities of Western transport and vision and towards a more proper existence in this place:


From the roadside, a nomad herdsman watched our charabanc rumble by, then turned his horse and was gone. To the east the distant ridges of Mustagh Ata rose purplish from the plain; west, the mountains of the Hindu Kush. For the thousandth time I shifted, trying to get comfortable. For the thousandth time I leaned my head against the window, but still it shook too much. How I longed to be that herdsman, laughing as he rode.

(Jamie 1992b: 1)


As the book progresses’ the writing unfolds, and with it the poetic vision. The poet moves out of the charabanc and into the landscape and the communities that populate it. There are no great attempts to be didactic; rather, the effort is made in the continual process of questioning, revealing, getting to know. From this point, the ‘Difficult Questions' asked, even when phrased differently in order to account either for different culture or different literary medium of expression, are the same, and, thus, rather than translated, can quite simply be shared. She asks the people of Gilgit:


What do people want? A sewerage system. Peaceable, open borders, that accord with the land. A language, and a culture, rose bushes. A professional job – for every job advertised in Gilgit, 100 young women apply. Peace. Where can one go for peace? Some help around the house. A decent tourist season. They asked me if they would lose their jobs, if the hotel closed, others have lost their jobs. That is fifteen families. I told them I would sooner sell my land. Schoolbooks. A husband, and a necklace of lapiz to wear when he arrives. A farm of one’s own. That pretty widow at the end of the valley. Free iodised salt. A cure for grey hair. A baby. To go home. I pray to fill my stomach! A house among the mountains, beside the river: For the first two nights, I hear only the river, then it becomes inside me, like my heart.

(Jamie 1992b)


The question, which is also a universal, moves through a series of human concerns – affective, political, personal, and environmental – which may as well be those of the flora, fauna, and people of Jamie's ‘Republic of Fife' as those of the city of Gilgit. And yet there is no sense that Jamie is generalizing here. Rather, the ordered rhythm of this catalogue of wishes ebbs and flows between voices, between larger and more particular concerns, serious and humorous, until, with the final few lines, the distance initially established between the ‘I', or ‘me' of the questioner, and the ‘them', and then ‘I' of the respondents blurs. The wishes, through the work of Jamie's poetic prose, move across borders and boundaries, first of culture, then landscape, and then, with the final sentence, of the human body itself.

This ability to simultaneously universalize and particularize, allows at once for the coexistence and complicity of a personal, an intimate, a communitarian, and a wider vision. Each separate point of view informs and enriches the others. This is an attitude of mind which makes Jamie’s earlier writing just as relevant today, and which led, in 2001, to a publisher's request to reprint The Golden Peak (published in 2002 under a new title: Among Muslims: Meetings at the Frontier of Pakistan). For this Jamie travelled again to Gilgit, and wrote a preface and a coda for the original volume. With appropriate knowledge of cultural landscapes and physical geography, an appreciation of the importance of the adventurous and the domestic, any amount of travel is possible, even with persistent personal and global change: ‘"Has anything changed?" I'm asked. Of course. Change is our resting state' (Jamie 2002b, 249).



Persona Political, But Not in the Grand Sense

Synoptic views of Jamie's career to date often observe a change in her poetic priorities between her volumes published by Bloodaxe (1986–1994) and those published by Picador (1999–present); a movement away from the overtly political to one which foregrounds the natural world or a shift in critical attention which is mirrored by the manner in which Jamie's work has been anthologized in the corresponding periods. Jamie appears to corroborate this perspective in interview:


I started writing at the time of the first Devolution Bill – which failed – and in the following decade or 15 years Scottish nationhood and cultural identity, and women’s identity, were the issues. So I grew up in that atmosphere and it determined what I wrote. I’ve done all that, now. I’m very glad to have got it off my desk.

(Jamie 2004b)


As does the website of her current publisher:


For several years now, Kathleen Jamie's work has addressed two principal concerns: how we negotiate with the natural world, and how we should define our conduct within family and society. In The Tree House Jamie argues – as Burns did before her – for an engagement of the whole being through a kind of practical earthly spirituality.

(Picador 2004)


However, the idea of so marked a perspective shift is an oversimplification. Jamie states that she does not ‘consider [herself] a political poet', although the caveat here is that she is a “persona political’, but not in the grand sense' (Jamie 2005b). And there are indeed many poems in her first Picador collection, Jizzen, which bear direct correspondence with the political concerns – those international, domestic, and gendered – which mark much of the poetry of the previous volumes. There is no less of a feminist focus – ‘Hackit', for instance, is an ekphrastic poem ‘after a photograph in the museum of Sault Ste‐Marie, Ontario', detailing ‘a woman, staggering, stone / after stone in her hands' (Jamie 1999, 33), with close attention to the often culturally unacknowledged, unrecorded, role of women. Nor is there a shift in the poet's fascination with the points that mark a confluence between cultures, and what this means for communication, as we read in ‘Rhododendrons':



the fertile

globe of the root‐ball

undisturbed, Yunnan

or Himalayan earth

settled with them.
 

(Jamie 1999: 37)


The rhododendron once exotic, now familiar within the landscapes of Scotland, Wales, and England alike, is a mid‐eighteenth‐century immigrant, and Jamie treats it carefully, poetically, thus. The poem tells of these imported Asian plants being transferred to Scottish soil, where, as any traveller to Scotland's lochsides and big houses will know, they thrive, and make a home for themselves within landscapes and microclimates very different from those of their origins. There is a quiet correspondence here, too, with the poet's Himalayan and Chinese travels of a decade before; a willingness to unearth (in this case literally) shared cultural correspondences, to show how ‘settl[ing]' in a foreign landscape, with adequate care, does not change personal power, or ‘self' (‘the fertile / globe of the root‐ball'), but can provide a richness of alternative perspectives.

Equally, the attention to the Scottish scene is maintained, with ‘Lucky Bag'’s joyous list of those things which comprise Jamie's vision of an international Scotland – from ‘a poke o Brattisani's chips', ‘computer bits', and ‘a shalwar‐kemeez' to ‘a Free State', a ‘chambered cairn', and ‘a field o whaups' (Jamie 1999, 37) – rivals and builds on the catalogues of ‘The Queen of Sheba' and ‘The Republic of Fife'. Jizzen, written at the time the poet gave birth to her children, should see the shift in attention that the title of the volume implies (Jizzen is Scots for ‘lying in’). However, there is nothing a‐political about this writing; rather, the volume begins to foreground how attention paid to the particular, the not overtly politicized, brings with it a politics and ethics of viewing, of its own.

It is in Jamie's commission for the Bannockburn memorial that we see crystallize her attention both to the long, wilfully complex Scottish cultural, literary, and political tradition and also the close attention paid to the land: ‘every airt' of it, from its changeable weather, its ‘fernie braes', to its ‘small folk' (Jamie 2013d). In a shift of vision and voice that is characteristic of the poet, the final lines of the poem take on a wider, collective, voice, ventriloquizing the country itself:



‘Come all ye', the country says

You win me, who take me most to heart.


(Jamie 2013d)


The reader is made complicit in this act of speaking with the hospitable vision of a nation. Tellingly’ this reader can be any reader: as much the imported rhododendron or mythical Queen of Sheba as the Scots‐born infant or the indigenous whaup. Jamie herself writes of the poem as, once inscribed, no longer her own; as a poem made to ‘evoke the deep love of a country that makes one community out of many people' (Jamie 2013e). All are equal in the act of visiting the Bannockburn site, and turning around the rotunda to carefully sound out this poem. And just as Jamie's Bannockburn commission saw the completion of a project first envisaged and commenced in the 1960s by Robert Hogg Matthew, it is the complicity of the reader which truly completes the monument – by reading the inscribed poem.

A year after the poetic completion of the Bannockburn memorial saw Scotland's attention turn again to the question of devolution. In an LRB article published shortly after the 2014 referendum, Jamie's mood is one of disappointment but also celebration: ‘for a few weeks the bullying, elitist, rapacious United Kingdom establishment had stood exposed. Here. In my country. Scotland. It was absolutely bloody brilliant' (Jamie 2014). Her attitude is one of overt political engagement, of a profoundly ethical personal and national political sensibility. Ellen McEteer remarks on how Jamie broke the silence surrounding the subject of the 55.30%–44.70% vote against Scottish independence at 2014's Aldeburgh festival by reading a series of poems on the subject of the referendum written that year (McEteer 2015). Aingeal Clare writes of Jamie's contributions to this grand debate that her ‘essays and other pronouncements were a model of good sense' (Clare 2015, 100), and notes how it was the referendum that prompted Jamie to begin the long project of writing a poem a week for a year which culminated in the production of the Saltire Book of the Year Award‐Winning The Bonniest Companie.

After the publication of this volume, the Brexit vote would see an angrier, more politicized, despondent Jamie – a short essay ‘I Can't See' was written in the aftermath of the second negative vote in Scotland's recent political history – the United Kingdom's exit from the European Union, a vote which works against the spirit of international inclusiveness and ethics of awareness that we have seen characterize Jamie's work from the beginning of her writing career. Jamie laments the loss of her previous careful ethics of vision (‘maybe it was too precarious. I go out to the hills or seashore but slivers of anger in my mind affect my seeing and my writing'), and concludes in despair, ‘in the meanwhile, I wonder what to do as a writer. What to do for the best. As a poet. As an angry‐Scottish‐poet‐nature‐writer who can’t see straight' (Jamie 2016).



A Wildness Which is Smaller, Darker, More Complex and Interesting

We have seen glimmerings of this ‘angry‐Scottish‐poet‐nature‐writer’ before, in Jamie’s essay ‘A Lone Enraptured Male’. That essay ends with a call to seek and acknowledge those ‘wild places’ which are not only undomesticated, not only as miniscule as they are large, but which are ‘smaller, darker, more complex and interesting’, which ‘require constant negotiation’ which is ‘lifelong’ (Jamie 2008b, 27). These are wild places which encompass not only one’s lived experience, but one’s frame of apperception. It is not about what you look at, but how you look at it. Jamie concludes:


If you can look down a gryke, you can look down a microscope, and marvel at the wildness of the processes of our own bodies, the wildness of disease. There is Ben Nevis, there is smallpox. One wild worth protecting, one worth eradicating. And in the end, we won’t have to go out to find the wild, because the wild will come for us. Then, I guess, someone will scatter our ashes on a mountaintop, and someone else will complain.

(Jamie 2008b: 27)


This is an ‘intensity of looking, studying the object’ (Jamie 2007d) that Jamie sees as an essential aspect of vision that is shared between the writer (or artist) and the scientist.

It is the same idea of the life‐vocation of the writer to ask ‘difficult questions’ (Jamie 2004), to ‘keep pushing and pushing it’ (Jamie 2005), in the face of both the unknown and the strangeness of the re‐envisioned too‐well‐known.

In Jizzen’s central sequence, ‘Ultrasound’ (originally a longer sequence – a commission for BBC Radio), that we begin to see this intensification of focus in Jamie’s writing, a focus which engages, through shifts of image and metaphor, with the position of the human within the world, its precarity, and the wildness of its natural fragility. In approaching this fragility, there is also apparent a clarity of vision, and articulate ethics of care. ‘Ultrasound”s sixth poem, ‘Sea Urchin’, maps this fragility in short, broken, lines, as the titular metaphor casts its shadow across the whole: the head of the new‐born child seen as the test of a sea urchin. Through the various quiet shifts of the poem, the cradled infant’s head is also likened to the precious precarity of a receptacle which holds carefully gathered water. Thence the almost infinite dimensions of the child’s skull as a fragile life‐carrying receptacle are explored, and the mother’s cradling is configured as an attitude of gathering and attention; a work of care in spite of the unknown, the contingent:



with no premonition

of when next I find one

cast up

broken.


(Jamie 1999: 17)


This Weird Estate and Frissure enlarge this exploration of the body as ‘wild’. This Weird Estate is a pamphlet of ekphrastic poems engaging with early anatomical images, written as part of a commission by Scotland and Medicine. In these six poems and accompanying plates’ we see the poet extend, or ‘push’, the human–nature linking metaphors that have been characteristic of her work from its beginning. The first poem of the pamphlet takes as its anatomical analogue an etching of the human brain, but opens by exploring the possibilities of landscape which this ‘map’ opens its viewer out to, echoing the ballad of Thomas the Rhymer in subject matter, form, and language of origin:



The kintra drawn on this auld cairt

s'nae sae fremmit as it seems,

but a kingdom ye micht gang tae

in Elfyn‐ballads an dreams


(Jamie 2007b)


It is the ‘map’ of the brain which is the ‘auld cairt’ here, and which provokes the exploration not only into the imaginary realms of the fairy tale, ‘whaur the wildwid growes aa briars an thorns’ (Jamie 2007b), but into the reality of the human body and mind itself. In looking at the human body from a completely different perspective, the wonder of the gaze, the strangeness of the self to itself, is drawn out again: we are forced to reconsider, with care, our own perspectives. This attitude of looking is one that Jamie has explored in prose as well as in poetry, the essay ‘Pathologies’ reflecting on the manner of looking and diagnosis that the technology of the microscope affords (in Jamie 2012b). Frissure sees Jamie extend this new attitude of looking, or ‘attunement’, to her own body. She is diagnosed with breast cancer:


[and] suddenly, it was my turn: my own body was the subject of this attention […] I tried to keep looking. […] I sat beside the radiologist in front of her computer screen, as she pointed with her pencil. The image was rather beautiful, a grey‐glowing circle, like the full moon seen through binoculars. The tumour was an obvious density. The radiologist and pathologist looked with their eyes, the surgeon with his fingertips.

(Jamie 2013: v)


The poet discovers a rich and articulate beauty in her own body made strange; a fresh angle of vision upon the world. In turn, the collaboration between Jamie and Brigid Collins that resulted asks the reader/viewer, too, to discover new, more complex, ways of looking.

After publishing The Tree House, Jamie was to write ‘[p]oetry is the place where we consider or calibrate our relationships – with ourselves, our culture, history. However, with the natural world, many of our approaches have been infantilized, or cauterized’ (Jamie 2004c). In these later volumes’ we can see the attitude to vision considered and reconsidered, calibrated and re‐calibrated, in the light of experience gained. In the poetry and the prose writing of this period (the latter collected in Soundings and Sightlines), the poet works against the infantilization or cauterization of received attitudes of self and the world, quietly asking her reader to do the same. She does not sit in a comfortable eyrie, isolated, and write; rather she makes field trips to further afield places as well as incorporating a day‐to‐day lived experience into the work. This leads to the poetry of her most recent volume, The Bonniest Companie, which, as we know, was written out of a referendum‐orientated vow. Yet although the poems were written out of political circumstance, they were begun in earnest in a residency on the Hebridean island of Eigg, in a bothy named after Mad Sweeney. Thus, the compositional attitude to the poems encompasses both a political and a lived attitude towards the ‘wild’; the analogues between writing and landscape are strong and shift as the attention to, and attunement within, this landscape also shifts.

Of the poems in this most recent volume, ‘The Storm’ is a celebration of the wild that is to be found in the most unexpected circumstances: in this case the uncanny whistling of a gate‐post in a storm. The poem opens with a command to remember, which is also a command to remember with care: ‘Mind thon wild night’ (Jamie 2015, 52). As in the poems of this weird estate and Frissure, it is through the navigation of the weird that knowledge is attained and vision refreshed. Indeed, the poem concludes ‘Be brave: / by the weird‐song in the dark you’ll find your way’ (Jamie 2015, 52). This preoccupation with the wild resonates throughout The Bonniest Companie; the poem which follows ‘The Storm’ – ‘The Tradition’ – may be read as a response to the short opening poem of this weird estate. It takes on the same ballad/lullaby stanza, half allegorizing the work of the writer within the fairy‐tale realms of the travels of True Thomas and others. The wandering speaker initially seeks, in ‘fairyland’, to discover a means of emancipation from ‘the dragging links / That bound me to the past’ (Jamie 2015, 53). However, with experience, ‘Older now’, the speaker acknowledges the persistence of the tradition, but, transmuting it into the lexis of the ‘wild’, makes it as integral to existence as the centre of the cerebellum is to the wandering speaker of this weird estate: ‘the wild ways we think we walk / Just bring us here again’ (Jamie 2015, 53). With each sea change, each new venture, there is also a return – a return to the same and yet altered self; a return to a point from which to begin again to ‘push it’, to ask the ‘Difficult Questions’.
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Ali Smith

MONICA GERMANÀ



Ali Smith is a Scottish novelist, short‐story writer, and playwright. Born in Inverness in 1962, the youngest of five siblings, Smith studied English Literature and Language at the University of Aberdeen, where she graduated with a first‐class honours degree in 1984. She pursued her academic career in Cambridge (Newnham College, 1985–1990), where she started a PhD on the importance of ordinary things in Modernist literature (Clark 2014), then worked briefly as a lecturer at Strathclyde University and reviews editor for The Scotsman in Glasgow, before her decision to leave academia, and dedicate herself to her writing career. She lives in Cambridge with her partner Sarah Wood.

While some readers may be keen to identify autobiographical features in fictional works, Smith has frequently shown resistance to readings of her work that locate it within a narrow biographical frame; ‘All I know is I’m Scottish and I write’, she claimed in an interview in 2001, ‘I’m a lot of other things too, like brown‐haired and … right‐handed and lapsed Catholic and gay and snub nosed and rather bad at cooking and where do you want to stop? […] What’s relevant? I’m not choosing’ (Germanà 2008, 96). Since Smith’s fiction, then, speaks for itself, readers can look to a prolific body of work, which, after the recent publication of Spring (2019), includes nine novels and six short‐story collections, depending on readers’ interpretations of genre conventions; works such Artful (2012) and Shire (2013), for instance, fall between fiction and non‐fiction. Besides prose, Smith has written drama, both for radio and the stage; her plays include Stalemate (1986), The Dance (1988), Trace of Arc (1989), Amazons (1990), Big Bed (radio, 2005), The Seer (2006); and The Switch (radio, 2008). She has also composed the lyrics for the song ‘Half an Apple’, which was recorded by the Scottish Indie Band Trashcan Sinatras for Ballads of the Book (2007), a project which invited Scottish writers and musicians to collaborate in the composition of modern ballads. Her work has been the recipient of many prestigious accolades, including the Saltire First Book of the Year Award for her debut collection Free Love and Other Stories (1995), the Whitbread Novel of the Year Award for The Accidental (2005), and the Baileys Prize for How to Be Both (2014).

Although her oeuvre can be largely defined as literary fiction, Smith’s work is not easily placed within a singular critical category. In many ways, her attention to form – and narrative techniques distinctly influenced by her appreciation of Modernism – point to her affiliation to authors such as Virginia Woolf, D.H. Lawrence, and James Joyce, all of whom appear in the form of direct and indirect intertextual references throughout her fiction, and to whom Smith’s fiction gestures in its experimental use of point of view and stream of consciousness. Similarly, the works of Franz Kafka, Elizabeth Bowen, and particularly Katherine Mansfield, whose work is directly celebrated in the short story ‘The Ex‐Wife’ (Smith 2015a), are recognizable influences in the cleverly constructed tension of her short stories. Yet, when discussing Modernism, she emphasizes its existentialist creative energy, deliberately rejecting readings of Modernism as an arid aesthetics exclusively concerned with form: ‘People tend to see modernism as the opposite of a celebration’, she notes, ‘They see it as a fracturing and an art built round an absence; but it’s really a celebration of our existence’ (Clark 2014). Indeed, while identifying the importance of form, for Smith this can never be separated from content: ‘Style is never not content’, she says, ‘[t]his is because words themselves when put together produce style, never lack style of one sort or another’ (Smith 2012b). Indeed, what deeply concerns Smith’s fiction is not form per se, but rather the critical process initiated by the art of storytelling. As the ghost of Katherine Mansfield reportedly asserts in ‘The Ex‐Wife’ (quoting from one of Mansfield’s own letters to Virginia Woolf), ‘What the writer does is not so much to solve the question, but to put the question’ (Smith 2015a, 108).

Though in many ways informed by Modernist aesthetics, concurrently, the sharp playfulness of her linguistic bravura, joined with the pervasive self‐reflectiveness of her writing, points to Smith’s engagement with at least some aspects of the postmodernist legacy of authors as diverse as Thomas Pynchon, Italo Calvino, and Angela Carter. As Mark Currie has argued, ‘[a] postmodern novel takes the issue of the relationship of fiction and reality as a central concern’ (Currie 1998, 1). Undoubtedly, Smith’s fiction challenges the real/imagined boundaries that postmodern fiction seeks to blur. Indeed, as Brian McHale notes, postmodernism ‘privileged questions of world‐making and modes of being over questions of perception and knowing: it was ontological in its orientation, where modernism had been epistemological’ (McHale 2015, 15). Joined with the deconstructive drive of post‐structuralism, such late‐twentieth/early‐twenty‐first century preoccupations underpin much of the critical terrain upon which Smith’s fiction rests. In The Accidental, in particular, Smith interrogates the foundations of authenticity, pointing to the ways in which contemporary culture is informed by simulacral representations of what we might think of as ‘real’ – such as the experience of Internet sex (Smith 2005, 51) – as well as quasi‐real‐life stories – such as the ‘autobiotruefictiveinterviews’ Eve Smart, one of the novel’s characters, crafts for a living (Smith 2005, 81). In placing Amber/Alhambra’s magical‐realist cinematic narrative at the threshold of the ‘real’ story of the Smart family’s mundane dysfunctionality, The Accidental in fact challenges the narrative’s real/fictional, true/fabricated boundaries and hierarchies throughout the story.

Smith’s fiction is frequently troubled by ontological paradoxes: every time she tries to write a commissioned story about death, the author‐narrator of the short story ‘And So On’, admits, ‘life intervenes’ (Smith 2015a, 211). Thus‚ the stability of life/death boundaries is also frequently put into question, especially when some of Smith’s narratives are explicitly haunted by the void left open by bereavement. Such is the case with many of her short stories, from her debut collection Free Love and Other Stories to the latest, Public Library and Other Stories. ‘A story of folding and unfolding’, for instance, opens with a man sitting in his bedroom surrounded by ladies’ underwear. His lonely condition is summed up in a quasi‐existential question: ‘What am I supposed to do with all this?’ (Smith 1995, 13). Objects are not merely inanimate, but take on the role of the tactile and visual evidence of a past still hanging over the present. Smith plays with the uncertainty of absence, the liminal legacy left by somebody who is not there any longer; it is the small, apparently insignificant, details that are loaded with the crucial weight of what remains unsaid. In these stories‚ the focus is on those who are left behind in the emotional limbo of bereavement. In ‘College’, the memory of Gillian Young haunts Alex, who is poignantly introduced as ‘the dead girl’s sister’ (Smith 1995, 87). The sisters’ surname provides a clue to the theme of the story: the paradox of young death. In a manner anticipating similar episodes from Hotel World, the dialectic relationship established between life and death, present and past, life and memories creates shifting narratives, where rational certainties and realistic narrative conventions are often undermined. Spectrality also gels together the apparently disjointed sections of ‘Instructions for Pictures of Heaven’. In the first part, an unnamed character coins words out of the letters on registration plates: ‘NEG negative. ARG argument. Or argh (but argh is not a real word). BKL buckle. VVE revive. ELR – yes, ELR elevator. DTF doubtful. NEW new. PEW phew. But maybe phew isn’t a real word either. PEW periwinkle. Or just pew. Good’ (Smith 1999, 140–141). Letters, sounds‚ and whole words undergo a critical process of deconstruction, their meanings temporarily dissolved, to make room for the boundless potential of the creative imagination, reflected, for example, in the evocative names of clouds. In the second part, a young woman, Gayle, helps an elderly lady in her house. The overall uncomfortable experience triggers the process of recollection, as Gayle’s memory evokes the image of her own grandmother who taught her ‘how to do magic’, by shaking the sparks away from a polyester garment. In the third part, which gives the title to the whole story, the ‘pictures of heaven’, portraying the happy faces of anonymous people surrounded by clouds, hide the cynical intention explained in the ‘instructions’: a technical guide to make your own pictures of heaven out of old photographs and wool balls. The pictures virtually revive the dead, if buyers accept to believe in the forgery of the picture makers; inverting conventional hierarchies, the spectral representation becomes more ‘real’, and ‘truthful’, than death.

The spectral uncanny returns in its most pervasive embodiment in Hotel World (2001), a novel made of interlocked narratives written from the points of view of a recently deceased hotel maid, her bereaved sister, a hotel receptionist, a homeless woman, and a journalist staying at the hotel. Bookended by the ghost’s own disembodied voice – ‘Wooooooo‐hooooooo’ – at the beginning and the end of the novel, each of the stories captures concurrent events around the time of the maid’s accidental death, in a non‐sequential way that underscores the novel’s subversive treatment of linear time: ‘its anti‐linearity queers the straightforwardness of conventional time sequences’, claims Fiona McCulloch, ‘creating a spiralling network of intersecting narrative threads that shift between present, future, past and beyond the grave’ (McCulloch 2012, 165). A fall down the shaft of a dumbwaiter entraps the disembodied ghost of the appropriately named Sara Wilby in the impossible future of afterlife; yet, another pun, this time on her figurative fall – ‘I had fallen, and it was for the girl in the watch shop’ (Smith 2002, 19) – while creating a literary allusion to the archetypal love/death trope, also produces an anticipation of her predicament, as the emotional fall prefigures the fatal one at the hotel. Such anticipatory narrative technique is ‘a symptom of a divided presence: that is, as a version of that modern experience of time which tends to install within the present traces of the past and future’ (Currie 2007, 22). Narrative prolepsis then creates a temporal distortion whereby time is no longer perceived as a linear sequence of events – from past, to present, to future – but as simultaneity, that is a kind of stratified time where past, present, and future – and the stories these times accommodate – coexist: ‘That’s one of the things stories and books can do, they can make more than one time possible at once’ (Smith 2017, 224), says Art, one of the characters in Winter, to his child, in a flash‐forward section of the novel. Since time can be experienced as simultaneity rather than linearity, death, ceases to be a terminal point, to become, instead, a new beginning, as suggested by the transposition of Muriel Spark’s Memento Mori (1959) – ‘Remember You Must Die’ – epigraph into the last lines of Hotel World:



remember

you

must

live

remember

you

most

love

remainder

you

mist

leaf



A post‐scriptum to the story of Sara’s ghost, this playful twist on the ominous title of Spark’s novel encapsulates an important message on language, which, throughout the novel has been exposed as a broken, deceitful, and unreliable medium. What the end of the novel proposes, however, is that the creative energy of language may in fact be the redemptive force necessary to counteract the solipsistic alienation of the contemporary condition: ‘Now that I’m silent forever … it’s all words words words with me’ (Smith 2002, 5–6), admits Sara’s ghost, exposing the paradox of her disembodied voice,
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 which fills the blank page at the very end of the text.

Formal experimentalism is a central feature throughout Smith’s work. Her stylistic playfulness shows influences as diverse as those of nonsense verse, futurism, postmodernism, and concrete poetry. Her pervasive use of puns, which may make her work difficult to translate into other languages (Alfsen 2013, 130–136), reflects Smith’s skill in ‘seeing the word within the word, which means something completely different from what the outer shell of the word means’ (Beer 2013, 137). In There But For The, a novel particularly rich in wordplay, when Anna first meets nine‐year‐old Brooke, a misunderstanding leads Anna to state ‘I’m broke too’, in response to the girl’s introduction. This ‘involuntary pun’ prompts a definition of puns themselves: ‘They’re like if a word means differently from what you expect’, Anna explains (Smith 2011, 52), though, in truth, Brooke displays precocious proficiency at pun‐making throughout the novel: ‘That’s funny, you’ve done all those miles, and Miles is also your first name’, she wittingly jokes with the unwanted guest at Gen and Eric Lee’s Greenwich house‐party, ‘Miles by name and miles by nature!’ (Smith 2011, 340). Brooke’s pun uncovers the paradox underpinning the inciting incident in There But For The, Miles’s refusal to leave the Lees’ spare room after the dinner party. His refusal to conform to dinner party etiquette makes a mockery of the bourgeois institution, and exposes the bigotry of Gen and Eric’s hospitality. Indeed the hosts’ hypocritical pretentiousness is highlighted, as Anna playfully puts it, by the dinner party ‘she [Gen] annually gave for generics’ (Smith 2011, 29; my emphases) or, as Gen would have it, ‘the people who were a bit different from the people they normally saw’ (Smith 2011, 18). In contrast to this ‘generic’ middle‐class affected etiquette of inclusivity, Miles expresses a genuine desire for the kind of action that truly deviates from the norm, as poignantly captured by his musing on the word ‘but’: ‘but the thing I particularly like about the word but […] is that it always takes you off to the side, and where it takes you is always interesting’ (Smith 2011, 175). These are all exemplary displays of Smith’s self‐reflective experimentalism, whereby a single word, in this case the conjunction ‘but’, can catalyze a process of discovery, leading both character and reader on an epistemological journey.

Such self‐reflective wordplay exposes the complex craft of language; by pointing to the foundations of the story, Smith lays its artifice bare, displaying her skill, but also carefully signalling the importance of language to our existence. In doing so, Smith’s prose often becomes a celebration of language itself, as its organic energy is juxtaposed against its dangerous abuse: ‘Language is like poppies’, explains Daniel Gluck to his young neighbour friend, Elisabeth Demand in Autumn (2016), ‘[i]t just takes something to churn the earth round them up, and when it does up come the sleeping words, bright red, fresh, blowing about. Then the seedheads rattle, the seeds fall out. Then there’s even more language waiting to come up’ (Smith 2016b, 69). Yet, while celebrating language’s ability to regenerate itself, there is also an awareness of its deceitful potential: ‘The power of the lie … always seductive to the powerless’, is Daniel’s elusive reply to Elisabeth’s questions about his past (Smith 2016b, 114). Within the wider context of Autumn – set against two major British political events, the Profumo Scandal (1961–63), and the Brexit referendum (2016) – the ability to manipulate language becomes a persuasive instrument deployed for less than positive pursuits. And yet again, in the surreal section of an internal monologue addressing God – or whoever can listen to atheist Daniel’s prayer – a voice tells him/us that ‘There’s always, there’ll always be, more story. That’s what story is’ (Smith 2016b, 193); central to Smith’s poetics is the idea that story is never self‐contained.

It follows, then, that multiple voices and points of view are distinctive characteristics of Smith’s narrative style, revealing her interest in the politics of dialogue. Her short stories – and sections of her longer fiction – frequently use the second person, deliberately letting ambiguity into a narrative where voice/identity are undefined (Wagner 2015). Even Artful, based on a series of lectures given at St Anne’s College (Oxford University), is structured around a dialogue between the bereaved narrator, a tree surgeon, and her recently deceased writer/academic partner, whose voice is largely the text of her posthumous lecture notes. Similarly, her novels have always presented a polyphony of voices, since her debut novel Like (1997), which tells of the lives of two female characters, Amy and Ash, and the relationship they once shared. In Hotel World, the marginalized voices of Sara’s ghost, her sister Clare, a homeless woman, a disillusioned hotel employee, and a neurotic hotel guest all contribute to challenge the capitalist discourse of the aptly named Global Hotel. In There But For The, the voices of Mark, Brooke, Miles, and his old friend Anna antagonize the authority of Gen’s ‘dominant’ middle‐class narrative. The stories of twenty‐first‐century teenager George and fifteenth‐century historical painter Francesco del Cossa, form the two‐part structure of How to Be Both. The narratives of Elisabeth and Daniel are interwoven with each character’s memories, as well as the viewpoints of Daniel’s sister, and historical characters (pop artist Pauline Boty and model Christine Keeler) in Autumn. What such deliberate narrative choices suggest is the desire to accommodate the necessarily dialogic structure of storytelling. The co‐presence of multiple voices, and their complex interplay in Smith’s fiction, is also accentuated by the absence of speech marks, whereby there is continuity between the multiple voices that contribute to the narrative. In embracing polyphony and multiple points of view, Smith’s fiction in fact exposes the impossibility of monologic narrative: where does a story begin, and where does it end? Whose story is this? Or even, whose is the authoritative voice? All of these questions are implicitly asked in a narrative form that refuses to be contained within the neat boundaries of a monologic narrative. On the contrary, the dialogic structure of her narratives reveals Smith’s interest in the political function of voice:


Everything does have a voice. […] [A]t every point there’s a calibration of voice happening, and what’s interesting to me really is what the calibration is, where it’s coming from, who’s got the authority to have the voice. […] It’s never a monologue. Even a monologue is never a monologue. It always implies.

(Beer 2013, 138)


The complex use of voice is also reflected in the construction of multiple narrative levels, which, in turn, resolves into chronological layering. If a story is never a singular, self‐contained narrative, it follows that an individual story is also always a story set in time and through time. Significantly, Smith’s engagement with history is interwoven with the current context, encouraging a reading of her fiction both as a political statement about a specific cultural climate, but also about history. Thus, The Accidental, for instance, can be read, at least in part, as a commentary on individual responses to mediatic representations of the British/American Iraqi war campaigns (See Smith C. 2007, 78), or, as Emily Horton remarks, as ‘a complex exploration of post‐9/11 trauma and recovery, both in terms of individual crisis and collective catastrophe, here represented through the organizing motif of the invaded nuclear family’ (Horton 2012, 639). More explicitly dealing with the past, albeit of a literary kind, in Girl Meets Boy, Smith’s queer rewriting of Ovid’s myth of Iphis and Ianthe, the theme of transgender/queer identity travels through time and reaches the twenty‐first century via the history of the suffragette movement. Such queering of history, in turn, affects the present, as the modern‐day Iphis and Ianthe join efforts to oppose the exploitative operations of global capitalist enterprises and patriarchal institutions. Autumn engages with the recent political and cultural past of Britain as represented by two eminent – and, simultaneously, marginal – women, Pop artist Pauline Boty and model Christine Keeler. The women’s stories are, in turn, interlinked through Scandal 1963, one of Boty’s missing paintings, which depicts Keeler sitting on the iconic Arne Jacobsen chair, as captured in a photograph by Lewis Morley. Simultaneously – and with incredible timing – published late in 2016, Autumn deals with the aftermath of the Brexit referendum, with the strong suggestion that framing Elisabeth’s and Daniel’s personal stories are the politics of deceit. In Winter, the refugee crisis permeates the interaction of the three main characters – Sophia, her son Art, and sister Iris – with Croatian immigrant Lux, the stranger Art employs to act as his girlfriend. With Iris’s historical memories of women’s protests at Greenham Common feeding into her more recent action in support of refugees, the novel exposes Smith’s use of experimental writing as a tool for political resistance against the deceptive linearity of right‐wing discourse.

Smith’s response to Brexit is suggestive of her concerned awareness of the divisive politics and the us/them dualism behind the early twenty‐first‐century rise of right‐wing politics across the Western world:


The notion of a referendum is in any case a divisory line: you choose one side. Meanwhile, you’ve got the mass division of 65 million people crossing the world from parts of it which are untenable, unliveable and in flames. And what’s left of the world deciding whether or not to open the gates or the walls or to build more gates or walls. How can we live in the world and not put our hand across a divide? How can we live with ourselves? It isn’t either/or. It’s and/and/and. That’s what life is.

(Laing 2016)


Significantly, fences, borderlines, and boundaries of any kind occupy an important position within Smith’s work: ‘[e]dge is the difference between one thing and another’, the academic voice claims in Artful, although we also read that edge ‘[i]s the place where two sides of a solid thing come together’ and ‘[t]here’s always an edge, in any dialogue, in any exchange’ (Smith 2012a, 126). In the most positive interpretation, edges are meeting points, lines that can accommodate the coexistence of diversity, or gateways to alternative modes of existence, such as the cinematic screen, which can function, as we are reminded in Artful, as a mirror – ‘like Alice with the looking glass’ (Smith 2012a, 118) – to facilitate the process of self‐identification a film can induce, and therefore allow for a (desired) form of escapism. Similarly, the surface of the printed page can be a porous boundary between the reader’s world and the world of the story; this is referenced in The Accidental, when Astrid – herself desperately bored with her own life – views A‐ha’s ‘Take on Me’ video (1985), which explores the permeability of the fantasy/reality divide. In There But For The, Brooke playfully rejoices in the fact that she can be ‘on the border’, or cross the line marking the Greenwich Meridian, enjoying the freedom of doing so without permission, or proof of identity. More subversively, when ‘she puts a foot on either side, the act of straddling ‘the divided world’ (Smith 2011, 307, 308) has a liberating resonance to Brooke, whose family’s unexplained hold‐up by Border Control airport officers on their return to the United Kingdom is an overt reference to unofficial racist immigration policies.

An edge can indeed be the line separating one thing from another, a borderline, the crossing of which may require permission, because, ‘[g]eopolitically, getting anywhere round the world in which we live now requires a constant producing of proof of identity’ (Smith 2012a, 125). In Autumn, Elisabeth’s attempt to renew her passport exposes the dystopian bureaucracy – it is not a coincidence that Elisabeth is reading Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932) while queuing for the service – that underpins the process of producing formal identification. Indeed, without crossing any political borders, Elisabeth faces difficulties at the care home where she visits Daniel, because her recently expired passport does not count as valid proof of identity, even though, as Elisabeth pointedly observes, ‘[i]t’s obviously still clearly me’ (Smith 2016b, 34). Throughout the novel, in fact, one of the underlying themes is the politics of division, as testified by the account of the political fractures cut open by the Brexit referendum:



All across the country, the country was divided, a fence here, a wall there, a line drawn here, a line crossed there,

a line you don’t cross here,

a line you better not cross there,

a line of beauty here,

a line dance there,

a line you don’t even know exists here,

a line you can’t afford there,

a whole new line of fire,

line of battle,

end of the line,

here/there.
 

(Smith 2016b, 61)


Significantly, in the course of the novel, both Elisabeth and Wendy, her mother, are disturbed by the appearance of a new fence designed to close off public access to a section of the village common. And while Elisabeth’s response is to walk as close to the edge as possible, and declare that ‘[c]ommon land is by definition not private’ (Smith 2016b, 140), when questioned by the security guard on patrol, her mother goes one step further, hitting the fence with an antique barometer, ‘bombarding that fence with people’s histories and with artefacts of less cruel and more philanthropic times’, as Zoe, her mother’s friend, quotes her saying (Smith 2016b, 255).

The here/there, us/them dichotomies, so pervasive in Autumn, are in fact recurrent preoccupations in Smith’s work. The motif of the stranger, be s/he an unfamiliar revenant, a fraudulent visitor, or an unwanted guest, is a persistent theme in her fiction. The voice of the Other and, in some cases, as in There But For The, the mere presence of the unwanted Other, causes disquiet. In The Seer, a play that formally challenges the audience/stage boundary through the collapse of the fourth wall, Kirsty’s impersonation of Iona’s sister casts a positive light on the role of the stranger, who ultimately enhances – rather than threatens – the bonds between lovers and neighbours (See Germanà 2013). In Winter, it is Lux – Latin for ‘light’ – that, like Amber in The Accidental, is the carrier of enlightenment by turning Art’s deceptive game on its head, and opening, instead, new channels of communication within his family, whom she compares to the characters of William Shakespeare’s Cymbeline:


It’s like the people in the play are living in the same world but separately from each other, like their worlds have somehow become disjointed or broken off each other’s worlds. But if they could just step out of themselves, or just hear and see what’s happening right next to their ears and eyes, they’d see it’s the same play they’re all in, the same world, that they’re all part of the same story.

(Smith 2017, 201)


Elsewhere, the encounter with the Other exposes more uncomfortable truths about the effects of discriminatory politics on the management of the migrant and asylum‐seeker crisis in Europe, and Britain in particular. Before Spring, where, the aptly named Brittany Hall works in an Immigration Removal Centre ‘a purpose‐built Immigration Removal Centre with a prison design’ (Smith 2019, 160), Smith’s short piece ‘The Detainee’s Tale’ was published in Refugee Tales, an edited collection of migrant stories rewritten by a number of leading authors including Patience Agbabi and Inua Ellams, who present the migrants’ life stories ‘as modern day counterparts to the pilgrims’ stories in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales’ (Comma Press 2016). While the use of the second‐person narrative attempts to bridge the writer/narrator and migrant/character gaps, the story, in the end, throws a stark light on the us/them logic of separation that still underpins our culture:


Except for this one moment you’re calm, even forgiving – but for these six syllables, six words, that carry the weight of a planet, weight of the earth – yes, earth, like those roads under all our feet, whatever surfaces we cover them with, under all our journeys, the roads you walked between one place and another in the mix of fear and hope and the dark falling. […]

I thought you would help me, you say.

(Smith 2016s, 62)


Significantly, ‘you’ may stand both for the detainee and the writer/narrator, and even, arguably, for the reader. Pronoun ambiguity and the lack of speech marks therefore point simultaneously to closeness and distance, sameness and otherness, signalling a much more complex relationship than that defined by neat narrative boundaries, and the us/them binary system. Thus captured, ‘The Detainee’s Tale’ becomes a parable of impossible boundaries, of barriers that appear visible only to those for whom such barriers have been raised. Edges, in this case, are not meeting points, or shared spaces for dialogue, but the airless walls of a detention centre room, where one’s identity is constructed around flawed bureaucracy, and ‘where fellow human beings treat you not like human beings’ (Smith 2016a, 55).

While Western responses to the migrant crisis in the Middle‐East and Africa have recently preoccupied Smith’s fiction, oppressive politics of discrimination with regard to gender and sexuality have been a consistent concern throughout her work. A self‐declared feminist – ‘How could you not be a feminist and be alive? The world is full of brilliant, interesting women’ (Higgins 2015), she commented upon receiving the Baileys Prize for How To Be Both – Smith’s critical treatment of these questions displays synchronism between the oppressive politics of capitalism and heteronormative patriarchy. In one of her short stories, ‘After Life’, a character who has been erroneously reported dead by a local newspaper twice in ten years, wonders what in fact has changed in a decade. His daughter’s reply – ‘the difference between then and now is that now I’m supposed to wear clothes that make me look like a prostitute and if I don’t I’m not a proper girl’ (Smith 2015a, 147) – is indicative of Smith’s perception of the postmillennial feminist backlash. This is particularly evident in Smith’s treatment of younger women and girls. In The Accidental twelve‐year‐old Astrid is being bullied at school – ‘THINK UR SMART ASTRID SMART. U R A LOSER. UR NEW NAME ARS‐TIT. FACE LIKE COWS AS 3 HA HA U R A LESBIAN U R WEIRDO’ (Smith 2005, 24) read the text messages she has received on her mobile phone before this is stolen. While she is already concerned with body image, her knowledge that ‘[a] girl died at Magnus’s school because of internet bullying’ (Smith 2005, 24) is indicative of an endemic problem within youth culture, demonstrated by her brother Magnus’s involvement in the circulation of manipulated naked images of the girl before her suicide. In How to Be Both, a novel pervasively concerned with ways of seeing – and representing – the female body, Francesco del Cossa, whom Smith imagines as a girl in disguise to survive, as an artist, in a male‐dominated art scene, subverts the paradigms of high art and takes inspiration from the bodies s/he sketches in a brothel for a painting of the Three Graces. In the novel’s other narrative, the painter’s aesthetic blasphemy can be compared to George’s deliberate consumption of Internet porn – she tells her father she ‘want[s] to watch it for a completely different reason’ (Smith 2014, 38) – as a way of resisting the relentless, and dismissive, exploitation of women in the sex industry. In both cases‚ young women undermine patriarchy’s conventional representations of the female body. But it is in Girl Meets Boy that chauvinism and homophobia come to the forefront in a novel which, starting from its title, aims to invert – and challenge – deeply rooted gender clichés and institutionalized homophobia. Listening in to a conversation among her male colleagues at the Pure Water company, Midge, who suspects her sister Anthea is a lesbian, is left thinking that ‘my sister … is … a lack, unfuckable, not properly developed, and not even worth making it legal’ (Smith A. 2007, 70). It is, however, Smith’s modern‐day queer couple who compromise the authoritative discourse of patriarchal heteronormativity and undermine the discourse of oppressive gender politics, including those of the exploitative corporation Anthea and Midge work for. Acting as the modern‐day Iphis and Ianthe, Robin and Anthea’s aesthetic interventions – which transform existing public spaces and advertising billboards – aim to launch a cultural change: ‘Things will be different because they can always be different’ (Smith A. 2007, 160). This is in line with Smith’s queer rewriting of Metamorphoses: ‘[t]hroughout Girl Meets Boy, there is an emphasis on the ability of all things to change, to mutate’, comments Kaye Mitchell, ‘and desire, above all things, is transformative’ (Mitchell 2013, 67).

Just as the water of the river Ness, which, unlike the bottled water manufactured by Pure, flows freely, embodies all that is positive in the regenerative cycle of transformation that nature embodies – ‘[a]s it changed, it stayed the same’ (Smith A. 2007, 28)’ – the life‐assertive force in Smith’s work often derives from the author’s engagement with environmental issues. When culture fails, politics fail, technology fails, nature allows for redemption. This is not to say that Smith’s work indulges in conservative pastoral utopia. Her work is in fact a celebration, as already seen, of language, and therefore of cultural expression, so that there is no real conflict between culture and nature. Writing from the standpoint where the majority of the world population is soon predicted to be living in urban areas (Raub 2009), nature does not represents an escapist fantasy either, but rather an anarchic space for rebellion against the controlling drives of ‘civilisation’. In Autumn, for example, nature resists the privatizing attempt to fence off common land, as Elisabeth documents on her phone camera ‘the weed‐life reappearing already through the churned‐up mud round one of the metal posts’ (Smith 2017, 140). In Winter, Art’s vision of a whole piece of coastline hovering in Sophia’s dining room – ‘Like someone had cut a slice out of the coast and dipped it into the room with us, like we’re the coffee and it’s the biscotti’ (Smith 2017: 284), is a surreal embodiment of his longing for the ‘reality’ of nature, in contrast with the fabrications of his pretentious ‘Art in Nature’ blog. In ‘The Green Stuff’, a sound story recorded in Wandlebury Wood (Cambridgeshire) written and read by Smith for the Forest Fable project, the encounter between a landowner’s young son and the ‘green boy’, a sort of eloquent forest fairy, showcases a similar conflict, the clash between the human desire to own land, and nature’s way of resisting such ownership. Of the public wood – whose real sounds form the background to the recording – Smith significantly says, ‘you’re never far […] from the feeling that it’s the wood and the creatures and seasonal time that are in charge, just watching us passing – that we’re a moment of diversion from the real activity of the place’ (Smith 2015b).

Nature, throughout Smith’s work, stands for the dynamic energy that, ultimately, can move humankind beyond crisis. ‘Pass any flowering bush or tree and you can’t not hear it, the buzz of the engine, the new life already at work in it, time’s factory’: the clashing industrial and pastoral images in the final lines of Spring remind us that, like nature, ‘spring [is] the great connective’ (Smith 2019, 336). Thus, nature can catalyze crucial re‐awakenings through a process of defamiliarization. This is, for example, what happens to the narrator of the short story ‘The Definite Article’, who is accidentally sidetracked to Regent’s Park on her way to work, by a bee in her eye. The unexpected visit leads to a reassessment of the character’s ‘core values’, prompted by a journey through the park’s historical past as well as the character’s memories attached to the place:


The meeting could wait. It did wait, while I sat on the bench in Avenue Gardens and thought about the poem where the god of love gets stung by a bee and his mother laughs at him, and about whether there were as many different kinds of rose in the Rose Garden as there were different languages spoken in the city of London, and about the day back then when a visit to the park gave me back my own senses.

(Smith 2009, 12–13)


Language and roses also feature in another short story, ‘The Beholder’. An unusual pain in the chest prompts a doctor’s appointment, only to find out that science is unable to explain the condition. Significantly, the diagnosis does not come from the institutionalized centre of knowledge, but from the margins of culture: a gypsy woman identifies the growth as a ‘very nice specimen’ (Smith 2013, 24) of ‘young Lycidas’, a rose bush that has spontaneously sprouted off the character’s chest. Not surprisingly, this particular species of rose is named after the eponymous pastoral elegy by John Milton, ‘the great maker‐up of words’ who, we read in the story, is ‘the person who invented […] the word fragrance’ (Smith 2013, 27). At the end of the story, the character’s rose petals are said to be best on ‘the windy days, the days that strip me back, blasted, tossed, who knows where, imagine them, purple‐red, silver‐pink, natural confetti, thin, fragile, easily crushed and blackened, fading already wherever the air’s taken them’ (Smith 2013, 34). As with the poppies simile in Autumn, here the image of the scattered rose petals is suggestive of the process of dissemination, through which one ceases to be a self‐contained entity, to take part in the shared space of nature. Counteracting the solipsistic isolation of postmillennial society, language can be seen as a way to regenerate a sense of lost community, in a story where the natural world – as often in Smith’s world – becomes the embodiment of deeply human concerns: ‘Ali Smith’s imagination has inscape rather than landscape’, Marina Warner astutely observes, ‘the interior scene flowing from her characters’ perceptions outwards onto their surroundings’ (Warner 2013, p. viii).

In the variety of forms her experimental work has appeared in, Smith’s fiction skilfully captures both current cultural issues – from the closure of public libraries to Brexit – as well as more universal aspects of human life – such as bereavement, disaffection, loneliness, but also love, happiness, and desire. Extraordinary chains of stories linked together by ordinary places, such as the second‐hand bookshop of ‘The Universal Story’ (Smith 2003), or by the ‘third person’ narrator, which, in Smith’s words, is ‘another pair of eyes’, ‘a revitalisation of the dead’, ‘a theatre of living people’, or – and above all – ‘the endless music that’s there between people, waiting to be played’ (Smith 2008, 68, 69). Her critical approach to key political preoccupations including gender discrimination, capitalism‚ and global migration is endorsed by a distinctive narrative style that does not sit comfortably within the mainstream, as it always strives to push the boundaries of form: ‘Smith […] has the opposite of a compartmentalising intelligence’, one of her reviewers notes, ‘she will pull open every drawer with curiosity then wonder what might have fallen behind the furniture’ (Kellaway 2015).
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A.L. Kennedy

MONIKA SZUBA



A.L. Kennedy, or Alison Louise Kennedy‚ was born in 1965 in Dundee. She is the author of novels, short stories, drama, and non‐fiction. Fellow of the Royal Society of Arts and a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature, she was twice included in the Granta 20 Best of Young British Novelists list (in 1993 and 2003). Her work has won numerous prizes and awards, including the Saltire Society Scottish First Book of the Year Award for her first collection of short stories Night Geometry and the Garscadden Trains (1990). Her novels include Looking for the Possible Dance (1993), So I Am Glad (1995), Everything You Need (1999), Paradise (2004), Day (2007), The Blue Book (2011), and Serious Sweet (2016); and her story collections are Now That You’re Back (1994), Tea and Biscuits (1996), Original Bliss (1997a), Indelible Acts (2002), What Becomes (2009), All That Rage (2014), and We Are Attempting to Survive Our Time (2020). She has also written a book for children, Uncle Shawn and Bill and the Almost Entirely Unplanned Adventure (2017), and a Dr Who novel, Dr Who and The Drosten’s Curse (2015). Her non‐fiction works are Life & Death of Colonel Blimp (1997b), On Bullfighting (1999), and On Writing (2013). She was editor of New Writing Scotland (1993‐5) and co‐editor of New Writing 9 (2000) with John Fowles. She reviews for The Scotsman, the Glasgow Herald, and the Daily Telegraph, is a contributor to the Guardian, and has been a judge for both the Booker Prize for Fiction (1996) and The Guardian First Book Award (2001). She writes for television‚ including two seasons of Dice co‐written with John Burnside‚ and radio, including radio plays and monologues for BBC Radio 3 and 4. She wrote the screenplay to the BFI/Channel 4 film Stella Does Tricks, released in 1998. She is a professor of creative writing at the University of Warwick. A stand‐up comedian, Kennedy has been performing a series of one‐hour comedy shows about writing since 2005, which was later turned into a show called WORDS.

The deliberate choice not to reveal her full names at the onset of her literary career made readers and critics uncertain whether they dealt with work by a male or a female writer. Inspired by her favourite authors – JRR Tolkien, CS Lewis‚ and E.E. Cummings, whose identity did not interfere with her reading experience (Bedell 2007), signing her publications with initials helped Kennedy to avoid being pigeon‐holed. She is famously elusive and consistently denies any autobiographical content in her texts‚ arguing that ‘The idea is to make it seem real’, adding that Everything You Need ‘had a male protagonist, and I spent the next three years fielding sideways questions about whether I’m gay. I presume I’m in for another three years of being asked whether I’m a screaming drunk. Or a gay drunk. I’m straight and teetotal – not that it matters’ (Sarah Crown 2004).

In her technically crafted works of fiction‚ Kennedy defiantly challenges readers’ expectations through shifting tone and plot twists. At times her stories feature ostensibly grisly plots. The first collection of short stories, Night Geometry and the Garscadden Trains (1990), contains fifteen texts of a short length, eight of which are narrated in the first person. Third‐person narration employed by Kennedy in her stories and novels frequently involves the use of free indirect speech, which seamlessly blends the characters’ thoughts in the narrative as she masterfully employs the style, in which characters’ consciousness is non‐mediated. Her writing has been described as ‘complex prose style frequently characterized by the carefully directed use of free indirect speech and thought’ (Petrie 2004, 71). Another typical feature of Kennedy’s narrative technique that recurs in her fiction is second‐person narration‚ creating a striking, at times defamiliarizing effect‚ more so that it is infrequently used by other writers. For instance, in ‘Story of My Life’ from the collection What Becomes, the narrator addresses the reader (‘In this story, I’m like you’), instantly drawing the reader into the told tale. Yet another strategy often used by Kennedy is self‐referentiality and self‐reflexivity, which are present in some of her texts. For example, in the self‐referential opening of The Blue Book, the text points to the book that the reader is holding in his or her hands, thus foregrounding the fact that we are reading a piece of fiction. After the publication of her first books, Kennedy was said to have captured ‘a particularly “end of the century” anxiety about the end of writing and meaning’ (Stoddart 2005, 137). ‘Kennedy’s self‐consciousness about writing and the act of writing is continually foregrounded in a way that feels modern, and that the frustrations, even pains, presented about articulation and expression always appear to be in the service of communicating the social or political reasons for the relative ineffectiveness of a character’s thought or speech rather than those of the author’ (Stoddart 2005, 137).

Bold opening sentences are another common feature of Kennedy’s style‚ which allows the reader to ‘dip in’ the characters’ heads from the start. As Thomas Jones argues, ‘Her stories tend to begin not merely in medias res, but in the middle of a character’s train of thought, too’ (Jones 2004). The eponymous story in Night Geometry and the Garscadden Trains opens in a quiz‐like fashion as if the narrator was testing the reader’s intelligence: ‘One question’, after which follows the question posed twice, the second one slightly paraphrased, the word ‘stop’ replaced by a more precise ‘terminate’. Between the questions the narrator adds three sentences for clarification‚ resulting in a voice that is desperately seeking to be understood. Incomprehension and alienation are recurrent themes in Kennedy’s work, signalled at the narrative, stylistic‚ and linguistic levels, further stressing the sense of meaninglessness, isolation, and existential fear. As Richard Ford aptly notes, ‘This woman is a profound writer’ (Smith 2004).

Kennedy’s narrators are usually very direct, endowed with powerfully authentic voices. Short, sharp declarative sentences – which are often merely brief statements of existence taking the form of nonverbal sentences – are Kennedy’s trademark as is her straightforward, conversational style. The narrators frequently offer statements demonstrating their recognition of widely accepted truths, usually done in a sarcastic manner. Finely balancing clichés, Kennedy offers irony and satirical insight. In his review of Paradise, Thomas Jones argues that Kennedy’s fiction ‘is wary of blunt declarations of fact’ (Jones 2004). By imitating various styles including formal speech and peppering her novels and stories with truisms and banalities, Kennedy undermines oppressive forms of dominant discourses. Informal, even colloquial expressions‚ and occasional taboo words deftly imitate everyday speech. Her spare style – sometimes considered ‘disjointed’ and ‘angular’ (Shriver 2014) – is intertwined with highly lyrical passages, a strategy which produces powerfully refreshing effects. Techniques such as gaps, breaks, questions, metaphors of excess, multiple voices, broken syntax, open endings, and repetitive or cumulative structure are present in her writing. Yet‚ for some critics‚ Kennedy’s prose is marked by ‘a vagueness, a groping quality, a lostness, a sparseness of physicality, a trapped interiority, a cerebral floating over the landscape as if few of the characters quite have their feet on the ground’ (Shriver 2011).

The recurrent themes in Kennedy’s fiction – which some critics describe as ‘dark subjects’ (Lesser 2013) – include alienation, guilt, loss, intimacy, transgressive sexuality, violence, addiction, communication, estrangement, human relationships in general, and also preoccupation with cruelty and oppression. Kennedy shows solitary lives of individuals who yearn for real contact with people, unaware of the despair of others, helpless when faced with it. Characters either openly reveal shameful secrets or reluctantly admit them in an attempt to go to great lengths to come to terms with the past (as‚ for instance‚ in So I Am Glad and Everything You Need), which results in a high, sometimes even shocking degree of openness and sincerity towards the reader. Brief insights into characters allow ‘us a sudden glimpse into an otherwise unnoticed life of virtually unalleviated misery and social deprivation’ (Todd 1996, 159). David Borthwick argues that even if Kennedy’s novels offer an optimistic ending, ‘they remain liminal in that they never do more than that – that is, suggest recovery might be possible through emotional engagement with another human being’ (Borthwick 2007, 268). Another critic states that Kennedy ‘explores familial unions rather than fragmentation’ (Dunnigan 2000, 150) adding, ‘While her work as a whole is about the emotionally and politically disenfranchised and dispossessed, it also aims to discover the means of (re)enchantment’ (Dunnigan 2000, 154). Human relationships are often depicted in an unsentimental fashion, which highlights the sense of alienation. The action of her first novel, Looking for the Possible Dance, revolves around Margaret Hamilton’s relationships with men: her father, Colin McCoag, William Lawrence‚ and James, a boy. The themes – estrangement, love‚ and loss – have regularly returned in Kennedy’s writing since. Kennedy’s treatment of love and romance is not overtly feminist ‘despite the prevalence of stories of domestic violence and abuse (where the abuser is usually male and the abused, female)’ rather constituting ‘an interrogation of romantic love … and she refuses to posit it as “false consciousness”’ (Mitchell 2008, 72). The writer explores what is considered by some ‘that most un‐Scottish of topics – sex’ (Waters 2007). Sex in Kennedy’s novels and stories is often devoid of joy, constituting merely a fleeting moment of contact with the other, perhaps a form of compulsion, at times a source of shame; sexual acts tend to be described with much detail. She provides detailed descriptions of sexual intercourse using ‘an assortment of four‐letter words’ (Prillinger 2000, 76), making associations between the act and blood and pain. At one point Margaret suffers a vaginal tear which ‘represents the emotional rift’ (March 2002, 149) between the lovers. Pain – both physical and emotional – often features in Kennedy’s writing. In a shocking outburst of violence‚ Colin is nailed to the floor by loan sharks to the sounds of classical music, an act which underlines the brutality of modern desensitized life in opposition to the ideal life from the past. As Richard Todd concludes, ‘A.L. Kennedy’s juxtaposition of the heritage‐industry cliché of ceilidh with a far grimmer internecine cliché of violence and self‐hatred taking the form of crucifixion on a wooden floor, the Glaswegian equivalent of the “concrete overcoat” of London’s East End gangsters, or the “knee‐capping” of the IRA’ (Todd 1996, 139).

Yet the novel may be said to provide hope through the depictions of Margaret’s brief encounter with James, which foregrounds the fact that even though difficult, communication is still possible between people. The hope is also there in the title, as is suggested by Stoddart, who argues that ‘the dance metaphor feature in the book’s title works to conjure up an imaginary fullness of communication between individuals or groups who are otherwise uncertain or alienated’ (Stoddart 2005, 142). The ‘possible dance’ may mean seizing the day, it is ‘a code word for seizing the chance to enjoy oneself whenever possible’ (Prillinger 2000, 75). This may seem a subversive message in a Calvinist country where pleasure had been largely denied. The title may also be interpreted politically as ‘looking for a possible new dance, a way of carrying past into the future, a way of accepting the disjunctions of present Scotland and Glasgow’ (Gifford 1996, 44). Ironically named, Fun Factory, Margaret’s workplace‚ is a place where machismo is embodied by her superior, William Lawrence. A theme running throughout Kennedy’s work, guilt is central in Looking for the Possible Dance. The chasm between pleasure and its renunciation, or ‘the dichotomy between pleasure and (self‐)denial of it’ (Prillinger 2000, 75) is said to have been caused by Scottish educational system, which ‘engenders a peculiarly female guilt’ (McMillan 1995, 95). One of the most quoted sections of the novel, ‘The Scottish Method (For the Perfection of Children)’, opens with the statement ‘Guilt is good’ (Kennedy 1993, 15). Guilt‐ridden characters frequently appear in Kennedy’s texts, where guilt is at times presented as a typically Scottish quality. As the protagonist of So I Am Glad admits, ‘Devoid of feeling, yes. Devoid of guilt, never. I’m sure even Scottish sociopaths are soaked with remorse, it’s in our air’ (Kennedy 1995, 130). Margaret manages to avoid the guilt complex, which she succeeds in mainly thanks to her father and his insistence on enjoying life‚ which is depicted in the first scene when as a little girl, she dances with her father. His early life lessons protect her from falling victim to Scottish education: ‘Margaret’s education was in no way remarkable, it merely took the Scottish Method to its logical conclusion, secure in the knowledge that no one would ever complain because, after all, it only affected children’ (Kennedy 1993, 15). The seventh rule is ‘Joy is fleeting, sinful and the forerunner of despair’ (Kennedy 1993, 15), suggesting that enjoyment is forbidden, as ‘it is a philosophy to enjoy pleasure that stands in opposition to what Calvinist Scotland normally thinks about pleasure’ (Prillinger 2000, 75). In the end, Kennedy proves how ‘Scottish identity is thwarted by education’ (Todd 1996, 140), but also how the protagonist’s power is asserted as the novel progresses.

Circularity introduced through the scenes of dancing beginning and ending the novel is further reinforced by Margaret’s trip from Glasgow to London and back, during which she recalls her life and then makes the same journey in reverse, leaving places and people (Glasgow, her father, Colin) and returning to them. She embarks on the journey in order to gain a perspective on her relationship‚ but the trip provides a chance to reconsider her life, an opportunity to ponder on various matters such as love, responsibility, dependency‚ and enjoyment. Numerous flashbacks are interwoven in the course of the journey, which becomes a moment of transition which alters her outlook on many things. At the end of the journey‚ Margaret ‘has reached through her love of her father a new sense of the family as interiorized within the individual conscience’ (McMillan 1995, 96) and she ‘is able at last to commit herself to her damaged lover and her crippled country’ (McMillan 1995, 96).

James Watt is a ‘man‐boy’ (Kennedy 1993, 56) with cerebral palsy sitting opposite Margaret in her train journey. He cannot speak, he only makes noises which are difficult to interpret but what he writes – which clearly requires a lot of effort – proves possible to decipher and understand. They communicate employing very simple short utterances; the words used by James are capitalized and often misspelled, his messages are spelled phonetically, his language aggressive, brimming with expletives. One short exchange between Margaret and James seems to encapsulate the message of the novel ‘PEOPLE CAN TALK TO Yes. You meet people you can talk to and be yourself with. Not often, but you do’ (Kennedy 1993, 191). As has already been mentioned, among Kennedy’s recurrent themes there is inarticulacy and the impossibility of communication both reflected in the disjointed and fractured language in her texts. Numerous critics underline the self‐reflexive nature of Kennedy’s writing (cf. Petrie, Stoddart). Shriver calls Kennedy ‘a fine stylist’, at the same time admitting that her prose can be ‘exasperatingly discursive’, ‘sometimes a bit too in love with itself’ (Shriver 2011). Christianson argues that Kennedy is ‘concerned with language: language which disguises truth as often as it expresses it, which incorporates gender attitudes and ambiguities’ (Christianson 1998, 104). Stoddart claims that Kennedy’s ‘fiction constantly grapples with the possibilities and failures of different forms of language (including physical performance), while at the same time exploring certain specific effects of the media and media technologies but, more specifically, the textures, effects and potential of literary language as a medium’ (Stoddart 2005, 136). As Todd writes, ‘Kennedy’s technical achievement here is to imagine herself and her readers into the mind of the ironically named paraplegic listener, James Watt’ (Petrie 2004, 157). Head equates James with the condition of culture in Scotland claiming that he ‘comes to symbolize Scotland’s cultural self‐denial’ (Head 2002, 153), even though Kennedy’s concept of national identity is ‘a fluid quantity to be evoked only tentatively’ (Head 2002, 15).

Kennedy’s unsentimental lucid prose contests the tradition of Kailyard, a nineteenth‐century literary movement in Scotland‚ and frequently explodes stereotypes Scottishness and gender. It may even be said that the linguistic subversion ‘serves Scottish authors to highlight, problematize and explore a whole plethora of topical twenty‐first century issues to do with power and identity, personal and familial as well as communal’ (Brown 2007, 327). Kennedy’s novels and short stories boldly address important issues often ignored in social and literary discourse in Scotland such as femininity, female identity‚ or gender constructs as ‘Scotland’s linguistic pluralism is manipulated to distinguish a particular (that is, female) cultural identity with its own set of political and aesthetic expectations from the nuances, codes and conventions of other, more hegemonic versions of “Scottishness”’ (Entwistle 2007, 117). She constantly questions the prevailing masculine discourse present in Scotland, as ‘for women there is no better weapon than (their own) language, and no more vulnerable target than Scotland’s self‐deluding masculinist (mis)representation of its cultural and intellectual identity’ (Entwistle 2007, 119). Yet, she does not have a feminist agenda and her ‘work addresses problems of interpersonal connections rather than of gendered issues’ (March 2002, 134). Gender constructs are approached with irony, and the dominant concept of femininity frequently ridiculed. As Sassi points out, Kennedy’s heroines ‘resist being “overdefined” as “women” both from a patriarchal and a feminist perspective’ (Sassi 2005, 158).

Returning to language, it should be stressed that the conversation between Margaret and James serves a number of functions: the employment of onomatopoeic words, nursery rhymes‚ and chants devoid of meaning as well as the experimental use of typography draws attention to their non‐standard form‚ thus focusing on language in general, which ceases to be transparent and becomes concrete. An example of Kennedy’s daring experiments is the scene in which Colin is nailed to the floor by loan sharks, which includes sentence fragments, incomplete words, capitalizing, blank space, shards and snippets of conversations, and non‐standard typography imitating the nature of Colin’s experience. It all makes language and the texture of the novel inevitably present: language becomes foregrounded, the only means of communicating with the other, however imperfectly.

Kennedy’s second novel So I Am Glad (1995) touches on the themes connected with relationships, such as intimacy, estrangement, eroticism, loss and violence of desire, and pleasure, which return in her writing. The narrator, Jennifer, recalls her parents’ marriage and their non‐standard sexual practices, which have marked her for life as she tries to overcome her problems. She admits to certain ‘social adequacies’ (Kennedy 1995, 232). As in other novels and stories by Kennedy, the protagonist is capable of recognizing different feelings, emotions, naming, and imitating them, but lacks the natural need to express (and experience) emotions in a spontaneous way. This deficiency functions as a shield, protecting Jennifer and making her safe. As Dinah Birch argues, ‘the sense of righteousness that rarely deserts those who confess often. The open acknowledgement of guilt implies its opposite, in a paradox that is fully understood within the terms of Kennedy’s fiction’ (Birch 1995). The main plot of the novel is woven around Jennifer’s love for Savinien Cyrano de Bergerac, an incarnation of the historical figure. Savinien, with his effusive emotional expression helps her express her own emotions: ‘His literal presence allows her an expression of emotion that offers far‐reaching effects’ (March 2002, 154). Once again, difficulties with communication are inevitably reflected in language as Jennifer is a taciturn unemotional person. Ironically, her job involves incessant talking as she is a professional enunciator (Kennedy 1995, 37). A typically confessional narrator, Jennifer admits at the beginning: ‘I don’t understand things sometimes. Quite easily, I can become confused by a word or a look or a tiny event and then I just can’t help but wonder why my life should happen in one way and not another. I always end up asking for answers I can’t have’ (Kennedy 1995, 1). The self‐reflexive quality of narration involves marvelling at the nature of language. For example: ‘We reached the space a moment or two before my first blow. Blow, stroke, lash – all wonderfully suggesting, ambiguous words – somebody wicked got there before me with each of them’ (Kennedy 1995, 126); ‘His words did not fumble, did not halt, they only faded very slightly sometimes at the end of a thought and there was a broken deliberation as he spoke each of them out’ (Kennedy 1995, 179); ‘That would have been nice. I had no major demands to make on the remainder of the day – just a need for something small and nice. Nice word, nice’ (Kennedy 1995, 226). In one passage‚ the narrator attempts to coin new words which would have similar effect to ‘bed’ or ‘sex’: ‘I had occasionally wondered if this was some kind of reflex and perhaps any convenient groupings of letters would do. If I lovingly/breathlessly/teasingly whispered ‘ned’, or ‘pej’, ‘zez’ or ‘dep’ at appropriate moments would these do as well?’ (Kennedy 1995, 121). She self‐reflexively comments on the nature of language:



I’ve noticed that three‐letter words with a central ‘e’ will always hit the right libidinous spot.

Bed

Let

Pet

Get

Set

Wet

Even, God help us, Jet

And of course, of course, the ultimate – Sex.

See what I mean? They all work.


(Kennedy 1995, 121)


Critics have noticed ‘the elaborate baroque conceits of Savinien’s language’ (Dunnigan 148). Savinien’s difference is highlighted by the use of archaic language and elaborate lexis, stylized on a very formal variation of English interspersed with French expressions, which at times assumes a form of stylized Middle French as in ‘je sçay, je sçay’ (Kennedy 1995, 90), which both constitutes an allusion to Michel de Montaigne, a reversal of his remark ‘Que sçay‐je?’, meaning ‘What do I know?’ Savinien becomes the medium through which the nature of language is even more visible, offering reflection on the English language from a double outsider perspective. His elaborate lexis and sophisticated sentence structures are in opposition to other characters‚ who employ everyday conversational style. Ellipses frequently foreground the deployment of everyday speech. Numerous exchanges remain open, unfinished. Language abounds in expletives and ellipses in the attempt to imitate natural conversational style, instances of an anacoluthon that imitate spontaneous speech of the characters. Kennedy employs non‐standard capitalizing in an ironic way as it reinforces some questionable functions of language, mocking the seeming importance of certain issues. For instance: ‘Losing It’ (121), ‘good Good Time’ (Kennedy 1995, 120), ‘The Bomb and The Strikes and Nuclear Waste’ (Kennedy 1995, 188), and ‘Moral Disarmament’ (Kennedy 1995, 166). Kennedy foregrounds the self‐reflexive nature of language through the use of word play, literary and cultural allusions and puns, wordplay, elaborate lexis, ellipses‚ and typography. Through a number of such devices‚ language becomes endowed with concrete form, it becomes inescapably present: transparency is removed through the employment of numerous linguistic devices such as capitalizing, truncation, language breakdown, and the incorporation of official discourse. These devices function as a self‐referential meditation on the linguistic strategies of the text, drawing the reader’s attention to language itself as well as the literary aspect of the text while simultaneously refuting it through numerous colloquialisms. Thus language is made to stand out, turned into a protagonist, self‐reflexively making references to its own contrivance.

In her depiction of human relationships, Kennedy stresses the difficulty of communication and cruelty inflicted on other people, but also leaves some hope: both novels end optimistically, they offer a positive outcome. Families in her novels are highly dysfunctional, often, as in the case of Jennifer from So I Am Glad, parents inflict suffering on their children. The situation is different in Looking for the Possible Dance, where Margaret’s father is a perfect father figure‚ setting an unattainable model. The solitary lives led by characters, who are in search of true closeness and intimacy. These themes return in other works by Kennedy. For instance, the protagonists in Serious Sweet (2016), Jon and Meg, are troubled individuals, one emotionally unstable, the other a recovering alcoholic. Their confessions are deeply affecting as their frank narration reveals large quantities of pain, anxiety, and sadness; the deep authenticity and honesty of their stories unearth bleakness and irremediable misery.

An example of the latter is Hannah Luckraft, protagonist of Paradise, Kennedy’s fourth novel. Luckraft, a blend of ‘luck’ and ‘raft’, or an allusion to a German word luftkraft, meaning aerodynamic force. Her palindromic first name may suggest her proclivity to going in loop as Hannah Luckraft is an alcoholic who spirals into hell. Kennedy balances misery and humour, recognizing the sense of the ridiculous. Critics often highlight humour in her novels and short stories: undoubtedly, black comedy and dark humour are characteristic features of her work. Ali Smith calls Hannah’s monologue ‘dangerously entertaining, a maudlin stand‐up routine’ (Smith 2004). Interestingly, Kennedy’s novel contains a large number of religious references. The structure of the novel is based on the fourteen Stations of the Cross; the name of Hannah’s brother is Simon (in the Bible it is Simon who carries Jesus’s cross for him); the symbolically charged number three features in the text (for instance, Hannah takes a three‐day train journey across Canada); Robert tells Hannah ‘I’ll be the cross you have to bear’; there is even a reference to the crucifixion when Hannah steps on a nail sticking out of a broken piece of fencing. There are two endings, one hellish, one paradisal, the latter after a fashion as it involves Hannah fantasizing finding herself in a hotel room with her lover, Robert‚ and alcohol.

Kennedy continues to experiment with voices. Her fifth novel, Day, which explores the relation between individuals and history‚ garnered a lot of praise for a convincing depiction of war. The main character, Alfred Day, is a Lancashire tail‐gunner who took active part in the war proceedings flying over German cities‚ thus giving the reader a first‐hand intimate account of war experiences. Day is set in the late 1940s when the direct effects of war were still palpable as Alfie relives his experience as a prisoner of war when he is cast an extra in a film. The novel is set in the aftermath of the war‚ and retrospections going back to military action are weaved into the story, which depicts camaraderie and friendship between men. The central character, Alfred, feels happiest when he is with his crew, bonding. The readers meet Alfie Day as he returns to a prisoner‐of‐war camp to take part in a documentary. The character is on set literally and metaphorically which foregrounds the effect of reliving war, retelling it. Coming from a working‐class family, Alfie enlists in the air force at the age of seventeen in search of agency. Soon he learns that war is a time of no agency because ‘whoever crawls to the top of the heap’ (Kennedy 2007, 275) gives orders. He finds that all the decisions are beyond him. At times it is convenient as being obedient ‘saves time, saves thinking’ (Kennedy 2007, 71), but it equally engenders a profound sense of uncertainty and confusion. ‘I'm not very good at this war. Maybe when they have another’ (Kennedy 2007, 95) says Alfie’s lover, Joyce, stumbling in a blackout while Alfie prays for the war to be ‘serious: good and long’ as for him it is ‘A great opportunity for self‐improvement, war’ (Kennedy 2007, 16). Alfred represents war heroes who are not very good at peace, and find adapting to normal life after the war impossible, and who realize that the end of war equals a loss of self‐identity. Kennedy provides descriptions of the world at war and the extent of transformations as in the passage when Alfie remembers the smell of wreckages: ‘The reek of fires as they went. The harsh, the sweet, the rotten: another lesson war would teach you, the way there could be such variety in waste, the infinite variations of fire’ (Kennedy 2007, 93); or in another about places which presented an apocalyptic image: ‘As if the cities had been eaten, as if something unnatural had fed on them until they were gashes and shells and staring spaces, as if it was still down there like a plague in the dust’ (Kennedy 2007, 271).

As always in Kennedy’s writing, the style is succinct, and the breathless utterances create a staccato effect. Short sentences reflect Alfie’s muddled thoughts. The voice of the narrator often breaks down: syntax is far from standard‚ and the sentences are fragmented or unfinished. This technique reinforces the fragmentation of language, which reflects Alfie’s thought processes and the instability of his mind. The reader receives the truncated version of the narrator’s monologue, which serves several functions. First, it represents Alfie’s state of mind as its shaky condition is vividly portrayed by this technique. Second, the text draws attention to itself and language is foregrounded. One critic stated that these are ‘words with the life sucked out of them’ (Boncza‐Tomaszewski 2008). This is the deadening effect for which Kennedy seems to strive in most of her texts. She constantly shifts narrative modes: the book starts with third‐person narration with first‐person narration interwoven in italics. There are several chapters narrated in the second person as well‚ which enhances the self‐consciousness of the prose at times not positively. This technique is not received by critics. For instance, while Ursula Le Guin admits Kennedy has received a lot of praise for her narrative gift, she finds the second‐person narrative employed in Day unconvincing and ‘relentlessly intrusive’ (Le Guin 2007), arguing that ‘this constant shifting between three narrative modes, one of them highly artificial, ensures that the author’s stylistic self‐consciousness dominates the book’, resulting in ‘hysteria’ and ‘bathos’ (Le Guin 2007). The shifts foreground Alfie’s mental instability (Kennedy 2007, 246–248) when towards the end of the novel they are blended together creating the effect of utter chaos. The words ‘You will light my way tonight’ (Kennedy 2007, 247) are repeated, merged and separated demonstrating that this is a man deeply wounded by the war, lost and confused. Setting the story in the austere years after the war when a national mood of serious endeavour was firmly entrenched, Kennedy created a novel reflecting the relation between individuals and their history. Day is about displaced people and alienated individuals, drained people struggling on in the aftermath of trauma, reluctant to talk about their experiences as the war impinges on their lives in tangential manner. They have been scarred by the war and strive to start a normal life in the times when the understanding of ‘normal’ has altered. In both novels‚ there is a pervading sense of human impotence in the face of a cruel tide of history. By depicting the pattern of individual lives and actions within the sweep of great events‚ Kennedy proved that she can tackle personal stories as well as grand themes, which she approaches with lucidity and insightfulness.
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Monica Ali

MICHAEL PERFECT



Monica Ali is the author of four novels to date: Brick Lane (2003), Alentejo Blue (2006), In the Kitchen (2009), and Untold Story (2011). While each of these works has received some praise from reviewers and some degree of attention in academic writing, it is for her debut that Ali is still best known and most widely celebrated. Indeed, along with her contemporary Zadie Smith, to whom she has frequently been compared, Ali became a literary celebrity before the publication of her first novel. In early 2003‚ she was selected as one of Granta Magazine’s ‘Best of Young British Novelists’ on the strength of the manuscript of Brick Lane, prior to its actual publication later that year. The subject of significant hype, the novel proved an enormous success both critically and commercially; it sold extremely well, was shortlisted for the 2003 Man Booker Prize, and was adapted to film in 2007. It continues to receive significant attention and acclaim; it has been the subject of many academic articles, is a common fixture on both academic syllabi and book‐club reading lists, and in 2015, in a poll of non‐British critics carried out by the BBC, it was voted the twenty‐ninth best British novel of all time (Ciabattari 2015). In large part because of the phenomenal success of Brick Lane, Ali is – along with, again, Zadie Smith – often perceived as a kind of representative of twenty‐first‐century multicultural British literature, and yet this is belied by her oeuvre; her novels have been set in a number of different locales, including rural Portugal and small‐town America. Ali cannot, therefore, simply be read as a writer of fiction about ‘multicultural Britain’. What can be more usefully pointed out is that migration, identity, and belonging have been key themes in all of her work to date.

Ali was born in Dhaka, East Pakistan (now Bangladesh), to an English mother and Bengali father. When she was three years old‚ the family moved to Bolton, in North West England, to escape the violence of the civil war that would eventually see Bangladesh declare its independence. She studied Philosophy, Politics, and Economics at Wadham College, Oxford, after which she worked in publishing and became a mother. Ali secured a book deal with Doubleday (one rumoured to be extremely lucrative) on the basis of just a few chapters of Brick Lane, and, as a result, became the subject of some interest within publishing and literary circles. In early 2003, Granta’s endorsement of Ali’s manuscript propelled her to the forefront of British literary culture. The immense critical and commercial success of Zadie Smith’s White Teeth (2000) also boded well for Ali’s novel; like White Teeth, Brick Lane was a debut novel that explored the lives of migrants to contemporary, multicultural London; like Smith, Ali was a young, photogenic, Oxbridge‐educated, mixed‐race British woman. Brick Lane was awaited with feverish anticipation.

A bildungsroman, Brick Lane focuses on the life of protagonist Nazneen, who is born – as Ali was – in East Pakistan in 1967. Nazneen’s mother, Rupban, gives birth to her after a pregnancy of just seven months, and Nazneen is thought to be a stillbirth. While plans are being made for her funeral, however, Nazneen suddenly cries out, and Rupban promptly names her ‘before she [can] die nameless again’ (Ali 2003, 9). Rupban is told that Nazneen ‘lives but she is weak’, and that she can either take her to a hospital in the city or ‘just see what Fate will do’; Rupban chooses the latter, reasoning that she ‘must not stand in the way of Fate’ (ibid). This introduces a key theme in the novel: the apparent dichotomy between passively accepting one’s ‘Fate’ and exercising (or, at least, attempting to exercise) one’s ‘agency’. Ultimately, Brick Lane tells the story of Nazneen’s journey from the former to the latter, a journey that is outlined in the novel’s opening chapter:


What could not be changed must be borne. And since nothing could be changed, everything had to be borne. This principle ruled her [Nazneen’s] life. It was mantra, fettle and challenge. So that when, at the age of thirty‐four, after she had been given three children and had one taken away, when she had a futile husband and had been fated a young and demanding lover, when for the first time she could not wait for the future to be revealed but had to make it for herself, she was as startled by her own agency as an infant who waves a clenched fist and strikes itself upon the eye. (11)


This might be described as a one‐paragraph summary of the entire novel, which – unlike Rupban – explicitly celebrates ‘agency’ over ‘Fate’. Before coming to be ‘startled by her own agency’, however, Nazneen spends some three decades deferring to others. She is obedient to her family and, in turn, to the significantly older man to whom they arrange her marriage. In contrast, her younger sister Hasina is rebellious; she defies the family by eloping and, as a result, is disowned by them. Nazneen and Hasina maintain contact by written correspondence, and Hasina’s letters to her sister – letters which gradually reveal a story of misery and subjugation – come to be an extremely important aspect of the novel.

Nazneen is still a teenager when her parents arrange her marriage to Chanu, a man who, she notes with silent distress, is more than twenty years her senior and who has ‘a face like a frog’ (12). Having already lived in London for a decade and a half – that is, the majority of her lifetime – Chanu will, Nazneen is told, marry her and then ‘take her back to England with him’ (ibid). The novel’s narrative then shifts to 1985, and to London; Nazneen is living in Tower Hamlets (near, but not on, the road of the novel’s title), where, for six months, she has been a submissive and subservient housewife to Chanu. While Chanu is not abusive or malicious, he is, it quickly transpires, rather feckless. Despite priding himself on being (he thinks) a highly educated and cultured man, and despite the many grand aspirations that he talks about frequently and at great length, Chanu is indeed (as above) rather a ‘futile’ man. This futility is both comic and poignant; one of Brick Lane’s considerable strengths is that it manages to elicit readerly sympathy and even affection for him.

Chanu considers Nazneen an ‘unspoilt girl. From the village’ (16). Extremely isolated, Nazneen knows very little about the city or country in which she finds herself; it is with something close to astonishment that she watches ice skating on television and, in particular, a female skater who seems to have ‘conquered everything’ (27). Nazneen fills her days with housework, with prayer, and with (re)reading letters from her sister. She does ‘not often go out’ (35), and Chanu does not encourage her to do so; he tells her that although he doesn’t object to her doing so because he is ‘westernized’ and ‘educated’, others in the community are ‘ignorant’ and will talk about her if she goes out, thus making him ‘look like a fool’ (ibid). Unlike Chanu, Nazneen is unable to speak English (we are told that she ‘could say two things in English: sorry and thank you’ (14)); like leaving the house, learning English is something that Chanu does not encourage her to pursue. When she tells him that she ‘would like to learn some English’, he is dismissive, and replies ‘It will come. Don’t worry about it. What’s the need anyway?’ (28). When, after getting pregnant, she again expresses a desire to take English lessons, Chanu reminds her that she is ‘going to be a mother’ and asks ‘Will that not keep you busy enough?’ (62). Aside from Chanu, the only people with whom Nazneen has very much contact are Razia, her confident, outgoing friend, and Mrs Islam, an unpleasant woman who turns out to be a usurer.

Nazneen gives birth to a son, Raqib, but unfortunately he dies in infancy. Before Raqib’s death, however – which overwhelms her with grief – Nazneen feels a kind of happiness in having ‘fought for him’ rather than simply ‘accepting’ his illness and waiting to see what would happen (117). The echoes of Nazneen’s own birth are clear. While Raqib’s death may be the lowest point in her life, it also marks a positive turning point for Nazneen: her first refusal to defer to ‘Fate’. The implication here is not, of course, that everything can be controlled – upon being born prematurely, Nazneen was not taken to hospital but survived anyway, whereas her son was taken to hospital but still did not survive – but that things, and indeed people, might usefully be ‘fought for’.

The next section of the novel is composed of letters from Hasina to Nazneen which span the period 1988 to 2001; presented in broken English, they recount a story of hardship and suffering, but end with some optimism as Hasina reports that she has found work as a ‘maid in [a] good house’ (144, italics original). The narrative then returns to Tower Hamlets and to Nazneen (subsequent letters from Hasina sporadically appear throughout the rest of the novel). Nazneen and Chanu now have two children, Shahana and Bibi. Chanu – who is often in conflict with the rebellious Shahana, and who has taken a loan from Mrs Islam – makes it clear that he plans to move the family (back) to Bangladesh. Nazneen’s English is now much improved‚ and she works as a seamstress from the family home, earning ‘as much as three pounds and fifty pence in one hour’ (176). It is through this work that she encounters Karim, a young, British‐born man of Bangladeshi descent (his uncle ‘owns the factory’ (173)). Karim is involved in the Bengal Tigers, a local group established in response to the Lion Hearts, a local far‐right group; community tensions become particularly fraught after 9/11. Nazneen has an affair with Karim, who considers her to be ‘the real thing’ (320). As Chanu prepares to move the family ‘home’ to Bangladesh, the possibility of a life in London with Karim presents itself to Nazneen; however, she realizes that she and Karim have ‘made each other up’ (380). Partly on account of the appalling misery recounted by Hasina’s letters (which also reveal that their mother committed suicide), Nazneen resolves that when Chanu returns to Bangladesh she will not go with him. The novel ends in March 2002; tensions around Brick Lane have begun to ‘heal’ in such a way as to leave ‘no visible scars’ of unrest (406), and Nazneen is now an emancipated and independent woman. She is a business partner with Razia and, through a strength of character not possessed by Chanu, has managed to fend off the malicious Mrs Islam, whose loan has been more than repaid. The novel’s final image is of Nazneen preparing to ‘[ice] skate in a sari’ (413); this echoes the early scene in which she watched an ice skater on television, and the implication seems to be that Nazneen has ‘conquered everything’ (27).

As well as being shortlisted for the 2003 Man Booker Prize, Brick Lane was received extremely well by reviewers; most agreed that it lived up to its considerable hype. In The Telegraph, for example, Katie Owen stated that ‘high expectations’ for the novel ‘were not disappointed’; she declared it ‘a wonderful debut’ and, in reference to the magazine’s decision to endorse Ali before she had published anything, found the novel to be ‘a vindication of Granta’s choice’ (Owen 2003). In The Observer, Geraldine Bedell stated that Brick Lane ‘has everything: richly complex characters, a gripping story and an exploration of a community that is so quintessentially British that it has given us our national dish, but of which most of us are entirely ignorant. Plus it’s a meditation on fate and free will. Oh and it’s funny too. And painful’ (Bedell 2003). In the Guardian, Natasha Walter stated that, although it ‘sags towards the end’, Brick Lane is ‘still the kind of novel that surprises one with its depth and dash; it is a novel that will last’ (Walter 2003).

One aspect of the novel that some reviewers identified as puzzling and/or problematic was Hasina’s letters and, in particular, the broken English in which they are presented in the narrative. For instance, in her positive review of the novel, Walter expressed confusion over them: ‘I don’t quite understand why Hasina’s letters are written in such broken prose, since presumably she would write in her own language and her grasp of Bengali would be just as good as her sister’s’ (ibid). In the London Review of Books, Sukhdev Sandhu expressed similar reservations, describing Ali’s decision to write the letters in ‘pidgin English’ as ‘an odd [one], given that Nazneen speaks Bengali at home and that, on the page, the tragic correspondence looks banal and comic’ (Sandhu 2003). In academic writing on Brick Lane, Hasina’s letters have continued to be discussed and identified as problematic (see Hiddleston 2005; Cormack 2006; Perfect 2008 and 2014). Hasina’s letters are, in fact, largely based on testimonies from real Bangladeshi garment workers in Dhaka that were recorded by the social economist Naila Kabeer and published in her 2000 study The Power to Choose: Bangladeshi Women and Labour Market Decisions in London and Dhaka. In Brick Lane’s Acknowledgements, Ali expresses gratitude to Kabeer for her ‘comments on the manuscript’ of the novel and for the ‘inspiration’ that her book gave her (Ali 2003, 415). Indeed, many of the experiences described in Hasina’s letters are taken directly from testimonies recorded in Kabeer’s book. It is notable, however, that Ali’s novel inverts rather than replicates the findings of Kabeer’s study. Kabeer suggests that, for all of the hardships suffered by female garment workers in Dhaka, the factory‐based garment industry there is, albeit slowly, providing them with increasing levels of autonomy and agency; in contrast, she finds that the home‐based work carried out by female Bangladeshi garment workers in London offers women very few significant opportunities or prospects. Interestingly, however, in Nazneen and Hasina, Ali’s novel rather suggests that the opposite is the case (see Perfect 2008 and 2014). In academic writing on Brick Lane, debates continue over the content and the form of Hasina’s letters.

Like the novel on which it is based, the 2007 film Brick Lane, directed by Sarah Gavron, was the subject of a great deal of discussion before it was actually released; however, while the novel attracted significant excitement and anticipation, the film attracted some controversy. In 2006, when production company Ruby Films announced their intention to film on the road from which the novel takes its title, some local residents objected and organized protests. The novel was described by protesters as propagating ‘pro‐racist, anti‐social stereotypes’ (quoted in Lea and Lewis 2006); in particular, derogatory comments made by Chanu in the novel about Sylhetis were taken as offensive to that ethnic group. The objections of a fairly small number of protesters received considerable media coverage, and many commentators seized upon the opportunity to make comparisons with the controversy over Salman Rushdie’s 1988 novel The Satanic Verses. Such a comparison was, to say the least, rather strained. Thousands of Muslims in India, Pakistan, and the United Kingdom protested against Rushdie’s novel; it was banned in numerous countries, and in February 1989 Ayatollah Khomeini of Iran called for Rushdie’s death on account of its supposed blasphemy. Rushdie spent a decade in hiding. Some people lost their lives in protests over the novel, and in 1991 its Japanese translator was murdered and its Italian translator stabbed and seriously wounded. In contrast, protests over the filming of Ali’s novel ‘drew no more than two women and 70 older men’ (Lea 2006), and yet extensive media coverage meant that a relatively small protest turned into a ‘controversy’. Writing in the Guardian, Germaine Greer supported the ‘moral right’ of members of the Tower Hamlets community to protest against their ‘misrepresentation’ (Greer 2006); in response, Rushdie himself (among others) attacked both Greer and the protesters. Security concerns eventually led to Ruby Films relocating filming away from Brick Lane. When the film was finally released, it attracted mostly positive reviews and, moreover, little controversy; Ali decried the ‘media distortion’ that resulted in ‘a “controversy” [being] whipped up’ (Ali 2007).

Having been perceived by many as something of a literary representative of multicultural Britain, Ali surprised many by setting her next work in rural Portugal. Sometimes referred to as a novel and sometimes as a collection of short stories, Alentejo Blue is perhaps best described as a novel of short stories; while any of its nine sections could be read in isolation, there are numerous intersections between them in terms of plot, characters, and themes, and the text as a whole clearly seeks to amount to more than the sum of its nine parts. All nine take place in or near Mamarrosa, a village in an ‘imaginary corner of the Alentejo’, a region of southern Portugal (Ali 2006, 303). Characters include both Portuguese locals and British tourists and migrants to the town, with the final section bringing all of the main characters together. Seven of the nine parts are narrated in the third person, with the other two – both of which, notably, focus on British women in Mamarrosa – narrated in the first person.

In the first part of Alentejo Blue, João, a Portuguese man in his eighties, discovers the body of his friend Rui, who has hanged himself. It is revealed that the two were once lovers, and that João has always had strong feelings for Rui. A communist, Rui was detained and tortured during Salazar’s reign; after his release, he and João ‘had one night together’ (Ali 2006, 23), after which Rui married, seemingly choosing to live in denial of his homosexuality. As he ‘cradle[s] Rui’s head in his lap’ (27), João reflects on his life and on the many changes that he has witnessed; seemingly, one of the purposes of this first section of the novel is to familiarize the reader with some aspects of Mamarrosa’s – and, more broadly, Portugal’s – twentieth‐century history. The second part focuses on Harry Stanton, a British writer who is staying in Mamarrosa while trying to write a biography of William Blake. After encountering Ruby and Jay, the children of English couple Chrissie and Michael (aka ‘China’) Potts, Stanton befriends the family, who moved to Mamarrosa in the hope of having a better life than they did in England; however, they live in what Stanton considers to be squalor. Stanton begins an affair with Chrissie Potts. Their affair eventually ‘[runs] out of steam’ (66), and Stanton breaks it off; however, he then has a sexual encounter with her teenaged daughter Ruby, and is admonished by China. The third part of the novel focuses on Vasco, a restaurant owner. Cleaning up after a day’s business, Vasco frets over his obesity and over Eduardo, a patron who Vasco feels has insulted him; Eduardo is, apparently, the cousin of Marco Afonso Rodrigues, who will soon be ‘returning’ to Mamarrosa (84). Vasco reflects on the twelve years that he spent in the United States, during which time he had a wife, Lili, who died in pregnancy. The fourth part focuses on Jay Potts, son of Chrissie and China; the narrative follows him as he attends football practice, roams on his bicycle, swims in the pool of a large unoccupied house, and toys with the idea of starting a fire. As Jay reflects on his family, it becomes increasingly clear that his parents are neglectful of him. In another reference to Marco, the man who is soon to return to Mamarrosa, Jay’s football coach tells him about ‘someone coming to Mamarrosa’ who ‘used to live here’ and is ‘a very rich man now’ (96). The fifth section of the novel, the first to be narrated in the first person, introduces a new character: middle‐aged English tourist Eileen. On holiday with her husband, who is condescending and dismissive of her, Eileen reflects on her unhappy marriage and her life more broadly. It transpires that her husband has a very strained relationship with their son, Richard, seemingly because of the latter’s homosexuality. Eileen and her husband also encounter the Pottses; China tells them that the Alentejo was, until recently, the ‘poorest region in the poorest country in the European Union’, and that it still has the ‘highest male suicide rate’ (120); he then makes a reference to Rui’s body being found ‘strung […] up in the woods’ that very day (121). The sixth and longest part of the novel focuses on Teresa, a Portuguese girl who works in a local shop but has applied for work as an au pair in London; bored by life in Mamarrosa, she longs to see more of the world. China, Stanton, and Vasco are among the characters that make minor appearances in this section, and Teresa shares a meal with João after delivering him his shopping. With her boyfriend Antonio, Teresa is present for the opening of Mamarrosa’s first Internet café; unfortunately, however, there is no actual connection. Their friend Paula, who works at the café, has just become engaged to their friend Vicente. While Teresa tries to build up the courage to tell Antonio that she is going to London, the two make plans to use an empty house looked after by his mother to lose their virginity to each other. Antonio, however, invites Vicente and Paula to the house as well. The four drink, swim, and smoke marijuana; before sleeping with Antonio, Teresa finds herself suddenly indifferent about her plans to travel to London: ‘What was the point, though, really? Why was she going there? […] Who would she be in London and who would be there to see? She would be there and the writer [Stanton] would be here’ (192). Having previously been so excited by the prospect of travel, she now senses that it is futile: ‘everyone was going round and round and it didn’t make one bit of difference as far as she could understand’ (ibid). The seventh section is narrated by Chrissie Potts. After she arranges for her daughter Ruby to have an (illegal) abortion, China ‘kick[s her] out’ of the house (194), and she is forced to live in a caravan; she believes, however, that his anger is the result of her affair with Stanton rather than her arranging the termination for Ruby. When the authorities find out about the abortion‚ Chrissie is threatened with a murder charge, but she avoids prosecution because hospital records state that Ruby’s baby ‘died in the womb’ (214). Chrissie then returns to the family home. The eighth section focuses on a young, recently engaged British couple who are on holiday in Portugal: Huw, a banker, and Sophie, a teacher. The two try to avoid discussing their upcoming wedding because of the arguments that this topic inevitably causes; other things that they argue over include Stanton, who is liked by Huw but disliked by Sophie. The two almost have a car accident when Sophie drives their hired car recklessly, and this causes further tensions. Sophie, who has suffered from depression in the past, eventually considers ‘breaking off the engagement’ (249), and the section ends ambiguously, with the two of them holding each other ‘as though they were drowning’ (253). In the final section, Marco Afonso Rodrigues returns to Mamarrosa and attends the annual ‘Festa da Mamarrosa’ (275, italics original), at which all of the main characters from the previous eight sections are present. A fight breaks out between Vasco and Eduardo, but they are subsequently reconciled. The mysterious Marco disappears, leaving behind him a note with just one word on it: ‘peace’ (300).

Alentejo Blue’s reception was, on the whole, fairly lukewarm; it was met with some praise but also no small amount of indifference. Notably, some who had been very enthusiastic about Ali’s first novel were rather less taken with her second. Natasha Walter, for instance – who, as above, had written a positive review of Brick Lane – stated that ‘given the expectations we already have of Ali, it’s hard not to find this book a let‐down’ (Walter 2006). Many reviewers expressed confusion over Ali’s decision to write about a place so far from, and so different to, the setting for her first, and some suggested that Alentejo Blue was not only largely about but also for holidaymakers; that it was an example of ‘holiday reading’ that was ‘to be forgotten as soon as it is consumed’ (O’Brien 2006). Although Alentejo Blue has certainly not received anything like the kind of attention in academic writing that Brick Lane has attracted, it has not been entirely neglected. Moreover, those critics who have written on Alentejo Blue have often noted that it explores similar themes to Ali’s other work. Margarida Esteves Pereira, for instance, argues that Ali’s second and third novels explore migration but do so within a less dichotomous framework than her first:


Both Alentejo Blue and In the Kitchen draw attention to migratory routes that lie outside the dichotomy ‘west and rest of the world’. In these novels‚ we are made aware of other routes and other places within Europe that remind us that the migratory movements are themselves more heterogeneous and multiple than the traditionally considered ones based on centre/periphery models.

(Pereira 2016, 79)


After the relatively muted reception for Alentejo Blue, however, In the Kitchen was marketed as something of a return to the territory of Brick Lane, and this is not entirely surprising: Ali’s third novel is very much a novel about migration to, and multiculturalism in, London. Yet unlike Brick Lane’s Nazneen, In the Kitchen’s protagonist, Gabriel Lightfoot, is neither from London nor a migrant as such; he is a white, British man from the fictional town of Blantwistle in northern England. Gabriel is head chef at a once‐grand hotel in central London called the Imperial; as its name suggests, the hotel both ‘evokes the past glory of the British Empire’ but also ‘serves as an emblem of the imperialism of global economy’ (Liao 2012, 246). Gabriel’s kitchen – the kitchen of the novel’s title – is staffed by migrants from more countries than he can remember (apparently, ‘every corner of the earth [is] represented’ there (Ali 2009, 129)). However, some of those working at the Imperial are illegal migrants, and when one of them – Yuri, a Ukrainian porter – is found dead in one of the storage rooms beneath the kitchen, an investigation begins (for this aspect of the novel, Ali drew on news stories about a real Ukrainian worker whose corpse was discovered in the Hotel Café Royal in London in 2003). At the scene of Yuri’s death‚ Gabriel encounters the mysterious Lena, an illegal migrant from Eastern Europe (Belarus, she later informs him); fascinated by her, he offers to let her stay with him, and they begin a sexual relationship.

Lena – whose broken English recalls Brick Lane’s Hasina – eventually tells Gabriel that, prior to his death, Yuri had been helping her ‘only from goodness of heart’ (198). Given that Gabriel has been sleeping with Lena, his own motivations for ‘helping’ her are rather muddier. It transpires that Lena is a victim of people traffickers; she had been told that she was going ‘to Italy, to look after old people’ (214) but, instead, was brought to London, where she was raped and forced to work as a prostitute. After managing to escape, she lived with Yuri in the storage room of the Imperial until his death, which, it transpires, was not as suspicious as it seemed; he slipped while drunk. As one of Gabriel’s staff members says, the ‘significance of Yuri’s death […] is that it is insignificant. That is why it is so troubling’ (463). Lena tells Gabriel that she has a brother in London, Pasha, and begs him to help her find him; he agrees.

Over the second half of In the Kitchen Gabriel experiences an identity crisis that culminates in what Gleeson – the Imperial’s restaurant manager and, it transpires, the novel’s chief antagonist – refers to as ‘some sort of ghastly nervous breakdown’ (472). An early indication of Gabriel’s instability comes when, after telling his fiancée about his sexual relationship with Lena, he wonders why he has done so:


What he wanted to know was this: did he produce the thought or was the thought something that happened to him? […] But if he wasn’t responsible for his thoughts, then what was ‘he’? Was there a ‘he’ that was separate from the bit of him that thought? He didn’t think so. How could he know? (291)


Gabriel subsequently comes to think of himself as ‘weak‐willed, unfocused, [and] spineless’ (349), and wonders whether his entire life has been ‘a series of blunders based on misreadings, on misconceptions, on a series of childish mistakes’ (435). At the climax of his breakdown, Gabriel obsesses over the question ‘What am I?’ (478), and wonders whether he is ‘a hollow man’ (478), a ‘man without qualities’ (479). Notably, earlier in the novel Gabriel’s father tells him that ‘Britishness’ has been ‘lost’ (241), and that people ‘didn’t have to talk about’ Britishness in the past because they knew ‘what it meant’ (242); another character, a prominent politician, tells Gabriel that ‘the idea of Britishness is or has become about a neutral, value‐free identity […;] a non‐identity, if you like’ (364). Clearly, Gabriel’s identity crisis – his anxiety over whether he is ‘hollow’ or ‘without qualities’ – is intended to reflect anxieties over ‘Britishness’ having been ‘lost’.

Increasingly unstable, Gabriel continues to search for Lena’s brother and, as a result, is led into the underground world of trafficked migrant workers. Mistaken for one of them, he finds himself working and sleeping alongside these victims of a modern‐day slave trade. He is discovered by Gleeson, the Imperial’s restaurant manager, who – along with Ivan, Gabriel’s grill chef – plays a key role in the trafficking ring; Ivan ‘gets girls from the hotel […] and sells them on’ (467) ‘like meat’ (469), and Gleeson is the ‘frontman’ (468). When Gabriel tells Gleeson that what he is doing ‘amounts to forced labour, a kind of slavery’ (528), Gleeson retorts by telling them that everything – including people – has ‘a market price’ and that ‘that’s how everything works’ (529). Gabriel comes to realize that, as head chef at the Imperial, he has been dependent on this modern‐day slave trade without knowing it; in conjunction with the association that is repeatedly made between Gabriel’s identity and ‘Britishness’, the implication is that, without knowing (or, perhaps, without recognizing) it, post‐imperial Britain is also dependent upon the exploitation and subjugation of migrants.

In the Kitchen attracted more praise – and, indeed, more attention in general – from reviewers than did Alentejo Blue, and yet it was not nearly as critically or commercially successful as Brick Lane. While the novel received praise for its scope and for its attempt to draw attention to the plight of illegal migrants to Britain, some reviewers complained that it was overly long, that its migrant characters spoke in stereotypical idioms, and that, in Gabriel, it had an unengaging protagonist. A body of academic writing on the novel has begun to emerge, however, and many have compared the bleakness of its portrayal of multicultural London to Brick Lane’s optimism.

With her fourth and most recent novel‚ Ali again surprised many people. Like her previous three works, Untold Story explores the themes of migration, identity, and belonging, yet many considered its subject matter to be questionable: a kind of counterfactual narrative, it imagines that Princess Diana survived the car crash that killed her in 1997, faked her own death later that year, and – after extensive cosmetic surgery – lived undiscovered for a decade as ‘Lydia’ in a small town in the United States before being recognized by one of the paparazzi who had previously hunted her so mercilessly. Although the name ‘Diana’ is conspicuously absent from the narrative (as are the given names of other Royals), Ali leaves the reader in very little doubt who she is writing her counterfactual novel about. For example, in her previous life, Lydia was ‘Princess of Wales’ and her ‘untimely death [occurred] in 1997’ (Ali 2011, 36); she publically stated her desire to be ‘Queen of Hearts’ (201); she was involved in ‘charity work’ and a ‘campaign about landmines’ (120); she was the subject of a ‘“phone pest” scandal’ (ibid); men with whom she had relationships include ‘a doctor’ and ‘an art dealer’ with a specialism in ‘Islamic art’ (133); at the time of her (apparent) death she had a ‘beau’ whose family were ‘nouveaux riches’ (121), and there were rumours of her being ‘pregnant’ with ‘a mixed‐race child’ (107). Crucially, however, in Ali’s novel the accident that killed Diana, Dodi Fayed, and Henri Paul in the Alma Tunnel in Paris on 31 August 1997 is rewritten as ‘the “Near‐Fatal Car Crash”’ (122). In Untold Story, shortly after surviving this accident, Diana/Lydia – with the help of an accomplice – fakes her death by making it appear that she has been eaten by sharks (104).

Lydia lives in a small town called Kensington; after living in numerous other places, she chooses it because the name appeals to her ‘sense of humour’ (51). Her true past and identity are unknown to her friends‚ and her boyfriend Carson, who is conscious that she is hiding something from him but does not know what; in one sense, the truth that she keeps from them is the ‘untold story’ of the title. Like Lydia, Carson is a parent but has no contact with his child; at one point he tells Lydia how painful it is not knowing anything about his daughter, but speculates that it ‘might have been harder to see her growing up from a distance’ (129).

Lydia’s life is thrown into turmoil when John ‘Grabber’ Grabowski, a paparazzi who made his living out of photographing her in her previous life, and who is trying to finish a book about her in time for the ten‐year anniversary of her (supposed) death, encounters her in Kensington (like Lydia, he finds the name of the town appealing). Grabowski notices that Lydia’s eyes are ‘the same’ as those that he photographed so many times, and he formulates an elaborate plan that, in time, confirms her identity to him (and, in turn, makes her aware of his presence). He plans to expose her and begins to seek proof of her identity; he imagines ‘headlines in gigantic block capitals’ that will secure him fame and wealth: ‘SHOCKWAVES FELT AROUND THE WORLD … PRINCESS “DISCOVERED” IN U.S. BACKWATER … RISEN FROM THE DEAD …’ (258, italics and ellipses original). When the two meet face to face, Lydia recognizes him (which confirms to him her real identity), and thus a kind of cat‐and‐mouse game begins. Lydia almost kills Grabowski by running him down in her car (she swerves at the last moment), and after he breaks into her house in search of documentary proof of her identity she detains him at gunpoint. The plot is resolved when Lydia’s friends come to her aid by convincing Grabowski that she has fled the town; despite not knowing what Lydia’s secret is, her friends resolve to protect it (and her), thus proving themselves genuine friends. Grabowski leaves Kensington defeated and disappointed; Lydia will soon be free to live her life there once again because it is, her friend Tevis tells her, ‘the last place he’s going to look for [her] now’ (338).

Some chapters of Untold Story take the form of diary entries written by Lawrence Standing, an academic who served as Lydia’s ‘Private Secretary […] until 1986’ and then her ‘informal adviser’ (36). Lawrence is, he notes, a ‘historian who is at pains to conceal a moment of history’ (63); he singlehandedly orchestrated the faking of ‘Lydia’s’ death and her escape to the United States (even he does not use her real name, reasoning that he ‘must get used to calling her’ by her new moniker (146)). Lawrence’s diary entries are written during the months after Lydia’s disappearance and before his death from cancer in 1998; he feels that the process of writing down the truth is ‘entirely necessary’ (68), despite intending his diary entries never to be read (he will, he claims, ‘make sure’ that ‘these pages won’t exist’ after his death (39)). Through his narrative, it transpires that Lydia faked her death in part because she ‘believed she would be “bumped off”’ (159); that “‘they” would have her assassinated’ (144). One chapter is composed of letters that Lydia writes ‘to’ Lawrence after his death, even though she knows that she is ‘writing to a dead person’ (183). Lawrence’s diary entries are rather sycophantic in their account of ‘Lydia’: she is, for example, ‘an angel in this world’ (37), and her faking her own death was not a selfish act but, rather, ‘her greatest act of selflessness’ (165). Lawrence’s obsequiousness is largely ascribable to his having romantic feelings towards his former employer – he admits that he secretly ‘entertained a hope’ of their being together romantically (138) – and yet at times the novel does rather seem to share his sycophancy towards Lydia/Diana.

Untold Story’s critical reception was not universally negative but neither was it especially positive. While a few reviewers wondered whether it was not in poor taste to publish such a novel shortly before the wedding of Diana’s eldest son, others were not so much offended by Ali’s choice of subject matter as simply bemused by it. In The New York Times, Michiko Kakutani deemed Untold Story an ‘implausible and preposterously gimmicky novel’ (Kakutani 2011). In the Guardian, Joanna Briscoe found it ‘bewildering but patchily enjoyable’ (Briscoe 2011). In The Independent, Yasmin Alibhai‐Brown ‘defend[ed] Ali’s choice of subject’ and rebuked anyone who thinks that Ali should ‘stick within some “multicultural” enclosure’, and yet she found ‘Lydia’s sorrows, fears and longings’ so tedious that they made the reader ‘imagine her drowning for the second time, and this time for real’ (Alibhai‐Brown 2011). Alibhai‐Brown is certainly right that critics and readers should not expect (or want) Ali to remain within some ‘enclosure’ determined by her phenomenally successful debut novel, but many will be hoping that Ali’s future work will, whatever its subject matter, reach the kinds of heights scaled by that novel. Indeed, although Ali’s novels since Brick Lane have all received some attention and praise, none of them has got close to replicating the kind of critical or commercial success achieved by her landmark debut. It might be argued that, at present, Ali finds herself in the somewhat odd position of being a less prominent writer after having published four novels than she was immediately before having published any. Her literary career may well, however, still be in its early stages, and it is likely that she will remain a significant figure on the contemporary British literary scene for some time to come.
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Sarah Waters

NATASHA ALDEN



Sarah Waters is one of the most popular and most widely read novelists of recent times. Critically acclaimed and commercially successful, her novels, and their adaptations, have foregrounded the reclamation of lesbian history, and are arguably both cause and symptom of the extraordinary rise of the acceptance of lesbianism in mainstream fiction, TV‚ and film since the 1990s. Her work has also brought increased visibility for aspects of British history which have been occluded or forgotten more generally, such as the experiences of different classes in periods of rapid social change, and her development of a flexible ‘neo’ form, which represents the past using literary models adapted from the period, is highly distinctive.

Waters has written six novels to date. Tipping the Velvet (Waters 1998), her first novel, drew heavily on Chris Hunt’s Street Lavender (Hunt 1986), telling the life story of Nancy King, brought up in a Whitstable oyster parlour in the late nineteenth century. Falling in love with Kitty Butler, a male impersonator performing in the local theatre, Nancy follows her to London‚ where they begin both a relationship and a double act together. Kitty’s inability to accept her sexuality leads to the relationship ending, and a traumatized Nancy begins a picaresque journey through a series of relationships and identities ‘… led by love, by desire and by the search for community and identity through a range of distinctly lesbian worlds’ (Waters 2002b). Waters describes the novel as a ‘historical fantasy’ which developed from her interest in ‘how we think about the gay past; what evidence we use and what evidence we make up. I began to see a picaresque novel that would put someone through a range of lesbian identities. Nan’s a bit of a cipher really, someone who allows me to write about a range of experiences’ (Cohu 2002). Cohu describes Waters as ‘blithely unconcerned at making up what was unrecorded [and so] … commandeer[ing] other sexual cultures to invent a lesbian world … “A lot of work has been done on Oscar Wilde and his milieu … I was very taken by the glamour of it. But I wanted to steal it for a lesbian agenda’” (Cohu 2002). Tipping the Velvet was, Waters later explained, an ‘attempt to write a Victorian‐style novel telling a very lesbian story in a way that was half‐authentic but half‐anachronistic too’ (Waters 2002b). Waters submitted Tipping the Velvet to ten publishers without success before being signed to the literary agent Judith Murray. Murray offered the novel to the feminist publishing house Virago, who had already rejected it once; they reconsidered, and Waters has remained with them since then.

Waters describes her second novel, Affinity (Waters 1999), as ‘the most genuinely historical book [of her first three novels,] and an attempt to capture the authentic lesbian voice’ (Waters 2002b). Affinity, Robert McCrumb suggests, is ‘darker and weirder [than Tipping the Velvet], exuding a distinctive sensuality that propelled her heroine Margaret Prior into another transgressive new world of seances and spiritualism. Waters’ Victorian exemplars such as Wilkie Collins, Charles Kingsley‚ and even Lewis Carroll sometimes hint at drug addiction, sadomasochism‚ and pornography. In Affinity, she just plunged straight in and made these Gothic themes vividly explicit, with relish …’ (McCrumb 2009). Margaret Prior, bored, frustrated by family expectations of her as a gentlewoman, and grieving both the death of her father and the marriage of her first love Helen to Margaret’s own brother, seeks distraction and purpose in becoming a lady visitor at Millbank prison. Here she meets and falls in love with Selina Dawes, imprisoned for fraud and assault. The development of their relationship, and of their plan to break Selina out of the prison and flee to Italy together, drives the narrative forward, but the novel has two timelines. We begin in the present of the novel, with Margaret’s diaries, which describe her learning of the recent death of her father and marriage of her brother, and continuing with an account of her visits to Millbank and growing love for Selina. These chapters alternate with Selina’s account of how she became a medium, the development of her career‚ and how she came to be in Millbank. The two timelines only converge at the end of the novel, in a shocking conclusion which is one of Waters’ most tragic.

Fingersmith, Waters’ third novel and ‘the antidote to Affinity’ is the last of her books to have a Victorian setting, and, with three roughly equal sections, mirrors the three volume structure of the Victorian ‘triple decker’ novel (Feay 2005). A much less bleak novel than Affinity, Fingersmith ‘is a pastiche of the whole sensation genre, a gothic melodrama like Wilkie Collins … and Mary Elizabeth Braddon – fantastic novels that spiral out of control, and are often quite transgressive, if only in the way they destabilise the reader’ (Waters 2002b). Fingersmith takes key characters and plot points from Collin’s The Woman in White (1859) and adapts them for a queer agenda; there is more to Waters’ innocent young gentlewoman than meets the eye. Like Affinity, Fingersmith has two narrators, and again, slowly reveals a deception which is key to the plot.

The Night Watch, published in 2006, was a departure for Waters in a number of ways. It features an ensemble of characters, rather than one or two, and is written in the third person, rather than the first person narration used in her first three books. But its most obvious departure from Waters’ earlier work is its twentieth‐century setting.

Waters’ earlier novels built suspense through intricate plotting; here, the reader knows what will happen to the characters from the beginning of the novel, but this novel is as intricately plotted as the others.

The novel has a reverse chronology which begins in 1947, with a cast of gay and straight characters coming to terms with the aftermath of the war. Kay, mourning the loss of her partner Helen and of the sense of purpose, acceptance‚ and belonging she gained from driving ambulances in the war, seems stuck in limbo; Viv, whose affair with soldier Reggie once seemed so vital, is starting to move on, painfully; and Helen, who left Kay for Julia, is starting to suspect Julia of infidelity. The novel then takes us back to the characters in 1944, and the middle of the Second World War, with the third section moving back to 1941.

Like Waters’ other novels, The Night Watch is densely researched, and it draws on this research, into the cultural and literary history of the period, to extend the scope of the ‘neo’ form she used in her Victorian novels. Waters draws on a range of mid‐twentieth‐century fiction about the war and about gay experience, and found while writing the novel that ‘the feel of these novels [began to] dictate the mood and shape’ of The Night Watch; ‘[I] watched my prose become slightly pared down, my tone more quiet, my focus more interior’ (Waters 2006b).

The Little Stranger (Waters 2009) continued Waters’ engagement with the neo form, and with the Gothic, but surprised her readership by not featuring any gay characters. Set, again, in the aftermath of the Second World War, the novel introduces us to the Ayres family, upper class but financially badly off, whose country house is dilapidated and who are struggling to adjust to the huge social change that came after the end of the war. The story is narrated by their doctor, Faraday (like the narrator of Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca, Faraday never reveals his first name). Faraday befriends the family, becoming indispensable to them as the burden of maintaining the estate with no money and of dealing with what appears to be a malevolent ghost takes an increasingly heavy toll on them. The novel is a departure for Waters in having a male chief protagonist and narrator, but echoes her earlier works in other ways; like Fingersmith, the novel is set in a country house which hides many secrets; like Affinity, the supernatural plays an important role, and like The Night Watch, the novel reflects Waters’ fascination with the social changes of the postwar period.

Waters’ sixth novel, The Paying Guests, returned to a lesbian storyline, and Waters describes it as her first ‘proper love story’ (Wise 2014). Set in the 1920s, the novel returns to the theme of the after‐effects of war, and revolves around Frances Wray, left looking after her ageing mother after the deaths of her father and brothers. Like the Ayres’ home in The Little Stranger, the family house is now too big and too expensive to run, so the Wrays are obliged to take in lodgers, or ‘paying guests’. The Barbers, Lilian and Leonard, seem abrasive and out of place at first, but gradually Frances and Lilian warm to each other, and develop a friendship which becomes a relationship. The novel is split into two halves, with a single unexpected event separating the love story of the first half from the detective/court narrative of the second.

2014 also saw the performance of Waters’ first play. Co‐written with Christopher Green, The Frozen Scream combined a retelling of a lost murder mystery from the 1920s with contemporary immersive theatre techniques.

Unusually for Waters, it met a mixed reception, with critics suggesting that despite containing many of the usual ingredients of Waters’ fiction, such as suspense, a retelling of an older story, mysterious deaths‚ and unexpected revelations, the theatrical methods used weren’t entirely effective. Waters’ other works, however, have consistently been lauded, as is apparent from her record of prize nominations and TV and film adaptations. Tipping the Velvet won the Betty Trask Award; Affinity was shortlisted for the Mail on Sunday/John Llewellyn Rhys Prize, and won both the Somerset Maugham Award and the Sunday Times Young Writer of the Year Award. Fingersmith was her first novel to be shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize and the Orange Prize, and also won the CWA Historical Dagger and the South Bank Show Award for Literature. The Night Watch was shortlisted for the Orange and Man Booker Prizes, and The Little Stranger was Waters’ third novel to be shortlisted for the Man Booker, as well as being shortlisted for the South Bank Show Literature Award. Her most recent novel, The Paying Guests, was shortlisted for the Baileys Women’s Prize for Fiction (previously the Orange Prize). As a measure of Waters’ popularity, although neither Fingersmith nor The Little Stranger won the Man Booker Prize, Pauli (2002) notes that sales figures from Waterstones showed Fingersmith was the most popular title on the longlist that year, and in 2009, The Little Stranger outsold the other books on the shortlist by 50% (Armitstead 2009).

All of Waters’ novels to date have been adapted for film and TV. Sally Head Production’s Andrew Davies‐scripted adaptation of Tipping the Velvet (2002) for the BBC won a number of awards, and was nominated for a BAFTA. The BBC/Sally Head Productions adaptation of Fingersmith (2005) was nominated for a BAFTA, and Box TV’s adaptation of Affinity for ITV (2008), also scripted by Andrew Davies, was award‐nominated internationally. The most recent TV adaptation, a BBC production of The Night Watch (2011), won Anna Maxwell Martin the Best Actress Award at the Madrid LGBT Film Festival. Both Fingersmith and The Little Stranger have been adapted as films; Fingersmith is the basis of Park Chan‐Wook’s Academy Award winning film The Handmaiden (2016), and The Little Stranger, directed by Lenny Abrahamson, was released in 2018. A film adaptation of The Paying Guests, with a screenplay by Emma Donoghue, is currently in development.

Three of Waters’ novels have been adapted for the stage. Fingersmith (written by Alexa Junge) was first performed at the Oregon Shakespeare Festival in 2015; Tipping the Velvet (written by Laura Wade) premiered at the Lyric Theatre, Hammersmith, before transferring to the Royal Lyceum Theatre, Edinburgh, in 2015; and Hattie Naylor’s adaptation of The Night Watch was first performed at the Royal Exchange, Manchester, in 2016.

Made an OBE in the March 2019 Queen’s Birthday Honours List, Waters has been the recipient of a number of honours and awards. In 2003, she was featured in Granta’s ‘Best Young British Novelists’, was voted Author of the Year at the British Book Awards, and won the Waterstones Author of the Year Award. Awarded ‘Author of the Year’ at the Stonewall Awards in both 2006 and 2009, she has also been recognized in the Pinc List of leading Welsh LGBT people. Waters was made a Fellow of the Royal Society of Authors in 2009 and was named Writer of the Decade at the Stonewall Awards in 2015.

Waters was born on 21 July 1966, in Pembrokeshire, in the south west of Wales. She had a ‘very ordinary’, happy childhood in a lower‐middle‐class family, spent mostly in Neyland, a small coastal town in Pembrokeshire where her family still lives, with periods in Middlesbrough, a large post‐industrial town in North Yorkshire (Allardice 2018; Raymond 2014). Her family history reflects the postwar social change that she explores in The Little Stranger (2009) and The Paying Guests (2014); her grandparents were in service; her parents Ron and Mary were educated at grammar schools, and Waters herself was the first in the family to go to university. Waters’ bookishness and love of narrative had been apparent throughout her childhood; she has described herself as a ‘horrible swot’ who loved Doctor Who and BBC2’s Hammer House of Horror (Allardice 2018). ‘It was a great childhood … we weren’t especially wealthy or anything, but I felt I had a kind of safety and freedom. I was encouraged to be imaginative[,] and read[,], and it was a great childhood for a budding writer because I had the time and the freedom to go into a world of my own. I was always attracted to books and I used to go to the library all the time. I went to grammar school in Milford Haven and I got lots of encouragement there as well’ (McCrumb 2011). After A Levels at Milford Haven Grammar School, she studied English and American Literature at Kent University, graduating in 1987, then completed an MA in Contemporary Literary Theory at Lancaster University in 1987–1988. After leaving university, she went to work in the Owl Bookshop in Kentish Town, London, then became a library assistant in Camden, London (a job she remained in until the success of her novels allowed her to become a full‐time author in 2000). In the mid‐1980s‚ Waters moved to Stoke Newington, known then for its high numbers of lesbian residents, and ‘“became caught up in a heady moment of lesbian feminism, the bad haircut, the awful clothes, the strength marches, and everything politicised”, she remembers. “It was so exciting” ’ (McCrumb 2009). In 1992, she began a PhD in English Literature at Queen Mary, University of London. Her thesis, ‘Wolfskins and togas: Lesbian and Gay Historical Fictions, 1870 to the Present’, explored the way in which fiction and non‐fiction responded to contemporary conditions in representing the homosexual past, looking at a series of moments in time (the 1900s, the 1930s‚ and the 1950s) when how the homosexual past was seen shifted. Waters was interested in how this was reflected in the way writing of the time figured the homosexual past, and how homosexual writers invoked the past to provide affirmative models, such as the way in which Sappho and Antinous were positioned as homosexual icons, though by different sexual discourses, which were not always aligned. Waters published two academic articles (see bibliography) on gay historical fiction, one on the American novelist Maude Meagher and one on rewritings of the Antinous myth, but her interests had shifted towards writing her own fiction during her PhD. Tipping the Velvet (1998) sprang from her research into the Victorian era, and homosexual life in London in particular, and from her desire to write the kind of book she wanted to read; one that focussed on lesbian experience, and showed life in an urban setting, rather than in an isolated refuge from the straight world. In doing this she was responding to what traces she could see of lesbian life in the writing of the Victorian era and moving them into the heart of her narratives. ‘Lesbian desires […are] sort of there as a subtext to lots of Victorian fiction. But what I’ve been able to do, writing with our literary mores today, is to tease them right out and put them at the centre of the story rather than kind of at the edges’ (Waters 2005).

Waters is quick to point out that she was far from the first gay historical novelist; when she wrote Tipping the Velvet it fitted into an already well‐established, if somewhat marginalized, existing genre of gay historical fiction. It also came at a time when a burst of gay writing was garnering attention from the literary establishment in a new way:


Tipping the Velvet has sometimes been credited with having founded a new genre; in fact, lesbian and gay authors had been producing lively historical fiction for ages before I came along, and I would never have written Tipping at all if I hadn’t first been a fan of novels such as Isabel Miller’s Patience and Sarah, Ellen Galford’s Moll Cutpurse and Chris Hunt’s Street Lavender and N for Narcissus. (Nor, importantly, would those books have been available to me without the heroic gay and feminist small presses and bookshops of the era.) Inspiring, too, was the fact that ambitious gay writing was finding a place in the mainstream. I’d been gobbling up the work of Jeanette Winterson and Alan Hollinghurst alongside novels by AS Byatt, Peter Ackroyd, Toni Morrison and Angela Carter. Collectively these works, many of them with an eye on the past, seemed to show grand narratives being prised open and made to reveal – or forced to accommodate – feminist stories, queer stories, lost stories, radical stories.

(Waters 2018)


Waters’ own work prises open the stories and genres of the past, remaking them in a contemporary image and revealing their (mostly) hidden queer potential.

One of her major achievements could arguably be the mainstreaming of what has been described as the historical ‘lesbo romp’, though that description (famously Waters’ own, albeit slightly tongue‐in‐cheek) oversimplifies her novels, and refers primarily to Tipping the Velvet. When Tipping the Velvet was published, gay historical fiction was far from mainstream, and critics found her work hard to pin down in terms of genre; Steel (1998) described it as developing a new genre altogether, the ‘bawdy lesbian picaresque novel’, and numerous critics compared Waters’ novel to the work of Jeanette Winterson, on grounds that were not immediately apparent beyond their shared lesbianism. Waters has described this as ‘lazy journalism’ (Waters 2002a), commenting to Lucie Armitt that early reviewers tended to


put me in the same bracket [as Winterson], but I thought it’s just that we’re the only two lesbian authors they can think of. I don’t think I’ve got much in common with Jeanette Winterson at all, and I’m sure she’d feel she hasn’t got much in common with me. She’s much more in a modernist tradition, which I don’t feel part of: I like her work, but we haven’t got similar agendas, it seems to me.

(Armitt 2007).


The increasing popularity and growing critical standing of Waters’ novels has meant that her work has been read in more nuanced ways as time has gone by. In her review of Fingersmith, Julie Myerson remarked that she ‘hesitate[s] to call it lesbian, because that seems to marginalize it far more than it deserves. Suffice to say, it is erotic and unnerving in all the right ways’ (Myerson 2002). Having said that, though she describes herself as ‘feel[ing] cheered’ by not being constantly referred to as a gay writer, Waters herself is emphatic about the importance of not eliding the significance of homosexuality in her work:


… if I do an event where [lesbianism] isn’t mentioned, I think: ‘Hang on a minute, this story could only happen in this particular way because the characters are involved in a lesbian relationship’. I’d hate that to get blurred or lost.

(Cooke 2014)


The centrality of homosexuality to Waters’ work has meant, especially at the start of her career, that other aspects of her writing were overlooked; it also led to surprise when Waters published The Little Stranger, which didn’t feature lesbians at all. It is vitally important to understand Waters’ work in relation to lesbian sexuality, but other aspects of her work are also highly significant, such as her use of the neo‐Victorian and development of the neo‐1940s (‘neo’ here referring to a type of historical fiction which reclaims and reworks aspects of the literature of the period it is set in), her intertextual engagements, her use of historical source material, her reworking of Gothic themes for a contemporary audience, her intricate and wildly various plots, and her engagement with love, loss, and what it means to be human. Waters once – again, tongue‐in cheek – said that ‘what [she is] after … is a gripping read, with stuff going on behind it’ (McCrumb 2009); this jokey articulation of her method belies the seriousness and the sophistication of her intent, but does capture the essence of her novels.

Waters has championed an accessible, engaging style which, while changing and developing from novel to novel, has consistently captured an unusually broad reading public.

Her wide appeal has a number of reasons, but her talent for creating a ‘gripping read’, as she puts it, is a major one. Despite the differences between each of her novels, all of them share a compulsive, complex plot. One of the most striking things about Waters’ use of such plots is the contrast between the strong narrative pull each provides, and the complex form of the novels. Waters employs shifts of time, shifts of voice‚ and shifts in point of view, all delivered in such a way as to wrong‐foot the reader and engross us in the story before swiftly shifting to an often shocking revelation or switch of narrative voice. In Affinity, for example, an already complicated scheme to defraud one of the major characters is suddenly made very much more complex by Waters’ handing the narrative voice from one of the two chief protagonists to the other; in The Paying Guests, a sudden violent event, played out in vivid and sickening detail over 30 pages, shifts the story from one genre – the love story – into the different gear of the detective and court drama. Waters has experimented with a range of different modes of plotting; Tipping the Velvet adopts a picaresque narrative form, whereas Affinity and Fingersmith both involve dramatic revelations leading to readerly reassessment at key moments. Waters’ first novel not to have a neo‐Victorian setting, The Night Watch, has a plot which is both extremely simple and extremely complex in taking an ‘ordinary’ love story, showing a relationship begin, flourish, falter, and end in abandonment, and then narrates it backwards, opening with the aftermath of the relationship’s breakdown and ending with the intensely romantic moment at which the lovers first meet.

All six of Waters’ novels to date, despite their differences in subject matter and style, share aspects of the psychological thriller form, often in a particularly dark mode. Waters’ early novels were noted for their successful development of what Kate Mosse referred to as ‘contemporary gothic’ (McCrum, 2009). Gina Wisker notes that Waters’ early novels are often Gothic but (unlike The Little Stranger), don’t feature ghosts, relying instead on placing ‘characters in variations of traditional Gothic locations and contexts: the back streets, side streets and morally dubious theatre world of London (Tipping the Velvet); prisons (Affinity); insane asylums dour, grand isolated houses with secrets (Fingersmith) … [women in conventional Gothic literature are] hidden, silenced, imprisoned … powerless, lured into romance or marriage by rogues, manipulated by men with salacious intent and easily dispensed with’ (Wisker 2016).

These themes are not limited to the neo‐Victorian novels, though; they form a continuous interest linking each of Waters’ novels, both neo‐Victorian and neo‐1940s and 1920s. The later novels share the neo‐Victorian novels’ Gothic preoccupations with madness, backstreets, prisons (literal and metaphorical), remote country houses holding secrets, power, guilt‚ and fear. In The Night Watch, the familiar landscape of London is made utterly strange by war time bombing, creating new, dark spaces full of transgressive possibility. We return to labyrinthine prisons, but see that in war, they become even more hellish during bombing raids, and meet characters who ruminate obsessively about secret or forbidden relationships. In The Little Stranger, Ann Heilmann argues that ‘Sarah Waters reconfigures, to chilling effect, key preoccupations of her previous historical fiction: neo‐Victorian Gothic (Affinity), the claustrophobia and insurgent spirit(s) summoned by the disciplinary regimes of institutions (the prison, the family), class relations (Tipping the Velvet); psychopathological sexualities (Fingersmith); and the upheavals caused by war (The Night Watch)’ (Heilman, 2012). Heilmann describes The Little Stranger as embedding neo‐Victorian Gothic ‘within her forties context’; ‘[i]n exploring the post‐war transformation of social relations, Waters combines the twentieth‐century theme of the demise of a country house and family with the Victorian trope of the Gothic mansion engulfed by the past’ (Heilmann 2012). Gina Wisker reads ‘the marginalisation of hope, destroyed dreams, containment, constraint, pretence, the dangerous illegality of a love that was seen not to even have a name, never mind dare to speak it’ in The Paying Guests as positioning it as a piece of postfeminist Gothic (Wisker 2018).

These settings and tropes are ripe for appropriation by contemporary queer narratives; Philip Hensher suggests that Waters has made ‘a great link between the secrecy of queer sexualities and the secrets and revelations of the Gothic tradition’ (McCrumb 2009). Wisker, noting the same, points out that Waters’ ‘women‐centred, lesbian‐oriented version’ of a queered Gothic, ‘exposes the gendered conventions, threats and resolutions of more conventional Gothic’ (Wisker 2016). Waters’ female characters ‘find an open recognition of their sexuality brings with it love, the pain and joy of relationships, authenticity and agency’ (Wisker 2016).

Another aspect of Waters’ writing which unites all six of her novels, and one which has generated a great deal of academic commentary, is her use of pastiche, or ‘neo’ forms. Louis Wise notes that ‘[f]rom the gothic supernaturalism of Affinity to the repressed 1940s hysteria of The Little Stranger, [Waters] takes a quiet delight in taking traditional fictional genres and upending them – often, as she puts it … on the lookout for untapped “sites of lesbian potential” … “I suppose, if you looked for something very definitive about my books, it would be that kind of gesture … To tease new stories out of very familiar scenarios”’ (Wise 2014).

When Suzie Feay interviewed Waters in 2005, she commented that ‘[one] thing I noted from the press coverage was a tendency to describe her work in a rather pejorative way: “pastiche”, it would say, or “faux‐Victorian”, or worst of all, “lesbo‐Victorian romp”. I tell her that I was taken aback to find that these all turned out to be her own descriptions of her work. “They are pastiches, really – is that a bad word? We’ve got so many good real Victorian novels, I’ve always thought, why just write another one? I’ve tried to take on the genre but do something a bit different, to tell a story they couldn’t quite tell. Play around with it, have fun with it!”’ (Faey, 2005). Faey adds: ‘And particularly, get lots of lesbian sex in it’ – while Waters’ focus is on a wider range of lesbian experience than just sex (and depicting lesbian sex and sexuality is a vital part of her work), Faey is right in noting that Waters’ re‐invented Victorian and neo‐twentieth‐century novels place lesbianism, and other issues that interest Waters, such as class, or love, at the centre of her books.

The neo‐Victorian genre arguably begins with John Fowles’ The French Lieutenant’s Woman (Fowles 1969), but only developed into a mainstream literary form in the 1990s. The neo‐Victorian can be broadly defined as a mode of writing which harks back to the prose style, themes‚ and narrative structures of literature of the Victorian period, but which does so with metafictional self‐awareness and which self‐consciously draws on the older forms to explore contemporary issues; in Waters’ case, drawing out the queer potential of the original.

The recovery of lost voices and development of occluded or repressed topics is central to much neo‐Victorian writing (see Kohlke 2008 and Kaplan 2009). ‘Victorian writing doesn’t have any explicit lesbian sex … but it does have a lot about gender and sexuality. Miss Wade in Little Dorrit is queer in all sorts of ways, and there is a thing between a woman and her maid in Hardy. There are strange, erotic situations and power dynamics, with innocence and corruption counterpointed’ (Waters 2002b). Waters draws on fiction and prose of the Victorian era to explore the issues which interest her in different ways in each of her novels (though not always straightforwardly; Tipping the Velvet, like some of Dickens’ novels, is quite picaresque, an eighteenth century genre; Waters borrows what is useful to her). Waters’ fourth, fifth‚ and sixth novels move out of the Victorian era but continue to rework the literature of the periods of their settings, in a move which develops a neo‐1940s and neo‐1920s style, marking Waters out as distinctive among other historical novelists. Waters’ adherence to this method isn’t universally popular; reviewing The Little Stranger, Tracy Chevalier said that it had ‘a slightly second hand feel to it’, and that she looked ‘forward to the book in which [Waters] leaves behind past templates, with their limitations, and breaks away to make her own literary history’ (Chevalier 2009). Other critics have defended her use of earlier models:


The [first three] books are indeed pastiches: Victoriana as a queer theorist might perform it, with costumes by Judith Butler, prisons and madhouses by Foucault. … But the books are less theatrical, less formulaic than the labels [‘frissony’, ‘pastiche’, and ‘lesbo‐Victorian’] make them sound; Waters is not at all one of those writers setting out to profit from what Henry James called the ‘fatal cheapness’ of period fiction. Her work is always rich in feeling, and clever and precise.

(Turner 2006)


One great strength of this approach is that it allows Waters to foreground her reclamation of the past. She does this differently in each of the novels, but in each, she focuses our attention on a group of people or aspect of the past which has been neglected, repressed‚ or ignored. Tipping the Velvet is her most metafictional neo‐Victorian novel:


Tipping the Velvet was never intended to be a work of historical realism. Instead, it offers a 1990s‐flavoured lesbian Victorian London, complete with its own clubs, pubs and fashions. It conjures up an antique lesbian lingo, using, or cheerfully misusing, some of the words and phrases – ‘toms’, ‘mashers’, ‘Tipping the Velvet’ itself – that I’d come across in dictionaries of historical slang and in 19th‐century pornography. And it makes frequent little nods to lesbian and gay icons and classic queer texts – to Dorian Gray, Hadrian and Antinous, Woolf’s Orlando, Zola’s Nana, Compton Mackenzie’s Extraordinary Women, Henry James’s The Bostonians … The very patchiness of lesbian history, I was trying to say, invites or incites the lesbian historical novelist to pinch, to appropriate, to make stuff up. I wanted the novel not just to reflect that, but to reflect on it, to lay bare and revel in its own artificiality.

(Waters 2018)


Waters’ next novel, Affinity, is significantly less metafictional, and could be described as belonging more to the faux‐Victorian mode. Stylistically, it echoes Victorian literary conventions, particularly those of Gothic fiction of the time, while extending its reach to explore lesbian experience with a directness that we don’t see in its source material. Fingersmith is also less playfully parodic than Tipping the Velvet, though more overtly engaged than either Tipping the Velvet or Affinity with reworking specific literary texts in a way that draws the reader’s attention to the process of reclamation going on. John Mullan argues that ‘its most important [literary] kinship is with Wilkie Collin’s The Woman in White’, with key aspects of the plot queering and complicating Collin’s account of Laura Fairlie being falsely incarcerated so others can claim her fortune (Mullan 2006). Waters’ first novel to leave the Victorian era, The Night Watch, borrows from novelists such as Neville Shute, Elizabeth Bowen‚ and Mary Renault in its depiction of gay (and straight) lives in wartime and postwar London; The Little Stranger echoes numerous authors of ghost and detective stories – Henry James, Agatha Christie‚ and Edgar Allan Poe (particularly ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’) – as well as offering an implicit critique of the class politics of Josephine Tey’s The Franchise Affair, while The Paying Guests draws on women’s writing of the inter‐war period, such as the work of Elizabeth Bowen and Ivy Compton‐Burnett.

Waters’ development of a neo form which ranges across a variety of different periods, using the same techniques to produce novels which necessarily, bearing the traces of the period of their settings, differ from each other yet all follow the same methodology, in order to explore neglected or repressed aspects of British life, arguably marks her out as unique among contemporary novelists. She is unique in the way that she has brought gay historical fiction into the literary mainstream, as the most prominent and widely read gay historical novelist. Alan Hollinghurst is arguably the only writer who can be compared to her in this respect, having also had his work adapted for prime time TV productions and having growing academic interest in his work, but his readership is less broad than Waters’. Emma Donoghue’s lesbian historical fiction is the most alike to Waters’ work in terms of topic, form (she has also used the neo‐Victorian form, though not consistently), and popularity, but she has a less well‐developed profile as an author of LGBTQ fiction, moving between historical and contemporary settings, and being mainly known for her contemporary novel Room. No other author, writing about gay or straight experience, has used the neo form as Waters has, revisiting an increasingly varied range of periods to reanimate the past using the forms of that past, with a politicized agenda of telling stories which either weren’t, or couldn’t be, told at the time. Waters has thus carved out a particularly individual niche for herself, and this goes some way to explaining the intense academic interest in her work. The first single‐author monograph on her was published in 2017; Claire O’Callaghan’s Sarah Waters: Gender and Sexual Politics offers a detailed reading of each of Waters’ novels using both feminist and queer theory, arguing that existing criticism has tended to focus on one or the other, while Waters’ work demonstrates a complex intertwining of the two. Two edited collections of essays on Waters preceded this. The first, Sarah Waters: Contemporary Critical Perspectives (Mitchell 2013), is part of Bloomsbury’s popular Contemporary Critical Perspectives series, and its publication demonstrated the by then well‐established interest in Waters’ work among literature and gender scholars. The collection ranges across all of Waters’ novels to date, exploring issues of space, representation, gender politics, history‚ and narrative technique. Sarah Waters and Contemporary Feminisms, edited by Claire O’Callaghan and Adele Jones and published in 2016, focuses more closely on how Waters’ work reflects and engages with feminist and gender politics. In a series of wide‐ranging essays, the collection explores Waters’ engagement with patriarchy, repression, relationships, desire‚ and aesthetics. Before the publication of these three books, criticism on Waters had been restricted to book chapters and articles, though there were substantial numbers of these. Interest in Waters’ neo‐Victorian novels began early, with pieces such as Mark Llewelyn’s work on Affinity (Lewellyn 2004) and Sonja Tiernan’s work on Tipping the Velvet (Tiernan 2005). As the academic industry around Waters’ work has grown, work on her has diversified, with distinct sub‐fields emerging, such as neo‐Victorianism (Yates 2009/10, Lewellyn and Heilmann 2007), queer and gender politics (Carroll 2006), historiography (Boehm, 2011), adaptation (Gamble 2009), and the Gothic (Wisker 2016, 2018), among others.

Little is known about Waters’ next novel other than that it continues her movement through the twentieth century, is set in the 1950s, and is ‘a kind of cousin to The Little Stranger, but with working class people’ (Allardice 2018). The plot is embargoed, but it’s safe to assume that it will, like her previous novels, combine densely researched archival and literary material with a compelling plot, the power of which propels the reader into a vividly rendered world which brings the lives of the historically disenfranchised back into the light.
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David Greig

CLARE WALLACE



David Greig is a Scottish playwright and director who began making theatre in the early 1990s. He has gone on to become one of the foremost contemporary dramatists in the United Kingdom, and a leading force in the ongoing rejuvenation of theatre in Scotland, having created over fifty pieces of theatre, plays‚ and adaptations for diverse audiences. His plays have been produced by the Traverse Theatre in Edinburgh, the Citizens Theatre in Glasgow, the National Theatre of Scotland, Paines Plough, the Royal Court, the Royal Shakespeare Company, the Young Vic‚ and the Donmar Warehouse in London, and internationally. Greig was born in Edinburgh in 1969, but lived until the age of thirteen in Nigeria. This background has actively contributed to his artistic investigations of what it means to belong or be at home, and the contours of transnational and national identities. He went on to study English and Drama at Bristol University, where he met Graham Eatough and, together with Nick Powell, they founded Suspect Culture, a collaborative experimental theatre company based in Glasgow that continued until 2008. A dominant feature of Greig’s practice is the way it encompasses a wide variety of roles: writing, directing, adapting, teaching‚ and programming. Concurrent with his work for Suspect Culture, he began writing plays for the stage and radio. Since the 2000s‚ he has been involved in various theatre outreach and curatorial projects, such as leading British‐Council‐sponsored workshops for emerging writers, particularly in the Middle East, or in 2012 coordinating a season of plays ‘One Day in Spring’ by writers and performers from Syria, Lebanon, Morocco‚ and Egypt at Òran Mór in Glasgow. He has also produced a growing number of adaptations, translations‚ and libretti ranging in style from the West End musical version of Roald Dahl’s Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (2013) to Aeschylus’ The Suppliant Women (2016), August Strindberg’s Creditors (2018) or Stanislaw Lem’s Solaris (2019). In addition, between 2005 and 2007‚ Greig was the first dramaturg for the National Theatre of Scotland; while in 2016‚ he became the Artistic Director of the Royal Lyceum Theatre in Edinburgh.

Greig’s debut coincided with surge of provocative new playwriting being produced mostly in London theatres by a generation of writers who had grown up during the Thatcher era. Their achievements have been assessed in strikingly different ways from laudatory to dismissive. Political disengagement was perceived by many commentators to be a critical issue; so, for instance, Vera Gottlieb in Theatre in a Cool Climate (1999) found 1990s new playwriting largely superficial and lacking political incisiveness. David Ian Rabey, English Drama Since 1940 (2003), felt the theatre of the decade to be ‘collectively characterised by a more widespread emphasis on challenging physical and verbal immediacy, and bleak (arguably nihilistic) observations of social decay, severed isolation and degradation into aimlessness’ (192). Amelia Howe Kritzer (2008) concluded her study of political theatre in Britain between 1995 and 2005 with the assertion that the post‐Thatcher stage was marked by a ‘rejection of idealism’ (219). By contrast, Aleks Sierz offered an enthusiastic survey of the new generation in In‐Yer‐Face Theatre: British Drama Today (2001), claiming that the visceral tactics of provocation of the new writing of the 1990s possessed a vigour and critical purpose expressed via ‘questioning moral norms, […] affronting the ruling ideas of what can or should be shown onstage [and] also tapping into more primitive feelings, smashing taboos, mentioning the forbidden, creating discomfort’ (4). At the centre of his hugely influential account were playwrights such as Mark Ravenhill, Sarah Kane and Anthony Neilson, Joe Penhall, Tracy Letts, Judy Upton‚ and Jez Butterworth, whose plays showcased an aggressive, consumer culture savvy‚ and youthfully vital new theatrical aesthetic at century’s end.

Greig’s early work was decidedly more speculative than experiential (to reverse Sierz’s expression), a characteristic that inevitably set it apart from that of many of his peers. In place of challenging taboos, it turned towards nuanced experiences of belonging and alienation in a globalized, allegedly post‐ideological, world as Dan Rebellato observed in his introduction to Plays 1 (2002, xii–xiv). Location was also an important factor. Throughout the 1990s, neither Greig’s plays nor his work for Suspect Culture appeared at the Royal Court or Bush theatres in London (two main venues for Sierz’s ‘new wave’ writers); rather they were mostly presented in Edinburgh, Glasgow, or beyond the United Kingdom. Hence, though sharing the broad social and political context of the so‐called In‐Yer‐Face theatre, Greig’s 1990s work was launched from an aesthetically and geographically different space, that only came to be more fully and adequately appreciated in the 2000s. In that space, there is a synthesis of continental theatrical models and the heritage of Scottish theatre. Greig combines an awareness of the ways in which earlier generations had experimented with form or fashioned their own poetic idiolects with a sense that his generation was liberated from the task of continuously flying their national colours (Fisher 2011a, 18). This meant that, especially in its early phases, his plays traced more self‐consciously international trajectories, exploring what it meant to be European after the collapse of communism, or the existential outcomes of globalization with its contingent communities and ethical conflicts. And these remain important concerns in much of his work even today. Unsurprisingly, given Greig’s flourishing career, any initial lack of critical or scholarly recognition has long since been superseded by a growing number of publications that contribute to a rich appreciation of his work and its significance (see‚ for instance, Rodriguez 2019).

Despite its heterogeneity, Greig’s dramaturgy is characterized by a few dominant tendencies. His treatment of stage space has been consistently non‐naturalistic and open. Performances require few props‚ and stage directions are minimal; characters are often ‘discovered’ in spaces that have fluid, or multiple semiotic possibilities. Often the plays interleave distant locations. These are generally identifiable places: border towns in Central Europe, the Pyrenees, San Diego, an island in the Outer Hebrides, Damascus, Edinburgh, but they are also always imaginatively displaced. As a result, references to real‐world geography do not function to prop up an authentic depiction of a specific location, but rather serve to propagate a nuanced sense of the symbolic and political connotations of place, and how characters shape themselves in relation to these conditions.

Character, dialogue‚ and narrative are formally at the core of Greig’s dramatic writing. Although performers are sometimes required to enact multiple roles, character is not dismantled or deconstructed in a postdramatic fashion – a strong humanist sensibility anchors his treatment of the person on stage. Structurally, his plays inherit and modify a number of techniques associated with the work and ideas of Bertolt Brecht such as estrangement, paradox‚ or historicization. Greig’s work is episodic and scenario driven, generally involving small groups (often pairs) of characters in dialogue, sometimes with brief choral interludes or monologues that counterpoint the action, provide metatheatrical commentary, or even break the fourth wall. Narrative is central, structured most frequently as a collage of interlinked or contiguous episodes. Short scenes thus ameliorate an overarching narrative, even when individually they may seem self‐contained or even disjunctive. The impulse of these scenes is interrogative and contradictory, rather than conclusive, again giving rise to an association with the dialectical theatre of Brecht. Another striking feature of Greig’s drama is its attentiveness to language, to allusion‚ and the linguistic textures of story, poetry‚ or of verbal images. In his early work, he experimented with writing as though in translation (Europe (1994) is a prime example), as a means of freeing himself creatively and not being held to account for the (in)authenticity of a specific dialect or class‐based idiom. Although still somewhat evident in later plays like The American Pilot (2005), this technique is one he has since largely abandoned even while he remains interested in cultural translation and untranslatability as in, for example, Damascus (2007) or Dunsinane (2010). Despite this, a certain eloquence and fluency infuses Greig’s writing of character. Notably, he acknowledges how his ‘characters are very articulate about themselves – they may never be able to get to the point, they may never know exactly what they’re trying to say, but they have a wide range of words at their disposal and they are not hindered, they are not faking it. They can be inarticulate in an articulate way. Any character I write is able to speak freely’ (Fisher 2011a, 25).

As opposed to some of the new theatre of the 1990s, physical violence or visceral provocation are rarely present, and there is little indication that Greig regards the audience as complacent, or in need of didactic shock therapy. Indeed, his recent work has involved an overt awareness of and attention to audiences as participants in creating affective spaces of the performance through the use of choruses, music, direct address‚ and even PowerPoint. Yet the creation of such affective spaces is never solely emotive; Greig remains equally engaged with the cognitive potential of theatre as a space to think about values, identities‚ and choice. Given the extent and diversity of Greig’s creative output, the following chapter is consciously selective in its survey, limiting its focus to three principal, interconnected aspects of his work pertaining to the global, local‚ and political.



Cosmopolitan Itineraries: Europe, The Cosmonaut’s Last Message, San Diego

Transnationality, migration‚ and the effects of globalization are prevailing themes in both Greig’s early plays and his projects with Suspect Culture. That work has often been regarded as detached from the concerns of national identity, and illustrative of Greig’s own ambivalent sense of Scottishness in the 1990s and early 2000s. Dan Rebellato’s ground‐breaking introduction to the first collection of Greig’s plays flagged the deep ‘imprint of globalisation’ on Greig’s theatre, and the ways the work stages the dilemmas of citizenship in an apparently borderless world (2002, xii–xiv). Whether the dramatic action is set ‘a small town on the border’ in the heart of Europe (Greig 2002, 5), on a forgotten Soviet space module orbiting the Earth, or on a Boeing 777 heading for the West Coast of the United States, movement and displacement are key motifs. Characters are defined in relation to their capacity or incapacity to roam, and the communication networks that enmesh them. Works such as Europe (1994), The Cosmonaut’s Last Message to the Woman He Once Loved in the Former Soviet Union (1999), and San Diego (2002) and his projects with Suspect Culture from the same period share a fascination with travel, place versus non‐places, random encounters, as well as figurative and literal borders. The cosmopolitan itineraries structuring so much of Greig’s early writing indicate a desire to create theatrical situations and stories that reach beyond national specificity, that speak to conditions of globalized experience at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty‐first (see Wallace 2006, 285–288). They also illustrate Greig’s attempt to find a theatrical voice that would not be defined by the dominant stylistic conventions of British theatre that he felt to be merely ‘televisual and dull’ (Billingham 2007, 79). By looking to the ‘European sensibility’ that he found in writers like Bertolt Brecht and Howard Barker, as well as to the heritage of post‐war Scottish theatre, Greig actively steered away from what he saw to be the dramaturgical ruts of British drama (Fisher 2011a, 17–18, Wallace 2013, 32).

Greig’s first major play, Europe, directed by Philip Howard and performed at the Traverse Theatre Edinburgh in 1994, probes the nature of European identity following the collapse of communism and the ways in which rapid socioeconomic change transforms the aspirations and fates of the vulnerable. After finishing university, Greig went Interrail‐ing through Europe‚ and the play emerges out of that experience of concentrated border crossing. The published text is prefaced by two allusive, historically specific, quotations: one is from Jacques Derrida’s The Other Heading (1992), ‘Something unique is afoot in Europe, in what is still called ‘Europe’ even if we no longer know very well what or who goes by this name’ (5), the other is a couplet from W.H. Auden’s 1939 poem ‘Refugee Blues’ – ‘But where shall we go today, my dear? But where shall we go today?’. Both conjure a sense of dislocation, physical and metaphysical, in a space and place formally thought to be stable and known. Interestingly, although Europe is palpably a post‐Berlin‐Wall play, the questions it raises about migration, national borders, violence‚ and European identity have recently come back into sharp critical focus with the refugee crisis and the rise of populist politics across the continent.

Composed of twenty short titled scenes, Europe is a neo‐Brechtian debate play set in and around a recently decommissioned train station in an unnamed provincial town in the centre of the continent. It is a place of border crossings, where the traces of past regimes are visible with ‘neither the romantic dusting of history, nor the gloss of modernity’ (2002, 7). The synecdochical relationship of the fate of this small, insignificant place to the seismic shifts in post‐wall European politics is underscored by Greig’s use a chorus at the beginning of each of the play’s two acts. The chorus permits the voice of community to overlay the interactions between the characters and, as it is performed by members of the cast, serves to accentuate the contrast between undefined communal and specific individual voices. Into this symbolically resonant space come two refugees: Sava‚ an older man‚ and Katia, his daughter. Although never specified, it is likely that they are fleeing the Yugoslav wars, since they too are Europeans. The play’s action is set in motion by the refugees’ presence‚ which elicits a spectrum of reactions in the local characters from empathy, sexual attraction, suspicion to hatred (Wallace 2013, 49). In true Brechtian fashion, Europe ends with choices and consequences: Adele leaves with Katia; Sava remains with Fret. Berlin and Horse are stranded at home looking to the better times of the past. Their firebombing of the train station kills Fret and Sava, and momentarily makes their town infamous. The optimistic potential of a culturally diverse, yet connected, Europe embodied by Adele and Katia is held in tense juxtaposition with the voice of violence, racism‚ and dispossession embodied by Berlin, whose assertion that ‘in our own way, we’re also Europe’ (90) closes the play on an ambivalent note.

Both The Cosmonaut’s Last Message, directed by Vicky Featherstone and produced by Paines Plough Theatre Company in 1999, and San Diego, first performed at the Edinburgh Festival in 2003, extend and develop Greig’s theatrical engagement with globalization and transnational identities. Neither work is as openly influenced by Brechtian dramaturgy as is Europe, and their foci are much more diffuse. Spatial dispersals, accidental encounters, attenuated communication‚ and cultural heterogeneity are central motifs in both. The Cosmonaut’s Last Message is a collage of scenes with pairs of characters in diverse locations ranging from Edinburgh to outer space. Peter Billingham (2007) sums up its atmosphere as ‘one of breathtaking disorientation and emotional and ideological weightlessness’ (109). It is guided by a subtle, but vital concept. In an interview with Mark Fisher, Greig describes how the play is patterned according to a ‘central image […] everything had to bounce between Earth and space like a satellite signal’ (Fisher 2011a, 25). The result is a set of contiguous micronarratives that initially seem disconnected, but are gradually revealed as nodal points in a loosely networked plot (see Wallace 2013, 114). Whether in the exchanges between the forgotten Soviet cosmonauts Oleg and Casimir, or Scottish civil servant Keith and World Bank official Eric, or the speech therapist Vivienne and Bernard‚ a former space scientist who has suffered a stroke, communication is the pulse that connects each node. It may be flawed, or fail outright, but the fundamental need to connect with others remains, and is defining. The cumulative effect of the scenes may suggest the bleak conclusion ‘that regardless of whether political borders are raised or torn down, other barriers even more difficult to overcome, exist’ (Zenzinger 2005, 274). Or alternatively one might decide, as Rebellato does, that despite the failures of understanding throughout, the play’s ‘ghostly doublings, [and] corporeal puns, emphasise, beyond the power of the narrative, the connections between people that exceed the social wedges that consumerism has driven between us’ (2002, xxi).

 San Diego is even more directly concerned with the social dynamics and psychic costs of the so‐called global village. But in contrast to the sense of millennial fragmentation precipitated by the fall of communism in Europe or The Cosmonaut’s Last Message, the play is self‐consciously metatheatrical and alert to the changing attitudes to globalization precipitated by the attacks of 9/11. Described by Greig on his website as ‘an epic, disconnected dream narrative or fantasia which takes place inside the playwright’s head twenty or so minutes between the announcement that the plane he is on is due to land in San Diego and the plane actually touching down’, the play experiments with a self‐reflexive, ironic authorial intervention. San Diego features an eponymous playwright who is quickly dispatched in one of the play’s earlier scenes, but resurrected later when the plot threatens to spiral out of control. This gesture is layered into Greig’s favoured devices of multiple interwoven narratives, dialogues among small clusters of characters, and juxtaposed tableaux in assorted locations. It fuses the playwright’s experience of first visiting the United States, with his reading on globalization and re‐reading Thornton Wilder’s Our Town (1938), an ambitious set of concerns that finally fail to cohere as effectively as those of Europe or The Cosmonaut’s Last Message. Perhaps what remains most stimulating about San Diego are its images of a world so vastly different to the nostalgic vision of small town America offered by Thornton Wilder; a world characterized by a lack of rooted identities, relentless patterns of consumerism, hostage to jingoistic marketing and the dictates of the free market economy (Wallace 2013, 120). Diverse forms of consumption – air travel, tourism, entertainment and, more grimly, cannibalism – glut the play. Throughout, the comforts and securities apparently guaranteed in modern consumer society are shadowed by a parallel world that is disturbing and precarious, one of illegal immigrants, exploited labour, violence, suffering‚ and self‐harm.

Taken together, Europe, The Cosmonaut’s Last Message, and San Diego showcase Greig’s engagement with the sociopolitical shifts that marked the turn of the century, and his attempts to dramaturgically render fractured and dispersed senses of identity in a globalized frame. Marilena Zaroulia (2011) productively situates these plays in relation to cosmopolitanism, noting how ‘Greig’s cosmopolitanism emanates from recognition of multiple identities that are rooted in and beyond various places, contexts and historical moments [it] cannot be disassociated from such global, social experiences as mobility, strangerhood and hospitality’ (36–37). Citing Jill Dolan’s notion of ‘utopian performatives’ (37), she suggests that the political efficacy of Greig’s work lies in imagining moments of impossible connection and ethical responsibility amid the pervasive challenges of real‐world alienation and animosity.



Protean Nation: Victoria, Outlying Islands, The Strange Undoing of Prudencia Hart

Early in his career‚ Greig’s ambivalence about owning his Scottishness, or representing Scotland in his work was the subject of a good deal of interpretive commentary. Greig has frequently discussed his sense of not quite belonging; for instance, in an interview with Caridad Svich (2007), he speaks of ‘being intensely and viscerally attached to a place in which [he] is perceived as a stranger’ (55). Yet, as he goes on to admit, although ‘I rarely write directly or recognizably about Scotland […] I am always writing from Scotland: Of it? About it? Despite it?’ (55). Scottish settings and references are, in fact, abundant in Greig’s plays‚ and if initially he was reluctant to write about Scotland, that attitude has changed as his career has progressed. Recently, he has described how he tries to imagine his hometown of Fife as a potential location for any story he might want to tell (Greig and Wallace 2016, 247). Scottishness, as David Pattie has lucidly noted, is for Greig a field of debate, enquiry and at times resistance, a space that remains, above all, ‘usefully unfixed’ (2013, 195).

The polymorphous nature of Greig’s Scotland is illustrated vividly in Victoria (2000), a large‐cast history play in three interconnected movements that explores images of Scottish cultural and national identity across the twentieth century. Surprisingly, Greig’s first major Scottish play was commissioned by the Royal Shakespeare Company and presented at the Barbican in London, directed by Ian Brown. Originally intended as a trilogy, in the end compressed into a three‐act piece that ran for three hours, the very scale of the project invites reflection upon the changing cultural climate in the wake of devolution. Set in an unnamed ‘rural place on coast of Scotland’ (Greig 2000, 4), the play takes three specific periods – 1936, 1974‚ and 1996 – over three seasons, autumn, spring‚ and summer, and across three generations of characters, to form an intricately structured epic triptych, each section of which features a character called Victoria (see Wallace 2013, 74–80). In Greig’s own words, Victoria is a play about utopias, and the problems of ideology traced through references to Fascism and Communism in the first act‚ embryonic Thatcherism in the second, to the clash between Green thinking and postmodern capitalist logic in the third (Billingham 2007, 86). Brimming with ideas about history, politics‚ and responsibility, the patterning of roles, images, motifs‚ and language reinforces a sense of the present ghosted by the past in complex and ambivalent ways. Above all, Victoria is an ecological drama; its conflict revolves around man and environment, culture and nature, and the ways in which place holds people and people shape their place.

Ecological themes are also at the crux of Outlying Islands (2002), a play that opened at the Traverse Theatre in Edinburgh directed by Philip Howard. Outlying Islands plays with an unusual source of inspiration – Robert Atkinson’s account of a decade long ornithological study of rare bird species in the Outer Hebrides in the 1930s and 1940s, entitled Island Going (1949). The remote Scottish setting is central to the dynamics and poetics of the play. The action is poised geographically and temporally on the edge of the unknown; on a tiny island in the North Atlantic in the summer of 1939, two young Cambridge ornithologists sent by a government ministry to produce ‘an inventory – of the natural contents of the island’ (Greig 2010, 155) must come to terms with their task and themselves. They are guided by two locals, the island’s leaseholder, Kirk, and his niece Ellen. After Kirk dies of a heart attack, the three interact with each other and respond to their isolated surroundings in differing ways. Greig adumbrates the ethical dilemmas this environment provokes. Whereas Robert, obsessed by the island’s remote ecology, is absorbed and destroyed by nature; John resists, compromises‚ and survives, but may well not outlive the war to come. It is in Ellen, however, that affirmative change takes place. As she takes possession of her island inheritance, she also takes possession of her own nature and desires in a vital, healthy way, and in doing so counteracts the extremes of the two young men. Several commentators have interpreted this play in terms of contemporary Scottish identity politics; Nadine Holdsworth (2008) groups Victoria with Outlying Islands to argue that ‘the occupation of the periphery is suggestive of other possibilities, other priorities, other modes of being and living that are indicative of a wider national agenda of self‐reflection and change’ (142–143). Similarly, Aleks Sierz (2011) and Steve Blandford (2007) attend to the ways history in these plays is a space in which a multifaceted debate about national identity is enacted following the 1997 Scottish devolution referendum.

A more recent play, The Strange Undoing of Prudencia Hart (2011), provides a vivid example of how Greig’s writing of, about‚ or despite Scotland has continued to evolve. Prudencia Hart was created under the auspices of the National Theatre of Scotland in cooperation with designer Georgia McGuinness, musician Aly Macrae‚ and director Wils Wilson. The resulting work is, in important respects, indicative of the National Theatre of Scotland’s commitment to developing pieces that are collaborative, inclusive‚ and suitable for touring, but also showcases Greig’s mature confidence in writing of Scotland for Scottish audiences. Prudencia Hart is a gleeful a celebration of ensemble storytelling, where music plays an integral role and “dialogue, narrative monologue‚ and song are blended” (Wallace 2013, 98). It is also a play that toys with borders – the geographical territory of the Scottish Borders/Lowlands, but also the boundaries between folk and popular culture, academic and non‐academic modes of communication and evaluation. Community is a key to the workings of Prudencia Hart; as stage directions indicate, this is a play to be performed in ‘a pub or a bar, a ceilidh place, a community hall, anywhere that people are gathered, warm and have enough drink’ (Greig 2011, 2). Music neatly interconnects themes, form‚ and performance: the play emerged from research on The Border Ballads supported by the National Theatre of Scotland; its protagonist, Prudencia Hart‚ is a scholar of ballads attending a conference on border ballads in Kelso; and the play is self‐consciously styled as a ballad. As the audience gathers, folk music is played. The opening song is a wistful traditional ballad ‘The Twa Corbies’ – the two crows – but is soon interrupted by a debate, in rhyming couplets, about where to properly begin Prudencia’s story. The audience is presented with possible narrative points of departure that in effect negate any later suspense. Her story may begin ‘in medias res’, at the moment she knows she has been trapped by the Devil, or when time stands still, or when she is transformed, or even ab ovum at the moment of her birth (Greig 2011, 3–4). But, no, declare the narrators, ‘In storytelling – that most misused of all arts – Horses must absolutely not go ahead of carts’ (Greig 2011, 5), despite the fact that this is precisely what has just occurred. What follows interweaves Prudencia’s twenty‐first century story with elements of the Tam Lin ballad (in which Tam is captured by the Queen of the Fairies and is rescued by a valiant young woman who outwits the fairies) and Robert Burns’s 1790 poem “Tam o’ Shanter” (about a man who after a night of raucous drinking encounters the devil with a party of witches on the way home and just barely escapes). Prudencia Hart blends ceilidh, ghost story, ballad, a self‐reflexive narrative with a gentle caricature of academic foibles. Mark Fisher in his review of the play contends, the setting of the play is ‘a world of academic pedants, a place of memes, signifiers and post‐post‐structuralists, where the head triumphs over the heart every time’, where Greig ‘satirises the empty dichotomies of the career academic’ (2011b). Undoubtedly, the play begins with a comic dissection of some painfully familiar vagaries of academic politics. But the opening scholarly tussles over the status of the Border Ballad are cleverly situated within a mise en abyme narrative structure of story within story, ceilidh within ceilidh, pub within pub that soon surpasses satire (Wallace 2013, 100). In his review of the play during the Edinburgh Festival in 2011, Dominic Cavendish suggested that The Strange Undoing of Prudencia Hart ‘maybe […] a metaphor for Scotland today, torn between crashing modernity and the lulling comforts of nostalgia’. Yet it is also crucial that the play closes with transformation, a reconfiguration of assumptions about value and an erosion of simple binary oppositions (see Pattie 2016). Both Colin and Prudencia are altered by encounters with the ‘topography of Hell’ (Greig 2011, 6) in Kelso. Colin, despite his ostensible postmodern tendencies, finds in himself a conventional romantic hero. Prudencia has come to recognize the limits of her superior scholarly detachment and finally agrees to participate in the ceilidh. It is no accident that her contribution is a playful postmodern fusion that transforms the Devil’s ceilidh into the ‘Devil’s Kylie’ with a sense of triumphant irreverence. The clash between traditional and postmodern, folk and pop, serious and frivolous is thus wittily collapsed in a final moment of song (Wallace 2013, 102).



Rough Theatre: The American Pilot, Dunsinane, The Events

As may well now be evident, Greig’s work is magnetized by a fundamentally political sensibility that can, in certain ways, be productively traced back to predecessors such as Bertolt Brecht, although it is distinct in its creative blend of ethical questioning, poetic inventiveness‚ and self‐reflexive narrative through which contemporary concerns and experiences are expressed. What it might mean to produce politically engaged theatre is a matter that undoubtedly has interested Greig throughout his career, but he has been resistant to being co‐opted into the traditions of British political drama that marked an earlier generation of playwrights. Indeed, as already noted, much of the early reaction to the new playwrights of the 1990s arose from an unease about its political unreadability. In 1999, as a contributor to State of Play: Playwrights on Playwriting, Greig cautiously suggested that any work that ‘poses questions about society to which it does not already know the answer’, has the potential to be transformative (66–68). Returning to the question some years later at a conference in 2002, he explained how he initially


wanted to get away from theatre that proposed dialectical solutions in the old left‐wing tradition and offer a theatre that tore at the fabric of reality and opened up the multiple possibilities of the imagination. Put simply, I was saying that there is no ‘political’ theatre but that theatre is, by its own nature, political.

(D’Monté and Saunders 2008, 212)


However, since ‘[g]lobalization, 9/11 and the War on Terror, climate change and peak oil all seem to have created new answers to the old political questions’, he felt compelled to ask himself how to make work that would ‘explore, map and advance a progressive agenda’ (213). In response Greig proposes that a kind of ‘Rough Theatre’, one that works with the forces of contradiction, imperfection‚ and fragility in order to potentially open an experience of transcendence – ‘Theatre cannot change the world, but it can allow us a moment of liberated space in which to change ourselves’ (220).

The American Pilot (2005), Dunsinane (2010), and The Events (2013) illustrate the varied ways in which Greig’s drama has attempted to harness the power of contradiction and dissensus. Composed in 2003, The American Pilot was directed by Ramin Gray and first produced by the Royal Shakespeare Company in 2005. The play probes a contemporary politics of invasion, peacekeeping‚ and regime change, in the shadow of the War on Terror. Set in an unspecified location – a farm in a ‘rural valley in a country that has been mired in civil war and conflict for many years’ (Greig 2010, 435) – Greig has stated that the place he had in mind was the Panjshir Valley (Fisher 2011a, 21). The appearance of an outsider, who has crashed in the mountains, transforms the fates of all the local characters. The figure of the pilot works as a synecdoche of American cultural and military force that each of the local characters is obliged to face. In the opening production, the bareness of the stage space, and the fact that the full cast of performers remained on stage throughout, served to amplify a sense of the relativity of experience, perceptions of justice and truth. Some react with sympathy and kindness, others with aggression or cynical pragmatism. Simultaneous with these diverse responses, Greig highlights the ways in which power unilaterally authorizes singular designations and silences the voices of the weak; as one character tells another, ‘We’re all terrorists now […] You no longer have the power to decide what you are’ (2010, 378). The play oscillates between mimetic and diegetic modes to unfold an ambivalent parable in which actions are re‐enacted and impressions are related in a pronouncedly non‐naturalistic space. As is clear from the monologues, the events that have happened are in the past‚ and gradually it is revealed that there are few survivors, so the characters speak from an indeterminate, and in most cases, posthumous position. Strategically, Greig renders the dominant Western perspective strange, and instead offers a plurality of views united only by the fact that they emanate from those who conventionally are silenced, sidelined, or demonized. In giving the disenfranchised control over the voice, The American Pilot permits a reversed encounter with the Other (here the pilot from the West) that raises a host of questions about the politics of representation, the dynamics of hospitality, and the un/intended consequences of globalized conflict (see Wallace 2013, 141).

Military power and cultural conflict also underpin Dunsinane (2010), Greig’s speculative sequel to Macbeth. Commissioned by the Royal Shakespeare Company, the play opened at the Hampstead Theatre, London‚ under the direction of Roxana Silbert. Dunsinane exposes areas of incomprehension and misunderstanding between Scottishness and Englishness, while simultaneously alluding to contemporary zones of conflict in the Middle East. The play opens with the English army removing the tyrant king and taking the castle at Dunsinane. The apparent success of the military operation is soon mitigated by the discovery that Gruach – Lady Macbeth – is alive and that her son and heir to the throne has escaped. Macduff and Malcolm, it transpires, have fed the English with misinformation so as to win the throne. This presents the English general, Siward, with the unenviable task of administering justice and peace brokering in Scotland. The play is divided into four sections that chart the seasons of Siward’s growing disillusionment and brutalization in an environment that becomes more, rather than less, alien as time proceeds. Scotland’s linguistic, political‚ and environmental differences ultimately confound Siward’s attempt to bring peace to Scotland; his efforts lead him to lose his moral and physical bearings. The final scene of the play fuses the ultimate aimlessness of Siward’s quest with the striking image of the General and a single boy‐soldier disappearing into the snow. Siward’s fate illustrates the hazards of intervening in a political and social environment that he fails to comprehend. Throughout, Greig achieves a precarious balance between citing marks of cultural difference and subtly undermining them. The claims made by the play’s Scottish characters for the subtleties of Gaelic are juxtaposed with the poetic, yet humorous, soldier monologues anchoring each section of the play. Racial stereotypes are undercut by the Scots’ political acuity and sophistication, Siward’s simultaneous sensitivity and intransigence, and his soldiers’ naïve superstitions. Simple binary oppositions between centre and periphery, known and unknown, self and other, right and wrong are thus destabilized, forcing an experience of intense contradiction to the fore (see Wallace 2011, 196–213). Concurrent with this, Dunsinane also works as a topical political allegory in which audiences readily recognized correspondences with the War on Terror in Afghanistan and Iraq in the first decade of the twenty‐first century.

Also directed by Ramin Gray, The Events, which opened at the Traverse Theatre Edinburgh in 2013, marks an exciting new development in Greig’s evolving ‘Rough Theatre’ practice. Returning to the tensions in European identity that catalyzed his playwriting career nearly twenty years earlier, Greig theatrically responds to the traumatic resonances of Anders Behring Breivik’s massacre of 69 people on the island of Utøya and 8 in Oslo on 22 July 2011 (Greig and Wallace 2016, 248–249). The play tells the story of an atrocity through two characters: Claire, a priest who has survived the ‘mass shooting event’ (Greig 2013, 38) which decimated her multicultural community choir, and The Boy. Claire expresses multiple, contradictory responses to trauma ranging from spiritual crisis, depression, anger, rationalization, self‐destructiveness‚ and violence. By contrast, the performer in the part of The Boy swivels around a panoply of subject positions from that of the murderer, his father, his acquaintances, Claire’s partner, her doctor‚ and so on. The fragmented form of the play mirrors the confounding effect of violence upon the individual and the community. Such an effect is heightened by the qualitative disparity between Claire’s emotional and personal crisis and The Boy’s bleakly comic, intensely physical‚ and multi‐perspectival parts. Yet, what permits The Events to transcend the limits of mere debate drama is the presence and participation of a local choir on stage. The choir meet with the production team only 90 minutes before the show to prepare their parts, and are given a general outline of the play. Each performance used a different community choir, so as the play toured Scotland, England, Ireland, Norway‚ and beyond‚ many groups have taken part. They provide the sounding board for the two powerful and demanding professional roles; at times they enact a quasi‐choral role, at others the group stands in for Claire’s absent choir, thus reduplicating images of community. The presence of professional performers resonates with the presence of the bodies of amateur performers on stage with scripts in hand. The ordinariness of the members of each choir ironically becomes a point of visual interest in performance when placed alongside the exceptionality of Claire and The Boy as they are enacted. The Events works two seams of complexity: the limits of empathy, the unimaginable, and the contours of forgiveness and the unforgivable. The play concludes as it began with an invitation to join the choir, but this time the onstage collective and Claire sing out to the auditorium‚ drawing audiences into a common sensory experience at its close (Wallace 2016, 37–38).



A Dissensual Theatre

Porridge is mentioned no fewer than fifty‐two times in Greig’s Twitter miniature play sequence, The Yes/No Plays, begun on 14 December 2013 and as of 28 November 2014 comprising 474 tweets. While the characters Yes and No argued over the relative merits of independence and union in the course of the plays’ nine‐month progression, the question of the best way to eat porridge was never far away and never quite agreed upon. Greig’s social‐media‐based experiment revelled in the comedy of unpacking Scottish national anxieties and identity clichés in a manner that was, simultaneously, widely disseminated and determinedly intimate, globalized and national, micro and macro, personal and political. The witty, Morse code mode of The Yes/No Plays, suffused as they were with the everyday and the absurd, sustained a perpetual tension between Yes and No by sketching the complex emotional territory between conservative and progressive impulses that refused to collapse into simple or simplistic resolution. And while The Yes/No Plays sequence may seem secondary to Greig’s major stage work, it is indicative of tendencies that have come to characterize his writing and thinking. As it has developed across the last two decades and beyond, Greig’s practice has been tirelessly committed to the power of the imagination and transformative potential of performance. His work manifests a lively and agile critical intelligence that embraces both the affective and reflective dimensions of theatre‐making. In ‘Rough Theatre’, Greig lays bare the foundations of his approach:


Theatre is built upon contradiction. […] The better the performance, the more profound the contradiction and the greater the chance that – in the enaction of the play – the fabric of ‘reality’ will tear and we can experience transcendence. This moment of transcendence is, for me, the political foundation of Rough Theatre. What we glimpse in that moment we cannot then be made to un‐see. What we feel in that moment we cannot then be persuaded to un‐feel.

(Greig 2008, 220).


Unsurprisingly, then, his theatre solicits understanding in terms of political or, more broadly, ethical concerns, an invitation to which a growing body of scholarship has responded. Above all, what makes Greig’s work remarkable is its combination of intellect and passion for storytelling with a playful and restless sense of formal experimentation.
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David Mitchell

PATRICK O’DONNELL



Born in 1969 in Lancashire, England, David Mitchell is the prolific author of seven novels published between 1999 and 2015 which have established him as one of the leading lights in a generation of British writers that includes Monica Ali, Zadie Smith, Hari Kunzru, and Tom McCarthy. Mitchell has also written several short stories, the libretto for a multimedia opera, Sunken Garden (2013), composed by Michel van der Aa, a novella entitled From Me Flows What You Call Time, completed in 2016 but not to be published until 2114 as part of the Future Literary Project that will publish works roughly a century after their composition, and has co‐translated with his wife, Keiko Yoshida, The Reason I Jump: One Boy’s Voice from the Silence of Autism (2013), the memoir of a thirteen‐year‐old autistic Japanese boy, and its sequel, Fall Down 7 Times Get Up 8: A Young Man’s voice from the Silence of Autism (2017). His first novel, Ghostwritten (1999), won the John Llewellyn Rhys Prize awarded to the best work of literature by an author in the British Commonwealth aged 35 or under; his second and third novels, Number9Dream (2001) and Cloud Atlas (2004), were shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize, and The Bone Clocks (2014) was longlisted for the Man Booker. Mitchell has been remarkably generous with his audience and his critics, discussing his life and work in numerous interviews and commenting upon it in articles and essays such as ‘Let Me Speak’, an address in 2006 to the British Stammering Association in which he describes his childhood experiences as one afflicted with a speech disorder, or ‘On Historical Fiction’ (2010), published in the Telegraph on a genre that includes his fifth novel, The Thousand Autumns of Jacob de Zoet (2010).

Mitchell’s novels can be broadly described as philosophical yet plot‐driven, engaging the reader in speculation about the relationship between time and space or the inherent possibilities of singular bodies with multiple identities inhabiting parallel worlds at the same time as she navigates narratives abounding with government conspiracies, tales of revenge, adventures on the high seas, or natural catastrophes. Ghosts haunt Mitchell’s fiction alongside technological marvels that threaten the future – a future that, for Mitchell, is always provisional and contingent. With an MA in Comparative literature from the University of Kent‚ where he studied the ‘postmodern novel’, Mitchell combines traditional (finely grained settings and localized, historically contextualized dialogues) and postmodern (multiple time shifts, parallel universes, the introduction of the magical or supernatural into quotidian scenes) narrative techniques in his writing, often crossing and mixing genres in ways that engage the reader in a continuous quest to unravel the significant patterns of his fiction. Indeed, Mitchell is interested in patterns of several kinds – historical, geographical, temporal, cultural, mythic – and his protagonists, who sometimes reappear in later novels, are often seen on journeys across landscapes marked by time and history. Upon the ‘timescapes’ of the many islands and archipelagos that populate his novels, and between the multiple worlds and temporalities they traverse, Mitchell’s characters seek out (or, just as often, unwillingly experience) their relation to larger cosmic and global orders revealed in a combination of historical recurrence and accident. As Berthold Schoene has written, ‘Mitchell’s ambition [is] to imagine globality by depicting worldwide human living in multifaceted, delicately entwined, serialized snapshots of the human condition, marked by global connectivity and virtual proximity’.1 For Schoene, this marks Mitchell as a ‘cosmopolitan’ novelist, but one whose fiction also registers the obverse in the depictions of war and the ravages of territorialism, imperialism, and capitalism that permeate his work. Whether human history is to continue or end in apocalyptic nightmares of ecological disaster and global violence is an open question for Mitchell. His is a fiction of the Anthropocene, which imagines the beginnings and ends of human ascendancy.

Mitchell’s first work, Ghostwritten, is a collection of interconnected, ‘serialised snapshots’ told from the perspectives of nine different narrators who inhabit landscapes ranging from Tokyo, London, and Moscow to the Islands of Nawa (Japan) and Clear Island (Ireland) to Mongolia and China. As its title suggests, the progenitors of these narratives are, in effect, channelling the voice of a hidden author, and as it unfolds, it appears that there is a hidden, ‘noncorporeal sentient intelligence’ (Ghostwritten, 413) that haunts all of these stories as identities are replicated and reborn across the novels scattered timescapes. Ghostwritten’s patterns of repetition as characters inhabit each other’s stories suggest how the fate of a terrorist of a fanatical cult fleeing his captors is linked to that of a struggling musician in Tokyo looking for romance, and how both are connected to a British lawyer in Hong Kong who seeks an escape from his failing marriage and the corrupt organization for which he works. These, in turn, serve as adjacencies to the story of an elderly woman in a remote village surviving amid the terrors of changing regimes in twentieth‐century China, and to the narrator of ‘Mongolia’, coming approximately at the novel’s midpoint, where the noncorporeal sentient intelligence that has inhabited previous characters voices itself as it relates the history of all of its habitations including that of a Mongolian hotel worker, a soldier, Jorge Luis Borges, a truck driver, a Russian gangster, and a newborn child. The novel then turns to the story of Margarita, who works in the Hermitage and becomes involved in a catastrophic art theft scheme masterminded by the aforementioned gangster, Suhbataar, a narrative that is linked (as are all of the narratives of Ghostwritten) numerologically, etymologically, and metaphorically to that of Marco, a musician by night and a ghostwriter by day, who navigates the streets of London in search of a lucky break. Echoes of Marco’s story and those of others can be seen in ‘Clear Island’, a conspiracy narrative that tracks the movements of Mo Muntervary, a quantum physicist feeling the clutches of the government agencies that would use her to develop weapons of mass destruction, followed by ‘Night Train’, the transcriptions of a late night radio talk show hosted by ‘Bat’ Segundo, in which various callers – including a noncorporeal sentient presence – debate an eminent global nuclear crisis. Here, it becomes clear that this presence is one among many, and that it (named ‘Zookeeper’) is both overseeing and inhabiting the lives of all of the novels protagonists and those of many others on the planet, affecting its fate in significant ways, but to what end is left in suspense. In the novel’s final chapter, entitled ‘Underground’, everything converges in a scene on a Tokyo subway where the terrorist of the first chapter places a deadly gas bomb in one of the cars and then flees the scene amid echoes and traces of all of the novel’s stories up to this point. His vision of an infant on the train ‘with eyes that are no longer hers’ (Ghostwritten, 424) and his self‐questioning as an avatar of ‘the world’s end? Or its beginning?’ (Ghostwritten, 423), along with the possibility that, in this scene, the noncorporeal presence may be passing from the child to him, or from him to the child, underscores the novel’s guiding question about the nature of the connection between all of us as fatal or reproductive. With its multiple patterns and connections, Ghostwritten entices the reader to explore the linkages of the contingencies and adjacencies of all who inhabit planet Earth in order to explore and understand our intertwined, collective fate.

Number9Dream, Mitchell’s second novel, largely takes place in the more local urban setting of Tokyo, and is in part based in part on his several years’ experience as a second‐language teacher in Hiroshima, Japan. The novel is a homage to one of Mitchell’s major influences, Haruki Murakami, especially in its surrealist rendering of parallel dimensions and a protagonist in search of his origins. Eiji Miyake, its twenty‐year‐old protagonist, is on a quest to find his father, a rich businessman with connections to the mob; at the beginning, Eiji only seeks paternal acknowledgement from the man who has abandoned him and his mother, a former mistress. In pursuing his quest, Eiji partakes of several worldly and unworldly adventures, is led down many dangerous false paths, and meets an array of outlandish characters in a novel that combines the forms of the bildungsroman and a picaresque. Along the way, he explores the Tokyo underground, has encounters with the Yakuza, and takes on the role of a spy in his attempt to break into his father’s office in the aptly named ‘PanOpticon’ building. He becomes lost in the labyrinth of ‘Xanadu’, a surreal amusement park on Tokyo’s outskirts that serves as a parody of Disneyland, and falls in love with an alter ego named Ai Imajo. He works in a pizza house specializing in bizarre ‘fusion’ pies, and reads a lost manuscript that relates the adventures of one ‘goatwriter’ (the echoes of ‘ghostwriter’ abounding) who wanders with a motley crew through a post‐apocalyptic landscape that may resemble the Tokyo of the future should the imagined catastrophes that hedge the novel (massive earthquakes, tsunamis, nuclear annihilation) ever occur.

What binds this miscellany of narratives together is Eiji himself, the centre of these experiences whose identity is tested and in question at every turn. Eiji can only locate himself in a guilt‐ridden past spent on the seeming island paradise of Yakushima‚ which he has fled following the death by drowning of his nine‐year‐old sister, Anu, for which he blames himself. The future, for him, is inevitably filled with visions of catastrophe, and the present is a hallucinatory progression of scenes and characters as he wanders the metropolitan landscape. In many ways, the ever‐shifting panopticon of Tokyo is a protagonist in the novel, forming Eiji into a metropolitan subject who navigates the city’s varied spaces and chronologies more as an observer than an active agent. For Eiji, the city is a chaotic barrage of pathways and signs that he must interpret in order to understand his place and role in the world; wandering through the Shibuya district (a busy shopping and nightlife area of Tokyo), Eiji observes:


In the Shibuya backstreets I am lost in no time. Last night and this afternoon seem weeks, not hours, apart. This grid of narrow streets and bright shadows, and the pink quarter of midnight seem to be different cities. Cats and crows pick through piles of trash. Brewery trucks reverse around corners. Water spatters from overflow pipes. Shibuya’s night zone is drowsing, like a hackneyed comedian between acts. My eyes begin to get lost in the signboards – WILD ORCHID, YAMATO NADE‐SHIKO, MAC’S, DICKENS, YUMI‐CHAN’S. … I left Shooting Star without my watch, and I have no idea how fast the afternoon is passing. My feet are aching and I taste dust. So hot. I fan myself with my baseball cap. It makes no difference. An old mama‐san waters marigolds in her third‐story window box. When I look back at her she is still watching me, absently.

(Number 9Dream, 134)


All of the contingencies of the city streets seem to speak to Eiji in some way as he attempts to understand how all of the people, buildings, signs‚ and objects of his location direct him on his quest to understand who is father may be. The novel is replete with various plots and conspiracies, and Eiji’s entrapment in these – foisted upon him by events – underscores questions about whether knowledge and identity come from within or without, concurrent with Eiji’s sense that his relation to the world is disjunctive and asynchronous. When he finally finds his father, the encounter is a scene of disenchantment, the goal of his quest a jaded, shallow man; Eiji leaves without telling his father who he is. Number9Dream may then to be a saga of a failed journey and failed paternity, save that its concluding pages reveals Eiji reuniting with his mother in the countryside and hastening back to Tokyo to save Ai Imajo from what appears to be a catastrophic earthquake. This suggests that the mythic quest for the father and the repressive past, once their power is depleted, can lead to a new identity rushing towards an open, uncertain future. But, for Mitchell, this future depends on the replacement of one story for another in a proliferating succession of stories about origins and ends.

The proliferation of narrative is, indeed, one of the subjects of Mitchell’s third and most widely read novel, Cloud Atlas. The innovative structure of the novel, along with the compelling voices and narratives of six protagonists set in different historical periods ranging from the mid‐nineteenth century to a post‐apocalyptic future hundreds of years hence, was instrumental in expanding Mitchell’s readership and propelling him to the forefront of post‐millennial British writing. The novel has a Chinese box or Russian doll structure: it comprises six nested narratives in eleven chapters arrayed chronologically in the first half of the novel and then arranged in reverse chronological order in the second half. Thus, in the first narrative, ‘The Pacific Journal of Adam Ewing’, we read the diary of a San Francisco lawyer aboard the schooner, The Prophetess, in the 1850s, sailing in the South Pacific as he travels to Australia in order to locate the beneficiary of a will executed in California. The entries end midway through one for Sunday, the 8th of December, and recommence with the second part of that entry in the novel’s last chapter, entitled the same as the first, where we read the second half of Ewing’s journal.

All of the other narratives in Cloud Atlas proceed in similar fashion: ‘Letters from Zedelghem’, the title of both the second and tenth chapter of the novel, comprises the letters of a British musician and confidence man named Robert Frobisher to a former lover, Rufus Sixsmith (the number ‘six’ is recurrent throughout the novel both in sign and structure) in which he details his attempts to ingratiate himself to the famous composer, Vyvyan Ayrs, living in seclusion in Belgium during the 1930s: the last letter of Chapter Two is dated 28 September 1931; the first of Chapter Ten, is dated 10 October 1931. The revealingly named ‘Half‐Lives: the First Luisa Rey Mystery’ occupies the third and ninth chapters of the novel, and relates a conspiracy/disaster narrative set in the California of the 1970s in which a female investigator attempts to reveal the design flaws of a nuclear power plant about to go online and prone to a catastrophic accident similar to those depicted, cinematically, in The China Syndrome, and in the real‐life disasters of Three Mile Island, Chernobyl, and Fukushima Daiichi. The third chapter concludes with a scene in which Luisa Rey’s car is driven into the ocean off a cliff by a sinister agent of the power company; the ninth commences with Luisa’s miraculous escape from the flooded vehicle. In ‘The Ghastly Ordeal of Timothy Cavendish’, set in contemporary Britain, the titular protagonist, a vanity press publisher, is pursued by a client (a London gangster) who believes Cavendish has tricked him out of his royalty fees. Chapter Four relates Cavendish’s flight and entrapment in a nursing home (brought about by his brother, who considers him to be insane), while Chapter Eight portrays his escape into a new life with an eccentric assortment of outcasts he meets along the way. The fifth chapter of Cloud Atlas, ‘An Orison of Sonmi~451’, takes us into the 22nd century, and the story of a genetically‐cloned ‘fabricant’ who escapes her enslavement as a service worker in a fast‐food franchise and who, in Chapter Seven, becomes involved with a revolutionary group dedicated to overthrowing the repressive regime that has invented a world divided into human masters and cloned slaves. Finally, the sixth chapter of the novel, ‘Sloosha’s Crossin’ An’ Ev’rythin’ After’, stands on its own at the centre of the novel, whole and complete, before the novel goes back in time in its second half. Cast as an oral narrative told in an indeterminate, far future, it relates the tale of Zachary O’ Bailey’s Dwellin’, a goatherd and storyteller (here, echoes of Number9Dream’s ‘goatwriter’ and the title Ghostwritten), who attempts to survive tribal warfare in post‐apocalyptic Hawaii and the intervention in his life of otherworldly remnants who seem to have somehow repurposed the technology of previous centuries.

The centrality of ‘Sloosha’s Crossin’ reveals a significant aspect of Mitchell’s design in Cloud Atlas, which is to generate multiple temporalities operating at the same time in the novel: chronological, retrogressive, and cyclical, as the deep future appears to be recycling the deep past in the movement from the tribal to the communitarian and from primitivism to the dawn of a new era that synchronizes the technological and the human. Mitchell’s larger fictional project, commenced in Ghostwritten, which is to explore the fractal, contingent, yet fatal connections between events, characters, and terrains scattered across time and space, comes to full fruition in Cloud Atlas. Each of the six narratives touches upon previous ones, moving both forwards and backwards in time, such that the cause and effect relation between past and future is equally matched with the sense that the future is the place where the past is reborn. Robert Sixsmith, for example, the recipient of the letters of Robert Frobisher in ‘Letters From Zedelghem’, appears in ‘Half‐Lives’ as an elderly scientist who is hiding a secret report that reveals the engineering flaws of the nuclear power plant; Sonmi~451, the titular protagonist of ‘An Orison’, reappears in a holotape Zachry watches centuries later in ‘Sloosha’s Crossin’; in her own narrative, Sonmi’s eyes are partially opened to the matrix‐like reality in which she lives when she views a film based on the life and adventures of Timothy Cavendish. Each ‘half‐life’ of the narrative is somehow dependent upon the narrative that comes before and after, and the linkages between the stories are intensified by recurrent signs and symbols cropping up at seemingly random intervals: comet‐like birthmarks; the number 6; soap in various forms; teeth. Carefully scrutinized, the novel reveals its own compendium of signs and symbols, each narrative landscape thus a repetition of, yet unalterably different from the others. This connective effect is enhanced when one reads Cloud Atlas in the context of Mitchell’s previous and subsequent novels: a young Timothy Cavendish gives editorial advice to Marco in Ghostwritten; a photograph of Robert Frobisher is seen in the house of an elderly woman in the novel to follow Cloud Atlas, Black Swan Green (2006); Luisa Rey, having survived the assaults she suffers in ‘Half‐Lives’, will reappear in The Bone Clocks as the editor of an exposé magazine.

Cloud Atlas is Mitchell’s only novel thus far to be adapted for film. The 2012 adaptation, directed by Tom Tykwer, Lana Wachowski, and Andy Wachowski, received mixed reviews, but is regarded as successful by Mitchell himself (and by this writer), particularly – as he reveals in a discussion with the directors in supplementary material to the DVD version of the film – in the way the film handles the novels cross‐hatchings of character, sign‚ and symbol through costuming, framing, and the adept casting of actors playing multiple roles. Yet as much the novel seems to proclaim that ‘everything is connected’, it equally engages in asymmetry (the ‘halves’ of each chapter, it turns out, are actually not quite or more than half mathematically), disconnection, and vocal and visual distortions. In Cloud Atlas, we are not trapped in a hall of mirrors so much as cast into an Escher landscape with its twisting spirals and reverse stairways. This underscores the sense derived from reading the novel as a whole comprised of not‐quite‐halves with a whole narrative at its centre that Mitchell is interested in more complex notions of how humans are connected across time and space, how time unfolds in its many modes, and how the future can be linked to the past.

The novel’s title, Cloud Atlas, give us a clue of how we might regard the interconnectivity present in all of Mitchell’s novels in a canon that might be viewed as a vast, single story made up of myriad partial stories touching upon each other across the time and space of Mitchell’s writing. A cloud atlas is, literally, a charting of different cloud formations, and thus a mapping of endless variation across a changing sky. Yet an atlas or mapping is also a narrative that shows the relation between different forms, and reveals the connections between them within a given framework or landscape. In Cloud Atlas, with its detailed scenarios, its multiple dialects, its vast array of characters, and its sequencing of chance and circumstance, the endless (and fascinating) variation of human experience is consequentially linked to the importance of the stories of that experience, which reveal the historical, cultural, and political connections between people and things scattered across time and space. Cloud Atlas is thus a novel of many parts and genres: spy thriller, sci‐fi, epistolary novel, diary, autobiography, myth – all have their role to play in the novel. In these multi‐generic narratives of intrigue, enslavement, imperialist exploitation, discovery, conspiracy‚ and comic misadventure, Mitchell evolves an ethos of narrative responsibility: we are all bound over to the fates our stories tell, and we are all bound to tell them for the sake of the future.

For his fourth novel, Black Swan Green, Mitchell moves from the massive scale of Cloud Atlas to the smaller scale of boyhood in a West Midlands village in the 1980s. Based in part on his own childhood experiences, Black Swan Green is an interlinked set of vignettes in the life of thirteen‐year‐old Jason Taylor that take place in the village of Hanley Swan, Worcestershire‚ in the Reagan‐Thatcher 1980s amid daily news of the Falklands Conflict, rampant consumerism, and economic recession. Working in the genre of the bildungsroman, Mitchell creates a character in the parallel universe of a novel who is both similar to and different from its real‐life author. Jason is afflicted with the speech disorder of stammering and suffers all of the abuse from schoolyard bullies one would expect, yet, an aspiring poet, he has an extraordinary imagination that often allows him to escape the everyday world and to find ways of incorporating it into fantasy. He is both sensitive and resilient as he navigates the twilight world that exists between childhood and adulthood. Narrated in the present tense from the ‘outside’ perspective of Jason as adult, and the ‘inside’ perspective of Jason as an adolescent, Black Swan Green is, in part, an allegory of how the singular ‘I’ comes to understand his subjectivity within the larger parameters of culture, nation‚ and world.

During this critical thirteenth year (recounting the thirteen months that extend from January 1982 to January 1983 inclusive), Jason experiences a range of emotions and events as he recounts, in a voice changing and maturing as the novel proceeds, his traversal of a landscape that is pastoral one day, dystopian the next, and that compels him to slowly recognize the complex set of relationships between the global and the local. An opening scene, taking place in January 1982, recounts a warlike game on an ice pond between rival village teams engaged in ‘minor’ forms of brutality and chauvinism that contextualizes that of an entire community and nation with the commencement of the Falklands Conflict three months hence. Jason recounts an incident at school when, stammering badly, he struggles to recite a poem to the universal ridicule of his peers, who, like their parents, regard anyone who speaks in a different tongue (like the Romanies encamped on the village outskirts) with suspicion. Thus marked as an embodiment of linguistic, if not racial difference, Jason befriends the travellers, a boy often abused by older boys, a girl with an undeservedly bad reputation, and thus joins a community of others that contends against the smugness and parochialism of this West Midlands white, middle‐class village.

Amid episodes recounting everyday life at home and at school, there are scenes of enchantment and disenchantment that take on mythological resonance as Jason reshapes his experience via his fertile imagination. Just as the village game upon the island serves as an allegory of war, both real and imagined, so too an excursion in a neighbouring market town to try a find an identical replacement for an expensive watch he has broken becomes a mythic journey through a labyrinth where he encounters fantastic characters on his quest for hidden treasure (clearly, Jason’s name is intended here to recall the story of Jason and the Argonauts, in search of the golden fleece). A ritualistic initiation game detailed in a chapter entitled ‘Spooks’ becomes a dangerous journey through the backyard ‘jungles’ of the villagers filled with kitsch objects and monsters alike in an episode where Jason realizes he has been the victim of a collective practical joke. The encampment of the Romanies offers, for Jason, an exotic escape from the real world as well as an encounter with the real poverty of those existing on the margins of society. Perhaps most consequentially, a journey on a business trip to Lyme Regis with his father, whom Jason has elevated up to this point into heroic status, becomes a scene of utter disenchantment when he witnesses his father being humiliated by his boss. The novel takes place during a time in which his father loses his job during a recession and his parents separate; along with his anti‐war sentiment‚ which intensifies as the late empire debacle of the Falklands Conflict proceeds, Jason experiences the year as one in which the symbolic clay feet of parental and national authority are exposed.

Replete with imaginary flights into parallel worlds that allegorize the real one, Black Swan Green just as often feels the gravitational pull of the late capitalist culture that converts Jason, like everyone else, into a consumer. Product brand names abound in the novel, in part, because Jason’s father is a grocery manager, but also in part because Jason has an uncanny, encyclopaedic capacity to recall a prodigious list of songs, advertisements, products, television shows, games, comics, and celebrities. Like the scrapbook in which he collects stories about the Falkland Conflict, the novel is a cultural scrapbook that records the quotidian in equal measure to the fictional worlds he imagines in childhood, and to those that his alter ego, David Mitchell, will construct later in life. In sum, Black Swan Green is the story of a burgeoning writer who is not, to be clear, the ‘real’ David Mitchell, but who, like David Mitchell, is compelled to navigate the relationship between fantasy and reality, and to ferret out the connection between real and possible worlds. Part way through the novel, Jason writes:


I dip my fountain pen into a pot of ink, and a Wessex helicopter crashes into a glacier on South Georgia. I line up my protractor on an angle in my Maths book and a Sidewinder missile locks onto a Mirage III. I draw a circle with my compass and a Welsh Guard stands up in a patch of burning gorse and gets a bullet through his eye.

(Black Swan Green, 106)


For Jason, as for Mitchell, the act of writing entails an obligation to notice the connection between the inscription of letters on the page and events in the world, as well as to observe the linkages between worlds imagined and a world that contains unimaginable realities. Ultimately, Black Swan Green comprises an initiation into a kind of writing committed to charting the fatal and fateful enjambments of the imagined and the real generated out of ‘a pot of ink’.

In The Thousand Autumns of Jacob de Zoet (2010), Mitchell turns to the larger canvas of global history in a story of empire and commerce. The novel is set in the year of 1799–1800 in Japan, primarily on the island of Dejima, an artificial island built in the Bay of Nagasaki in 1634 by the Dutch as a base for trade; Japanese mainland scenes take place in the city of Nagasaki and at Mount Shiranui Shrine‚ where a monastic order of sisters and priests dwell. Thus situated on an island‐nation and a colonial outpost, The Thousand Autumns of Jacob de Zoet takes up several of Mitchell’s recurring themes: the progress and dissolution of empire, the nature of identity as a conflicted relation between self and other, and history as a narrative of connectivity and dislocation. East meets West in this portrayal of the Dutch empire in decline and the Japanese empire growing in power even as it isolates itself from Europe (Dejima was built so that trade could be conducted to avoid the danger of Europeans contaminating the city of Nagasaki with their presence). The titular protagonist of the novel is a young clerk for the Dutch East India Company, which records his experiences as he confronts corruption among his colleagues, and meets an array of remarkable characters including Dr Marinus, Dejima’s physician and an amateur biologist, Aibagawa Orito, a Japanese midwife who is later sold into slavery and with whom Jacob falls in love, and Abbot Enomoto, the sinister, all‐powerful master of the Mount Shiranui enclave‚ who conducts horrific experiments in the quest for a potion granting immortality. The Thousand Autumns of Jacob de Zoet is told in episodic fashion, and divides roughly into four parts: the first is cast in the genre of an historical narrative taking place on Dejima and in Nagasaki; the second is a Gothic horror narrative of enslavement and blood sacrifice at Mount Shiranui Shrine; the third returns to Dejima and depicts Jacob’s attempt to mount Orito’s escape from the monastery and the battle for Dejima as the Japanese attempt to occupy the island; and the fourth, brief epilogue relates events occurring in the aftermath of the novel’s critical year, including Dr Marinus’s funeral, where Orito and Jacob meet briefly for the last time, and Jacob’s last glimpse of Nagasaki Bay as he returns to Holland in 1817, envisioning settling down in his native town of Domburger at the conclusion of his adventures in the ‘other’ world of Japan. While spatially and temporally delimited in comparison to Cloud Atlas, The Thousand Autumns of Jacob de Zoet is in fact an expansive compendium of dozens of intersecting stories and histories, all working centrifugally as they entail multiple pasts and many possible futures. It is a novel composed of minor histories taking place against the backdrop of empire’s decline and fall.

In the novel, Mitchell more fully develops a theme lurking in the otherworldly, fantastic elements of his previous novels and one that will take centre stage in The Bone Clocks (2014) and Slade House (2015). In the Gothic horror setting of the Mount Shiranui Shrine, Abbot Enomoto performs ritual sacrifices in order to ‘bottle’ the souls of infants born to the women enslaved at the monastery by the male priests who systematically rape and impregnate them; consuming the souls of the newborn innocents, Enomoto claims, has allowed him to survive for six hundred years. Countering Enomoto is the figure of Dr Martinus, another ‘immortal’ who will take a leading role in The Bone Clocks, and whose immortality is the product of a capacity to serve as a host to souls reborn across time, much like the noncorporeal sentient intelligence of Ghostwritten and the recurring identities of Cloud Atlas bearing the comet‐shaped scar indicative of their rebirth. For Mitchell, the supernatural allegory located in the contrasts between Enomoto and Marinus figures forth a kind of uber‐history in which the forces that would destroy the lives of all the victims of xenophobia, imperialism, and the spread of empire are pitted against a counterforce that represents the sheer survival of human‐kind (in the double sense of that formulation) over against the death drive and self‐destructiveness of human history. This ‘cosmic’ narrative exists alongside and informs the historical narratives that permeate the novel, and the surviving intelligence is located in Marinus and Orito, the latter, one of Mitchell’s strongest female characters, who manages to endure enslavement and escape to a life of perilous service to other women in contrast to the deadly patriarchy from which she has freed herself. In contrast to the comfortable middle‐class future Jacob envisions for himself, Orito’s is a fragile future of survival and care that offers an alternative to the fates of women condemned to be reproductive machines so that the historical immortality, whether gained through Enomoto’s bizarre science or the glory attributed to those who make their names building empires, can be assured. In an essay on historical fiction, Mitchell writes that in The Thousand Autumns of Jacob de Zoet, he was engaged in ‘the painstaking reconstruction of a lost world’.2 In the novel, Jacob de Zoet is the observer and primary witness of this lost world, and he lives to tell its tales in visions and memories; for Mitchell the pressing question of the novel becomes how will the stories of such lost words survive, and how will they be recast and reborn in a history whose cycles of violence and renewal extend into an indeterminate future?

In The Bone Clocks, the metaphysical conflict prefigured in The Thousand Autumns of Jacob de Zoet comes to fruition in the portrayal of two groups of humans (‘Atemporals’) who are fated to be reborn as centuries pass, their souls moving from body to body in succeeding generations. The ‘Anchorites’ and the ‘Horologists’ are at war with each other over the future of the human race, members of the former group, like Enomoto, vampirically extracting the souls that allow them to live for centuries from earth‐bound innocents, members of the latter, like Marinus, serving as hosts for souls reborn over time. As was the case in the previous novel, this fantasy/sci‐fi conflict is an allegory of the continuous conflict that divides the human race into those who rule empire and the wretched of the earth, an opposition that entails several others Mitchell elaborates in his fiction: singularity vs. the hybridity of identity; racism vs. multiculturalism; the radical openness of the future vs. the fatalities of the past; xenophobia vs. cosmopolitanism; and repetition vs. renewal.

Like Cloud Atlas, The Bone Clocks consists of six narratives (undivided) that take place across an expanse of time stretching from 1984 to near‐future 2043, but unlike Mitchell’s earlier novel, there is a continuing, single presence in The Bone Clocks named Holly Sykes, a 15‐year‐old girl when the novel begins in the English village from which she runs away after a dispute with her mother, aged into an elderly grandmother when the novel concludes in a survivalist Irish village following war and environmental disasters in the first forty years of the twenty‐first century. Holly is at the centre of some of the six narratives, and on the periphery of others: the first part of the novel depicts Holly’s flight from home, her quest for a brother who has disappeared years earlier, and her first encounter with the Horologists who, because of her psychic powers (as her tag‐name, ‘Sykes’, suggests) is recruited into the war between Atemporals. The second part of the novel, dated 13 December 1991 to 1 January 1992, is narrated by Hugo Lamb, a self‐centred Cambridge undergraduate who briefly meets Holly when working as a server in a local pub at a Swiss ski resort where he is on holiday; the third, dated 2004, is told from the perspective of Holly’s husband at the time, Ed Brubeck, a war correspondent attending a Brighton wedding. Part Four of the novel, ‘Crispin Hershey’s Lonely Planet’, dated 2015, recounts the story of a fortyish novelist, once prominent and now in decline, his rivalry with a popular fellow novelist, and his encounters with another novelist, Holly Sykes, at the book fairs he attends in cosmopolitan array from Reykjavik to Shanghai to Perth and Cartagena. In Part Five, the novel turns from scenes replete with the precise realistic detail and dialogue that characterizes much of Mitchell’s fiction to a decisive battle between Atemporals staged on another plane where the primary characters of the novel’s previous parts take sides alongside those who have ‘recruited’ them either as ‘Carnivores’ (vampiric singularities who consume souls in order to continue across time as the same identity) or ‘Sojourners’ and ‘Returnees’ (those who serve as hosts to identities reborn, and thus retain multiple identities and memories). In the novel’s final part, we return to Holly Sykes, now living, as did Orito, to help those who have suffered war and environmental devastation, and witness her final contact with the beneficent Horologists, who will continue to inhabit the bodies of succeeding generations of mortals in the indeterminate future.

Mitchell’s ability to successfully and seamlessly integrate fantastic and realist worlds, and his capacity to convincingly inhabit multiple genres and voices, is on full array in The Bone Clocks. The mundane and the supernatural intermingle story by story in the novel, where Mitchell depicts a metaphysical war for the purposes of revealing what is at stake in the global future of the ‘human’, if there is one: either the extinction and enslavement of other beings to enhance one’s own identity, power, and terrain, or the continuance of the race in the face of planetary devastation through the continuities of story, memory, and collective care. The metaphysical subtext undergirds multiple narratives of undergraduate life in Cambridge, domestic existence in a small village, work on a farm, the hilarious exigencies of a Brighton wedding, life on the road for a dead‐end author, and a detailed exploration of assorted island‐worlds and micro‐climates. The importance of localized spaces and temporalities is at the forefront of the novel, as in all of Mitchell’s fiction, because, in the bone clocks of mortal bodies, these, and the stories of these, are all we have of what connects us to each other across a planet whose future is held in abeyance. That recognition is embodied in the story of Holly Sykes, and her excursions between worlds in The Bone Clocks.

Mitchell’s most recent novel, Slade House – a title that acts as a pun for the ‘house of the dead’ at the centre of the novel’s map of an urban neighbourhood in decline – depicts further battles between the Atemporals in a sequel to The Bone Clocks. Sprung from a Twitter short story and related in five chapters taking place at nine‐year intervals from 1979 to 2015, the novel portrays the ‘lives’ of Norah and Jonah Grayer, a brother‐sister team of Atemporal Carnivores who psychically project a house of horror with a hidden gate in a back alley every nine years so that they can feed on the various souls of those that they lure into the house and consume in the quest for immortality. Their victims (or would‐be victims) include a strange, possibly autistic boy, a police detective, a student out with friends for a night to investigate paranormal activity at a haunted house, the student’s sister, come nine years later to find out what happened to her sibling, and a psychologist who turns out to be a Horologist in disguise, out to put an end to the vampiric pair.

Typically, for Mitchell, the novel meticulously details anecdotally the characters’ backgrounds, thought and speech patterns, cultural associations, dreams‚ and desires. Experienced Mitchell readers will remark and, perhaps, laugh at the many self‐ironic gestures of the novel that seem to mock its metaphysics: joking references to popular thriller and conspiracy fiction from Stephen King to the Da Vinci Code; multiple reappearances of characters from previous Mitchell novels in a mild send‐up of his own stories of souls reborn; contemporary popular and cultural references on almost every page so proliferate that they caused one reviewer to remark that, ‘to re‐cast one of Nathan Bishop’s observations: if I had 50p for every cultural wink, nod and meta‐reference, I’d have to get out my calculator’.3 Yet the novel reveals an important aspect of Mitchell’s ethos, and its more serious intent, when one of the student paranormalists remarks that ‘all the supernatural yarns need a realist explanation and a supernatural one’ (Slade House 94). In Mitchell’s multiverses, the corollary equally holds: all realist yarns need a supernatural explanation and a realist one. The realism of this ghost/horror/locked room mystery/conspiracy theory novel lies in its capacity to pair the preposterous with the sorrow and loss experienced by humans when they confront their own mortality. Slade House enlarges one of Mitchell’s most important themes: that the fear of identity’s death, which may lie at the wellspring of all wars, religions, and xenophobias, can only be matched by a welcoming acceptance of our mortality and strangeness to each other.

This last formulation offers a fitting conclusion to an assessment of David Mitchell’s fiction at this point in time. To evaluate in the long term a novelist who is still in mid‐career (Mitchell is forty‐nine as of this writing) carries its risks, but it is clear that Mitchell has established himself firmly in the forefront of the contemporary novelists of his generation, and it is with some certainty that one can claim he is writing novels that pave the way for writing in the future. Mitchell’s cosmopolitanism, his Dickensian capacity for voicing a prodigious array of characters from all walks of life, his networking and interlinking multiple stories and worlds, his deep thematic concern with human mortality and violence, the fragility of the planet, and the possibility of human renewal in the marginalized and the other – these render his fiction as work that will survive over time. Ironically, perhaps, this is also a question he asks in his fiction: how much time do we have left, and how will we spend it? Mitchell’s work will continue to address this question through the compelling stories and worlds that inhabit him, waiting to come forth.




Notes
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Emma Donoghue

ABIGAIL PALKO



Introduction

Emma Donoghue is an incredibly prolific writer whose body of work employs a wide range of literary techniques and genres, including historical fiction, contemporary fiction, fairy tales, the bildungsroman, short stories, middle years fiction, and literary history. Named after Jane Austen’s eponymous protagonist, she was born on 24 October 1969 in Dublin, Ireland, the eighth child of literary parents. A prolific poet in her teens, Donoghue seems almost predestined to a writing career, though she herself describes her path as ‘lucky but fairly orthodox’ (emmadonoghue.com). Her father, Denis Donoghue, is a literary critic. Her mother, Frances (Rutledge) Donoghue, is a secondary‐level English teacher. She was educated in Dublin convent schools and earned a first‐class honours BA in English and French at University College Dublin in 1990 and a PhD from the University of Cambridge in 1997. She has earned her living entirely as a writer, never having held (in her words) an ‘honest job’. Since 1998, Donoghue has lived in London, Ontario‚ with her partner Christine Roulston and their two children (emmadonoghue.com). She maintains dual citizenship between Ireland (her formative birthplace) and Canada (her creative workplace) (Mulvihill 2017). Both Ireland and Canada proudly claim Donoghue as a member of their respective literary traditions.

In the early years of Donoghue’s career, some of her novels were labelled lesbian texts; others, period pieces. Through the years, her work has been critically pigeonholed into categories that often obscure the richness of her range. As Maureen M. Mulvihill notes: ‘Though she is often judged narrowly as a popular lesbian writer, Donoghue’s best work is inspired by her knowledge of the history and literature of seventeenth‐ and eighteenth‐century Ireland and England’ (99; see also Joosen 273–274). Consequently, ‘the thematic underpinnings of her writings are often inspired by actual historical events and personages’ (Mulvihill 2017). As Donoghue herself explains, ‘ransacking the past for odd women (whether real ones or fictional equivalents) has been crucial to my career’ (Donoghue and Hunt). There are other important facets to her work: ‘Surrealism, fantasy, and humor are also engaging features of her work, primarily her short stories and reconstructed folk (or fairy) tales’ (Mulvihill 99). Viewed as a collective whole, an abiding concern with the lived realities of women’s lives runs throughout all of her writing. In a 2015 interview, she noted that ‘although I think my focus has widened over the past few decades, what got me started on dramas and fictions set in the past was wondering how women fitted into history – or rather, how history as a story changed once a woman was telling it’ (Donoghue and Palko). Donoghue’s early novels helped to create the ‘big readership for novels about people (and women particularly) who’ve been underrepresented in traditional history’ (Donoghue and Hunt).

 

Dramatist

Although known primarily for her novels, Donoghue is also a successful dramatist. In addition to the film adaptation of Room, she has written six full‐length scripts for stage performances, several monologues, and radio scripts. Her drama features complex, exciting characters and explores themes familiar to her readers: the clash of cultures and traditions, the impact of society’s constraints on women, and the roles that people play in performing their lives. Her script Talk of the Town, the 2012 Hatch Theatre production, is a representative example. Donoghue worked closely with Annebelle Comyn, artistic Director of Hatch, to draft her play, which offers a semi‐autobiographical look at Maeve Brennan, who wrote for The New Yorker for decades. In some ways, Donoghue was an unconventional choice to bring into the project, since she had last had a play produced in 2000. But as she notes, there are crucial resonances between her life and Brennan’s: ‘I think that one of the reasons they picked me to write the play is that I am an emigrant, an Irish woman who moved. And I can completely see why you would move. In every era there are good reasons to get the hell out of Ireland. We wanted the play to be very much about that, but not to be heavy handed’ (Conley). Helen Meany argues that Talk of the Town is a ‘dialogue between them [Brennan and Donoghue]; a dialogue, above all, about the necessity of writing’ (81).

The play is, in Nelson Barre’s words, ‘an original work that nonetheless had the feel of adaption’ (91). Meany suggests that the play ‘seems to be the raw material itself’, implying that through the Dublin‐set flashbacks Donoghue demonstrates how Brennan’s writing ‘drew deeply from the well of memory’ (81). It blends the Maeve whom her letters reveal with the Maeve who emerges from her short stories. She’s smart, sardonic, and sarcastic. When two of her fellow New Yorker writers rib her about her age, she retorts, ‘I’m thirty‐two, actually. That’s like fifty in man years’ (7). Donoghue’s portrayal of Brennan captures the ways that both her life and her fiction are, in the words of her husband, ‘goddam grotesque’ (49); he very much offers this assessment as a compliment. Catherine Walker’s performance was based very closely on Brennan’s ‘glamorous persona’; this verisimilitude also invited criticism from Brennan’s relatives‚ who found her depiction ‘too coarse’ (Meany 80).

The Talk of the Town presents an almost claustrophobic glimpse into Brennan’s life: set entirely in New York, primarily at The New Yorker offices and the Algonquin Hotel, it looks at a ten‐year‐period of her life. Flashbacks to her Dublin home in Ranelagh offer tantalizing hints at the personal demons that drive Brennan’s writing. Donoghue uses these scenes to give ‘the feeling of her being haunted by the Ireland she came from and trying to write about it, […] a total contrast with the life she’s living’ (Conley). A passage about her childhood home captures the oversized role it plays in her memories of Ireland: ‘The hall was just a passageway, not to fame or fortune but only to the common practices of family life: those practices that form a memory strong enough to grip till the end of our days’ (76). This passage also demonstrates the skilful way that Donoghue weaves Brennan’s own words into the script, with this sentence coming almost exactly from Brennan’s story ‘Christmas Eve’.

The play closes with a monologue from Brennan’s ‘Long‐Winded Lady’ column:


I watch the crowd. I hide in the crowd. I look into the eyes of the people I pass, and I try to read in their faces the secret of what keeps them going – where they get the fortitude to keep going, day after day, in all the bewilderment of living. I harp back, I harp on, I linger, I keep walking. (81–82)


This is the Maeve Brennan of Donoghue’s Talk of the Town. It is also the quintessential Donoghue protagonist, the product of her search for ‘women from the past – either famous ones who’ve slipped into obscurity, or the kind of nobodies who never left enough textual trace to make it into capital‐H History’ (Donoghue and Hunt).



Historical Novelist

Donoghue’s ability to blend the historical with the contemporary, the general with the particular, is reflected in Brian Bethune’s depiction of her as ‘one of the most popular writers in the country among critics and ordinary readers alike’ with a ‘historian’s eye for the telling detail and an artist’s way of reaching for its truth’. As Bethune notes of The Wonder (2016):


Donoghue doesn’t need to look at the big picture. She concentrates on one, mysterious child and her protagonist, a no‐nonsense English nurse who virtually leapfrogs over modernity to postmodern worries that her observation of the patient is causing the disorder. In the background, more apparent to readers than outsiders in the story, is the long memory of peasant Ireland. It’s 1859, only seven years after the Great Famine ended, and food is still an almost magical thing.


The result is a body of writing that gives voice to women whom the pages of history seemed to have forgotten (see also Joosen 274). Early scholarship on Donoghue looked at various aspects of her oeuvre, but few pieces have yet to engage substantively with the entire body of writing (for those that do, see Heather Ingman, Jennifer M. Jeffers, and Maureen M. Mulvihill).

Some critics have focused on her historical fiction; these novels include: Slammerkin (2000), Life Mask (2004), The Sealed Letter (2008), Frog Music (2012), and The Wonder (2016). Donoghue creates a trilogy that looks (respectively) at the lower classes, middle classes, and upper classes of British society with the first three of these, as Heather Ingman notes (247; http://www.emmadonoghue.com/books/novels/the‐sealed‐letter.html). Donoghue often takes a specific historical event as her starting point. This allows her to ‘unpick the operations of a patriarchal society in which women struggled to secure their independence and find their voice’ (Ingman 247). Donoghue’s historical texts are, as Ingman notes, ‘historical novels written with a modern sensibility’ (248).

Critic Katharine Harris explores ways that Life Mask serves as an exemplar of the neo‐historical aesthetic, which Harris defines as an aesthetic that recognizes with ‘openness and honesty that history is not reliably accessible through stories about the past’ (Harris 200). Harris suggests that this aesthetic style allows her novels to recreate a historical narrative that is ‘authentic’ because it both reveals the problems inherent in constructing a (hi)story and comments on the past and present through its fictionalized narrative (194). As Harris notes, there is a paradox in Donoghue’s historical writings; her novel ‘critiques the assumption that we can reliably access the past through narrative, whether fictional or factual’ while trying to access the past through the narrative she writes (200). As Ingman notes, Donoghue’s first three historical novels ‘demonstrate postmodern skepticism about the way in which history is transmitted and the difficulty of arriving at a single truth’ (247).



Contemporary Novelist and Fabulist

Other critics attend to her contemporary novels, many of which prominently feature lesbian characters. Donoghue’s contemporary novels include: Stir‐fry (1994), Hood (1995), Landing (2007), and Room (2010). The first three (Stir‐fry, Hood, and Landing) form another loose trilogy, here depicting the narrative arc of a lesbian coming‐of‐age experience. Stir‐fry depicts Maria’s coming out during her university experience. Hood traces Pen’s mourning for the loss of her lover, with whom she lived closeted. Landing narrates the love story of Síle and Jude, semi‐autobiographically following Donoghue’s own trans‐Atlantic commuting and ultimate emigration for love. Recently, critics have begun to position their readings of Donoghue’s contemporary novels within an economic framework. In the introduction to the special issue of LIT: Literature Interpretation Theory that they co‐edited, Claire Bracken and Tara Harney‐Mahajan note the ‘gendered constructions of heteronormativity’ and ‘gendered nature of the successes’ of the Celtic Tiger boom (the Irish economic boom of the 1990s and early 2000s) and the post‐boom recession that began in 2008 (1). This frame illuminates the ways and reasons that ‘writing by women has been especially vibrant throughout the post‐Tiger period, functioning as an important place from which to explore critically the temperatures of the time’ (2). Criticism of Room, in particular, picks up this thread.

Other critical approaches to Donoghue’s work looks at her fairy tale/folklore retellings, including in her third book, Kissing the Witch: Old Tales in New Skins (1997). Kissing the Witch is an interlinked collection of fairy tales in which a character from a story becomes the narrator of the succeeding story and finally the listener of the third one. This structure creates important implications for the characters’ development: ‘the storytelling loops take each narrator spiraling back in time to her earlier life experiences and each listener spiraling forward toward another transformation’ (Bacchilega 61). Cumulatively, the book creates a community of women telling their stories to each other. Ashley Riggs argues that Donohue’s tales queer the fairy tale, ‘transform[ing] various elements of prior [texts …] through its foregrounding of the sensual, its depiction of the process of self‐realization, and its promise of alternative, queer identities and endings – or rather, new beginnings’ (n.p. – 10 of 13). Lewis C. Seifert notes that her fairy tale revisions question a simple good–evil binary, in addition to disrupting heteronormative romance plots, as “old and ‘evil” women becom[e] objects of love for younger women’ (399). Donoghue’s fairy tale retellings also prompt critics to consider ways that her texts serve as ‘adaptations’. Cristina Bacchilega, for example, argues that Kissing the Witch ‘takes an activist stance not only in response to its pre‐texts but also to the hegemonic uses we make of fairy tales in the world today’ (37).

The close readings to follow focus on Donoghue’s most recent novels; see the bibliography for selected criticism of her earlier work. Starting with Room, Donoghue’s skill at matching the narrative style and tone to the story being told becomes particularly evident. While there are significant stylistic differences between Donoghue’s four most recent novels, thematic similarities connect them to her overall body of work. Most notably, these include concern for vulnerable women and girls and a commitment to depicting their efforts to fix their lives.



Recent Fiction: Room

The artistic success of Room rests primarily on Donoghue’s decision to have five‐year‐old Jack narrate the novel (for an extended discussion of her writing process for Room, see the reading group guide in the Back Bay Books paperback edition). In an early descriptive passage, Jack explains his process for putting away the chairs:


I flat the chairs and put them beside Door against Clothes Horse. He always grumbles and says there’s no room but there’s plenty if he stands up really straight. I can fold up flat too but not quite as flat because of my muscles, from being alive. Door’s made of shiny magic metal, he goes beep beep after nine when I’m meant to be switched off in Wardrobe. (8)


In these four short sentences, we learn a great deal of information about Jack and the world he inhabits. The series of word choices that Donoghue deploys remind us that we are listening to a five‐year old whose vocabulary has been developed from interactions with only one other person, Ma, and watching TV. For example, rather than use the verb ‘fold up’, he says he ‘flat’ the chairs, suggesting a gap in abstract thinking abilities. At the same time, his description also reveals a rich inner, imaginative life. The inanimate objects in the room in which he and Ma are imprisoned are personified in his mind, becoming the community they lack in captivity. Clothes Horse ‘complains’ to Jack, and in Jack’s response that ‘there’s plenty [of room] if he stands up really straight’, we hear an echo of Ma’s maternal instructions to Jack. As she will throughout the novel, Donoghue uses this seemingly throwaway moment of a mundane daily action to reveal more disturbing details of their ordeal. Narrated in Jack’s naïve voice, the revelation is almost stripped of the trauma of their situation. Jack shares his ability to ‘fold up flat too’ in such a matter of fact manner that it is easy to overlook the fact that he folds up to fit into the wardrobe in the room and hide when their captor, Old Nick, comes for his nightly visit. The unexplained ‘beep beep’ of Door gives a subtle indication that Jack and Ma are locked into Room, leaving the reader to wonder what Jack means when he says he is ‘meant to be switched off in Wardrobe’. Throughout the first half of the novel, Donoghue maintains this style and tone, steadily revealing details about their captivity and establishing the parameters of their world.

After Ma and Jack escape Room, the details in Jack’s narrative continue to reveal his growing awareness of the outside world. Grandma (Ma’s mother) visits them while they are in the hospital for observation, bringing some new books:


When she’s gone Ma reads me the rabbit one, he’s a Peter but not the Saint. He wears old‐fashioned clothes and gets chased by a gardener, I don’t know why he bothers swiping vegetables. Swiping’s bad but if I was a swiper I’d swipe good stuff like cars and chocolates. It’s not a very excellent book but it’s excellent to have so many new ones. In Room I had five but now it’s five plus five, that equals ten. Actually I don’t have the old five books now so I guess I just have the new five. The ones in Room, maybe they don’t belong to anyone anymore. (199)


Here we see Jack grappling with applying the sense of morality that Ma has cultivated in him to a new story, The Tale of Peter Rabbit; Donoghue uses this moment to suggest the challenges that his new life will pose Jack. For Jack, their escape brings significant losses that he struggles to understand: ‘We have to be in the world, we’re not ever going back to Room, Ma says that’s how it is and I should be glad. I don’t know why we can’t go back just to sleep even’ (190). As Jack starts to adjust to life outside Room, he is able to articulate his deepening understanding of reality: ‘When I was four I didn’t know about the world, or I thought it was only stories. Then Ma told me about it for real and I thought I knowed everything. But now I’m in the world all the time, I don’t actually know much, I’m always confused’ (313).

He is also starting to develop more nuanced understandings of ownership. As Margaret O’Neill explains, these descriptions also serve to critique consumerism in that ‘every object [in Room] has a purpose’ (58). Donoghue offers this critique, she argues, through the voice she creates for Jack. O’Neill explains, ‘Jack’s unique blend of personal and cultural meanings gestures to the alternatives that lie outside the austere, “hard” language of neoliberal society’ (59). After spending his formative years in Room where ‘everything was ours’, Jack is confused by the idea that something could be ‘hers‐not‐mine’ (220).

In the concluding scene of Room, Jack and Ma return to Room at Jack’s insistence ‘just to visit for one minute’ (315). Jack’s response is immediate and physical: ‘We step in through Door and it’s all wrong. Smaller than Room and emptier and it smells weird. […] Nothing says anything to me’ (319). His tour of Room poignantly attests to his growing adjustment to the outside world and his ‘typical’ maturation. In his last look backward as he leaves, he realizes that ‘It’s like a crater, a hole where something happened’ (321). This is a powerful closing image. It gestures towards Jack’s new understanding of Room as a place within the world, as opposed to his earlier conception of the world as a fantasy component of Room.



Frog Music

Donoghue’s next book, Frog Music (2014), draws on comparable inspirations to Room. As Donoghue explains, ‘the books […] tend to begin when I come across some factual incident that’s a puzzle – often, though not necessarily, a crime – and that involves such interesting political and psychological forces’ (Donoghue and Hunt). Where Room began with Donoghue imagining what it would be like to give birth in captivity, here she takes as her starting point the unsolved real‐life murder of Jenny Bonnet in 1876 San Francisco. In the process, she trades the less specific temporal and geographic setting of Room for a very particular time and place. As she notes in the Afterword, ‘Almost all the characters in Frog Music come from the historical record, and I worked with and around the known facts of their lives’ (375).

Music opens and closes Frog Music, and Donoghue uses it as the organizing logic for the novel. This provides structure to the narrative that flows between present events and past recollections. The opening paragraph offers only tantalizing hints at the setting:


Sitting on the edge of the bed in the front room, Blanche stoops to rip at the laces of her gaiters. ‘Dors, min p’tit quinquin – ’ Her husky voice frays to a thread on the second high note. She clears her throat, rasping away the heat. (3)


Donoghue subtly weaves musical allusions and terminology through the narrative to create the melancholic undertone to the novel. This melancholy contrasts with the thriller‐esque tone established by Jenny’s murder in the opening chapter. An early descriptive passage is illustrative of the paradoxes of beauty and ugliness, loyalty and betrayal binding the novel:


Delibes’s sweet melody gives way to the bolder theme, and Blanche starts to hop, glide, spin. She pushes every pose to its precise extreme. Face dipped to one knee, she raises the other leg behind her, pointing her toes at the gilt‐coffered ceiling. The skirt slithers down her thigh, catching a little on the gauzy tights, threatening to turn inside out, and a few gasps erupt from the audience, even though they can see nothing yet – what thrills them most, Blanche knows, is what they can only imagine – but she rights herself and starts waltzing again as the music returns to the calm opening tune. Her face still cool and virginal. (7)


From memories of her grandmother singing lullabies to her (4) to recollections of how she made an act of a song she had heard ‘crooned off‐key at the back of a streetcar’ (9), Blanche narrates her life in song. Music also regulates her relationships with other people. Riding a train in the rain at the novel’s conclusion, ‘She almost laughs to think how Maman back in Paris would scold: Stop singing, you’ll bring on a storm!’ (372). The first time she recalls her mother’s superstition, she snorts at Jenny’s intimation that she might have learned to sing from her mother: ‘She smacked me if she heard me singing’ (28). By the end of the novel, she thinks, ‘Things ricochet. You can turn the weather with a song’ (372). Her escapades with Jenny have emboldened Blanche, and the narrative voice offers a pragmatic assessment of her: ‘There’ll be no overnight metamorphosis – but certain things about her are changing already’ (371). The novel concludes, “Blanche holds her son like a sack of gold dust. It’s all going to be hunky‐dory. Sings time with the juddering train: ‘“Dors, min p’tit quinquin, dors”’ (373). With the repeated refrain, the narrative brings us back to the novel’s opening, but moves us beyond it to hint at the ways that tracking Jenny’s murderer has strengthened Blanche.

Donoghue highlights the importance of music to the novel through an appendix entitled ‘Song Notes’. Organized by chapters, this section includes brief notes on the provenance of each song, as well as alternate titles, that she has referenced throughout the narrative. Of the song that opens and closes the novel, for example, Donoghue notes that it was written by Alexandre Desrousseaux in 1853 and published in the 1969 second volume of his Chansons et Pasquilles Lilloises. The lyrics are written in Picard, a language spoken in northern France and parts of Belgium. The notes are not merely academic, though; for each, she adds a more individualized element that works to incorporate them into the narrative. She notes of ‘P’tit Quinquin’ that ‘this lullaby has become the unofficial anthem of the city of Lille’ (385). These concluding details also show why each song has been chosen. For example, ‘Home, Sweet Home’, which was popular during the American Civil War, was ‘said to have been banned in Union army camps for its tendency to incite nostalgia and therefore desertion’ (394). This resonates with the ‘war’ between Blanche and Arthur and hints at the ways that submitting to nostalgia endangers Blanche.

As in so many of her other novels, Donoghue explores as well the meaning of maternal identity. Integrating her image of herself with her maternal identity challenges Blanche: ‘Being saddled with a baby, Blanche feels as if she doesn’t quite count as a woman anymore’ (194). Her inability to bond with her son leads her to self‐recrimination: ‘She supposes a proper mother would be proud of him, and for a moment she tries to be’ (195). Blanche grapples with the fact that her identity as her son’s mother has saved her life: ‘She’s alive today only because hers is the body from which this odd, unwanted, fought‐over child sprang’ (372).



The Wonder

Set in 1860s Ireland, The Wonder (2016) returns to the structure Donoghue used in Hood, a defined span of time. Hood’s narrative unfolds over the course of a week following the death of Pen’s girlfriend; The Wonder spans a fortnight in during which its protagonist, private nurse Lib Wright, is assigned to observe Anna O’Donnell. Since her eleventh birthday four months earlier, Anna has reportedly consumed nothing but water, gaining international attention as the Fasting Girl. Community members decide to hire Lib and another nurse, Sister Michael, to determine if Anna is truly subsisting on water and air. The Wonder has a more spare narrative tone than either Room or Frog Music, reflective of the mental fogginess that envelops Lib. It also continues Donoghue’s exploration of maternal identity. Donoghue deploys a closely aligned third‐person narrator here, which helps to recreate Lib’s experience of confusion for the reader who only knows what she observes while being denied the closeness of a first‐person narrator. Donoghue also omits quotation marks in recording Lib’s thoughts and inner monologues, contributing to a simultaneous sense of eavesdropping and of being disoriented.

The Wonder is divided into five chapters, each entitled with a single word and prefaced with the definition of their respective title. The series of words guide the reader through the plot: Nurse, watch, fast, vigil, shift, while the definitions shape the reader’s approach to the unfolding story. The first chapter, for example, is entitled ‘nurse’, defined as ‘to suckle an infant / to bring up a child / to take care of the sick’ (3). In this definition, Donoghue hints at the central responsibility that Lib ascribes to a mother, to feed her child. Donoghue also gestures towards the emotional involvement in Anna’s well‐being that Lib will develop through the positioning of ‘to raise up a child’ before ‘to take care of the sick’, Lib’s ostensible charge. Lib also explores the meanings of words in her inner monologues, emphasizing a thematic concern with determining truth and meaning. When Anna’s health takes a precipitous downturn in the second week, Lib notes, ‘A fast didn’t go fast; it was the slowest thing there was. Fast meant a door shut fast, firmly. A fastness, a fortress. To fast was to hold fast to emptiness, to say no and no and no again’ (192). On the tenth day of the watch, when she has remade Anna’s bed and tells her to ‘hop back in now and rest some more’, Lib observes: ‘Hop: a ludicrous word for the way Anna was crawling into bed’ (207). Unable to ascertain the precise role that Anna’s parents might be playing in her fasting, Lib turns to precision of language as a substitute. Rosaleen calls the nearly unresponsive Anna ‘sleepyhead’ with almost quiet affection, if not for the physical precarity of Anna’s condition. Lib marks this dissonance: ‘How could this woman think sleepy was the word for such lethargy? Lib wondered’ (206). Lib measures her professional observation against Rosaleen’s maternal one and cannot reconcile them. In the verb choice, ‘wondered’, Donoghue highlights the central tension of the novel: the villagers and pilgrims from afar call Anna ‘The Wonder’ while Lib ‘wonders’ how Anna’s parents could countenance her fasting and contemplates what this means about their parenting.

Donoghue uses an early exchange between Anna and her mother to raise a question the novel will explore in depth. Rosaleen asks her daughter if she needs anything, prompting Lib to reflect on what it means to be a mother: ‘Dinner, Lib said silently, that’s what every child needs. Wasn’t feeding what defined a mother from the first day on? A woman’s worst pain was to have nothing to give her baby. Or to see the tiny mouth turn away from what she offered’ (55). Just as Lib’s time in the O’Donnell home is spent trying to figure out the nature of Anna’s condition, the novel is focused on determining the nature of maternal and filial devotion. When Anna is dying, the parish priest visits and the family sings a hymn to Mary. The verse that implores her to look down on them with pity enrages Lib: ‘Wrath was a spike in the back of Lib’s head. No, this is your child, who needs your help, she told Rosaleen O’Donnell silently’ (251). When Anna is diagnosed with jaundice, Lib tries to shock Rosaleen into responding:


Lib turned to Rosaleen O’Donnell, standing in the doorway. ‘That’s a sign that Anna’s whole constitution is breaking down’.

The mother didn’t have a word to say to that; she received it like news of a storm or a distant war. (252)


Tellingly, Lib views her here as ‘the’ mother, not ‘her’ mother, indicating Lib’s judgement of Rosaleen’s moral failure as a mother. As the night progresses, Lib intimates that she cares more deeply, more maternally for Anna than Rosaleen: ‘It occurred to her to ask herself why she wanted Anna to live through this Friday night, and the next night, and however many nights were left. As a matter of compassion, shouldn’t Lib be wishing for this to be over?’ (254). The ending of the novel turns on Lib’s understanding of an old Irish proverb, ‘A mother understands what a child doesn’t say’ (259) that she first hears from Rosaleen and the ‘wolfishness of mothers’ (281). In her efforts to make sense of how a mother ought to behave, Lib also finds a way to understand faith:


What gave Lib’s tone conviction was that it was all true: Didn’t the divine sunshine soak into the divine grass, didn’t the divine cow eat the divine grass, didn’t she give the divine milk for the sake of her divine calf? Wasn’t it all a gift? Deep in her breasts Lib remembered how her milk had run down whenever she’d heard the mewing of her daughter. (274)




Ultimately, Donoghue suggests that motherhood is a state that must be assumed, rather than a condition that is biologically determined. In this understanding of the nature of motherhood as an active acceptance of maternal responsibilities, Donoghue follows the theoretical example of the philosopher Sara Ruddick (51).



The Lotterys Plus One

Donoghue’s most recent novel (at the time of this writing), the 2017 The Lotterys Plus One, represents another development in her writing as she moves into the middle‐grades market. Following her experience with Kissing the Witch, which was written for adults but marketed in the United States as YA fiction, Donoghue developed an appreciation for the literary possibilities and artistic challenges inherent in writing for a younger audience:


The Lotterys Plus One is different in that it’s specifically middle‐grade so I have to bear the child reader in mind at all times. It probably was using Jack’s five‐year‐old voice in Room that gave me the confidence to try it, but The Lotterys Plus One is told in third person by a nine‐year‐old girl, to help me avoid it sounding like Room.


The Lotterys Plus One builds on themes prominent in Donoghue’s oeuvre, including an understanding of family as created rather than born, the importance of trusting your observations, and the value of learning to speak uncomfortable truths. The narrator, Sumac, is the fifth child in a family of seven children and four parents. After winning the lottery, the two couples, CardaMom and MaxiMum and PopCorn and PapaDum‚ decide to raise a family together in an old Victorian home that they nickname ‘Camelottery’. Like most (if not all) children of a large family, Sumac plays her established role well; as MaxiMum tells her, ‘You’re an excellent worrier’ (169).

The pace of The Lotterys Plus One is very different from The Wonder. Where The Wonder unfolds over the course of a fortnight in which time seems to be slowing down as Anna’s body slows down, The Lotterys Plus One uses a rapid‐fire pacing through present‐tense narration to create the sense of instability that effects Sumac. When Sumac’s parents ask her to give up her room for her grandfather, for example, the description of her moving creates this effect:


Sumac makes the bed, wearing a fixed scowl. Her sheets don’t seem to fit right; she wrenches at the corner so hard, she hears something rip. She puts boxes out onto the landing, stacking them up to form a barricade. The closet rail falls down as soon as she touches it, and wire hangers jangle in a big tangly mess.

She stomps up and down through Camelottery three times, leaving all the gates open, because she has to haul her stuff to the attic in garbage bags and she can’t do that and keep Oak safe too, and nobody even comes out and asks what she’s doing and can they help her with that! (96)


Donoghue captures Sumac’s escalating distress by speeding up the pacing. The objects are almost personified‚ and the physical layout reflects her sense of displacement.

The third‐person narration that Donoghue uses gives readers an inside insight into Sumac’s thoughts. At times, the experienced reader can infer Sumac’s efforts and feelings in ways that Sumac herself does not yet seem aware of:


‘That’s only because it’s so hot and they were collecting the garbage’, says Sumac, on the brink of losing her temper.

Grumps’s eyes are shut now, and he’s rubbing his papery forehead as if it hurts.

‘Are you tired? Do you need to go to bed early? CardaMom said you might nap in the afternoons, like Oak’.

[….]

‘Young lady, I’ve never had a nap in my born days’.

Sumac makes a final effort. Stick to the past, not the present. ‘It was World War II you were alive in, wasn’t it? What was it like?’

‘None of your beeswax, nosey parker’.

Sumac doesn’t have to stand here and take this abuse, so she walks out without another word. (141)


Through free indirect discourse, Donoghue puts her readers in the uncomfortable position Sumac is experiencing while simultaneously creating the sense of advising Sumac. The reader shares the mixed emotions – fear, frustration, annoyance – that interacting with her grandfather brings up in Sumac through lines like ‘Stick to the past, not the present’. When Sumac’s narrative voice reminds her that she doesn’t have to put up with his treatment, it is as if she has heard the reader offering that same encouragement. This is a particularly effective technique for middle‐grades‐aged readers. While an (adult) reviewer critiques the ways that pages spent of ‘world building’ detract from character development and the ‘impact of the story’, this assessment overlooks the ways that Donoghue’s style approximates a nine‐year‐old’s attention span and focus (Stevenson).

Although the style and intended audience for The Wonder and The Lotterys Plus One are very different, they offer similar messages: Both Lib and Sumac learn to reassess their perceptions and trust themselves. In the process, they realize that family is what people, not biology, make. At the end of the novel, Sumac decides that PapaDum seems more like Grumps' son than PopCorn, his biological son. This observation both reinforces the family’s sense of itself as well as reflects Sumac’s growing ability to look beyond initial surface appearances. Both Lib and Sumac come to trust their own power to effect change. There is power in observation and willingness to ask questions: they learn that careful observation and a focus on the person’s needs empowers them to help others.

Margaret O’Neill situates Room within the body of popular fiction that has taken the Celtic Tiger as its subject, ‘representing dominant narratives of femininity and masculinity and the excesses of the Celtic Tiger era’ (57). Her observation about the power of the critique offered by Room is equally applicable to Donoghue’s subsequent texts. O’Neill describes Donoghue’s use of the ‘figure of the child as mode negotiating the past in the present […] emphasising [sic] a refusal to align to cultural expectations’ (58). In The Lotterys Plus One, Sumac offers facts about Beluga whales as metaphorical commentary on the challenges of living in family: ‘They live in unstable pods. That means if you’re not enjoying the pod you’re with, you can swim off and join another anytime’ (130). Similarly, Anna forces her village to consider the role that faith plays in oppression in The Wonder.



Conclusion

Donoghue’s novels offer an expansive, and it’s important to note, joyful vision of the modern family. In Room, she ‘complicates dominant understandings of the family in social life’ when she ‘refuses the heteronormative social order by queering the space of the family home’ (O’Neill 67). Frog Music’s Blanche finds purpose in her burgeoning love for her son, while The Wonder’s Lib is able to most fully understand her ethical obligations as a nurse through her maternal interest in Anna. Grumps’s arrival challenges Sumac to extend the same tolerance she expects for her family to the man who she views as an existential threat to their familial ecosystem. Gently but insistently, from one text to the next, Donoghue pushes her readers to understand that biological ties do not guarantee compassion or love, and that nurturing connections enable people to form families in many different configurations.

In her slightly cheeky FAQs on her website, Donoghue responds to the question of where she fits into the Irish literary tradition with a reflection on national identity in literature:


This question’s another hard one. When I was in my teens I was reading (to pluck out a few random names) Frank O’Connor and Edna O’Brien, but also Tolstoy and Raymond Carver, Margaret Atwood and Barbara Vine. It didn't occur to me to classify books by the nationality of their authors; it felt as if literature in English was a big lake that I could dive into from any point on the shore. But looking back on it, I can see I'm a rather typical Irish author in that most of my characters are gabby. (Translation for the non‐Irish: they talk too much.) (emmadonoghue.com)


Maureen M. Mulvihill calls her ‘an interesting case of intersecting national identities’ (99). From her early career, Donoghue has written in what might be termed a global style: Rebecca Pelan observes of her second novel, Hood, that Donoghue shows no ‘need to explain Ireland to its reading audience’ (10). In the postcolonial era, Donoghue’s ease with crossing borders enacts a literary approach to grappling with some of the tensions created by the expansion and dissolution of the British Empire. Alone, among the many talented Irish women writing in the twenty‐first century, Donoghue accomplishes a thematic universality through the particularity of narrative details.

If you consider any two or three of her texts, one could conclude that her body of writing is an incoherent mixture. But this is precisely wrong. Donoghue’s most significant contribution to contemporary literature is her abiding thematic concern that women’s stories be told, and that they be told well, even in their messiness. Viewed as a whole, Donoghue’s oeuvre crosses genres, settings, and time periods to most fully capture the ways that women’s experiences are influenced by their cultures and how their actions influence their cultures. Emma Donoghue writes with an unparalleled range.
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Hari Kunzru is both an essayist and novelist whose key works are The Impressionist (2002), Transmission (2004), My Revolutions (2007), Gods without Men (2011), Memory Palace (2013), and White Tears (2017), alongside a short‐story collection, Noise (2005). His journalism and cultural commentaries are best approached through his website at https://www.harikunzru.com/. Kunzru was born in London in 1969 to two medical professionals: a Kashmiri Pandit father and a British Anglican mother. He was educated in Essex at Bancroft's School and then studied English as an undergraduate at Wadham College, Oxford, before taking a postgraduate degree in Philosophy and Literature at the University of Warwick. From the mid‐1990s he has worked on a number of periodicals, including Wired, a magazine on emerging technologies and culture, the culture magazine Wallpaper, and Mute magazine. Since 1998, he has additionally worked as a travel journalist, writing for such newspapers as the Guardian and The Daily Telegraph. He has also worked as a TV presenter interviewing artists for the Sky TV electronic arts programme The Lounge.

Granta named Kunzru one of its twenty best British novelists under the age of forty in 2003, the third in its decadal listings, and his eclectic writing career has been accompanied by considerable critical discussion and recognition (e.g. see Coupland 2012 and Upstone 2010). Kunzru’s short stories and essays have appeared in a range of prestigious publications including Granta, The New York Times, New Yorker, the Guardian, and London Review of Books. He has also been an active member of the English PEN association, an international community of writers and readers that campaigns for freedom of expression as a fundamental human right. Kunzru was a 2008 Cullman Fellow at the New York Public Library and a 2014 Guggenheim Fellow. He currently lives in New York City, the setting of his short e‐book Twice Upon a Time: Listening to New York (2014) about the sound of the city and its resident musician Moondog. In 2015 he also released the short story ‘Ink’ as a ‘Vintage short’, one of 31 stories published in book form throughout May to celebrate ‘short story month’ that year.

The most resonant themes in Kunzru’s work are those of networked lives and shifting identities, focussed on the ways in which change and transformation, re‐evaluation and revolution, image and impression, mythology and self‐invention all give voice to the mutability of human subjectivity. In Kunzru’s fiction, the labels and groupings that seem to define identity are trappings that fall away if the individual is resistant to the definition of a persistent essence. Instead of a self‐identity through a transcendent soul or abiding character, implying fixedness and sameness, there is the material body, on which impressions may be written and rewritten, re‐drafting the inner world of consciousness from multiple experiences and impulses.

In many respects, Kunzru’s first novel helpfully illustrates this approach to identity formation, influenced by the theories of Daniel Dennett (1991). The narrative begins with the conception of the novel’s protagonist, Pran Nath Razdan, who is the product of an illicit encounter in Agra at the turn of the twentieth century between an English official, Forrester, and a noble Indian woman, Amrita. When Pran’s illegitimacy is discovered‚ he is cast out of the family home‚ and his adventures propel him on an imperial trek over three continents, with each new location allowing or requiring him to take on a new persona and name, from Pran to Ruksana to Pretty Bobby to Jonathan Bridgeman.

The Impressionist exposes the difficulty of avoiding the layers of expectation and prejudice that have sedimented around colonial subjectivities over centuries of rule and cultural exchange. Indeed, despite the fact that Kunzru’s novel journeys back to the early decades of the twentieth century, the narratorial viewpoint is inflected by the pressures of our contemporary hyper‐mediated world, with its rapid circulation of signs, images, and sensations. At the level of form and content, The Impressionist plays out both the multiplicity of selves embodied by its protagonist and charts his repeated interpellation, or positioning, by the behavioural codes of imperialism. Kunzru’s novel also suggests the difficulty, perhaps even the impossibility, of extricating colonial representations from the networks of texts and images that inevitably mediate our present‐day understanding of the imperial system. He has made reference to the deliberate ‘fakeness’ of many of the novel’s characters and scenes, which play on, for example, the ‘heritage films’ of Merchant and Ivory and the wider trend of post‐imperial nostalgia that has been framed as ‘Raj Revivalism’ by writers such as Salman Rushdie.

As well as self‐consciously drawing on the generic aspects of imperial fiction more generally, The Impressionist is punctuated with specific allusions to the classic Anglophone narratives of empire produced by writers such as Kipling, Forster, and Waugh, among others. Kim is an obvious touchstone, while Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and Waugh’s A Handful of Dust provide a clearly visible backdrop for the expedition into Africa that forms the final part of the text. Over the course of the novel‚ the dominant ideas and cultural forms of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries – anthropology and Social Darwinism, Theosophy and Spiritualism, communism, fascism, anti‐Semitism‚ and Indian nationalism – are also progressively introduced and critiqued, drawing attention to the discourses through which perceptions of the past are refracted. These techniques provide a formal corollary for structural tropes of mixing and hybridity, the appropriation and citation of preceding texts working to undercut notions of authenticity in favour of extemporaneous bricolage, but they also serve to reinforce the all‐pervasive quality of textuality underpinning the narrative.

The Impressionist is deeply conscious of the continuing history of imperialist perceptions of an India that is both alluring and repellent, a site of mystery, wonder‚ and sensual intoxication, but also of contamination and potential moral corruption. Rather than offering a corrective to the romanticization of the mystical East in epic tales of the British Empire produced by authors such as Kipling, the text instead reverses the orientalist gaze to make Western whiteness an object of fascination and desire. Seen through Pran’s inexperienced eyes, the imperial centre is imbued with mythic qualities:


Piccadilly is criss‐crossed by forces as modern and purposeful as factory machinery, and even the pigeons, fat and grey and rat‐like though they are, appear to be coursing with something imperial and rare, some pigeon essence that powers their strut and their pompous inquisitiveness. In London the rain sparkles with stray energies, and the dirty water that runs in the gutters is notable because it is London water …

(Kunzru 2003, 298)


Empire’s capital is framed as a place of magic and, by re‐situating the ‘exotic’ on the metropolitan observer, the novel self‐consciously alludes to the ubiquity of such tropes in both writing and reading, and in doing so brings to the surface its own inevitable imbrication with the ‘commercially viable metropolitan codes’ that Graham Huggan has explored in relation to a number of ostensibly oppositional postcolonial texts generated by British writers (Huggan 2001, 81). Kunzru’s mode of representation acknowledges the omnipresence of such codes, and implies that the legacy of imperialism is so profoundly inscribed on contemporary consciousness that even acts of cultural resistance are unable to extricate themselves from its language.

 The Impressionist was followed by Transmission in 2004 and then a short‐story collection, Noise, in 2005, both of which seemed to build on Kunzru’s interest in cybernetics and in the work of cyberfeminist Donna Haraway, whom he interviewed for Wire in 1996. These stories tease away at the cybernetic intertwining of bodies and machines in today’s networked and mass‐mediated world, and probe into the relationship between the human and the prosthetic. Transmission connects four main characters: Arjun Mehta, a New Delhi computer graduate lured to California to work for a cybersecurity company by the promise of success in Silicon Valley; Guy Swift, an executive for a London‐based marketing agency; public‐relations handler Gabriella Caro, spinning a Bollywood film shooting in the Scottish highlands; and the young star of this new movie, Leela Zahir, whose sanguine on‐screen image masks a profound discontent with the demands of her increasing celebrity. What staples these disparate stories together is a computer virus that causes massive disruption for a world market which relies on the unobstructed flows of commodities, wealth‚ and information. Facing redundancy from his dream job, Arjun releases the virus in an attempt to make himself irreplaceable, as the only person with the cure. He names the virus ‘Leela’ after his favourite actress and uses a clip from one of her movies to infect the host machine. As well as replicating itself via infected emails, ‘Leela’ has the capacity to mutate into new strains to stay one step ahead of normal antivirus software, quickly splintering into a multitude of variants as it adapts to new digital environments, becoming a contemporary digital version of Pran’s early‐twentieth‐century human shapeshifter.

From a political standpoint, Transmission articulates contemporary concerns about what lies beneath the glossy surface of the information economy and the rhetoric of the borderless world. The notion of ‘transmission’ refers to the ethereal flux of media images through the virtual spaces of the networked world, and their continual crossover with the physical realm. But it also gestures towards the imbrication of the ‘wetware’ of the corporeal body with the technologies of transport and communication: the new identity‐morphing engendered by online relations. In contrast to The Impressionist, where identity was primarily established in terms of racial hierarchies, in Transmission it is shaped by the newer technologies of power wielded by global capitalism, which regulate a global politics of difference and diversity through the production of purities and hybridities. In different ways, each of the text’s main players is interpellated by the planetary flows of the mass media, the matrix of signs, images‚ and affects which both incorporate and pass through them. It is not merely the case that Guy, Gabriella, Arjun‚ and Leela manipulate the various dimensions of the global mediascape – Guy traffics in the transient brand images and sensations of consumer capitalism; Arjun immerses himself in the algebraic order of computer code; Leela participates in the economy of fame and celebrity – but that they are simultaneously constituted by them.

In the age of intelligent, self‐developing machines, it is no longer clear where the divide between natural and artificial may be situated or how to distinguish human from non‐human actors. As Donna Haraway observes, ‘biological organisms have become biotic systems, communications devices like others. There is no fundamental, ontological separation in our knowledge of machine and organism, of technical and organic’ (Haraway 1991, 177–178). The metaphorical crossing between computational and biological domains is authorized by their common translation into problems of coding: just as cybernetic systems are constructed by the semiology of information processing‚ human beings are understood in terms of genetic blueprints, also suggesting there is no longer an external standpoint of pure, unmediated life outside these systems. The virus, then, provides both a suggestive metaphor for emerging modes of networked subjectivity, but also may be read as an image of resistance to the inexorable rise of the integrated systematization of exchange, as the noisy interference within the frictionless circulation of information and commodities.

The corruptive logic of the virus/parasite is encoded in the formal arrangement of Kunzru’s novel, which is divided into two uneven parts entitled ‘Signal’ and ‘Noise’. The considerably longer ‘Signal’ constitutes the main body of the narrative, shifting its focus between the disparate, yet mutually interdependent, stories of Arjun, Leela, Gabriella‚ and Guy, and depicting the catastrophic transformations of their lives as the virus passes ‘effortlessly out of the networks into the world of things’ (Kunzru 2004, 258). Leela touches everyone in some way: Arjun becomes a fugitive on the run after the virus is traced back to him by the American authorities; Guy’s agency is one of the many crippled by the collapse of the networks on which his business relies; Leela goes into hiding to escape the intense publicity generated by the viral proliferation of her image; and Gabriella is given the unenviable task of managing relations between the reclusive starlet and the gathered media. The trajectory of ‘Signal’ maps an entropic slide towards disorder as Arjun’s creation and its manifold variants hijack the infrastructures of the global market.

Kunzru has alluded in interview to the ‘network form’ of Transmission, which may be read as an aesthetic response to a world that is increasingly being conceptualized as a dynamic field of interlinked systems, scapes and flows of various kinds (Aldama 2005, 13). But although the ‘arbitrary leap into the system’ performed in its opening pages mimics the decentralized condition of the world system, the text is animated by the traditional narratorial desire to isolate and trace patterns of cause and effect. The narrative attempts to reconstruct the chain of events giving rise to the moment known as ‘Greyday’, denoting the peak of the global disruption generated by the Leela pandemic – a period of ‘appalling losses, drop‐outs, crashes and absences of every kind’ (Kunzru 2004, 258) – yet, as the clarity of ‘Signal’ fades into ‘Noise’, the ‘topological curiosities’ wrought by the virus finally force its collapse into representational undecidability (4). ‘Signal’ comes to a close with each of the protagonists poised on the threshold of a journey into the unknown. Arjun has fled to the tightly‐policed southern border with Mexico, this abstraction marking ‘the outer limit of his imagination’ that is also the edge of the shallow seductions of the American Dream (252). After impressing directors in Brussels with his crucial pitch to ‘re‐brand’ the European Union’s border security, Guy celebrates with a drink and drugs binge, and in his inebriated state agrees to accompany a prostitute into the city’s dark, anonymous suburbs. Gabriella, whose relationship with Guy has always been one of mutual convenience rather than affection, finally makes the decision to leave him following his clumsy attempt to buy her love with a tackily expensive gift. Lastly, the young starlet Leela is found to be missing from the hotel room where she has been holed‐up, apparently feigning illness to delay the shooting of the film in which she is the less than willing lead.

Despite the fact, then, that it opens with what is described as a ‘simple message’ – the email whose infected attachment transmits the computer virus – Kunzru’s text suggests that there can be no such thing, a problem that has only intensified in the twenty‐first century. The fiction of direct interaction and unmediated dialogue is, of course, sustained as much by the technology of the novel as that of cyberspace, and Transmission offers dissemination and dispersal as correctives to the idealism of a fully integrated and homogeneous world. As suggested above, the rift fissuring the uneven halves of the novel is ‘Greyday’, where the precarious equilibrium of the global information system teeters on the brink of chaotic dysfunction. Here the crashing of networks and the widespread corruption of databases expose the disjunction between information and meaning‐creation, establishing ‘a moment of a maximal uncertainty, a time of peaking doubt’ that the narrative cannot penetrate (258). Finally unable to reconcile the extant ‘records of events which may not have taken place’ and the possibility of other events that ‘took place but left no record’, the unity of the text disintegrates into a tangle of loose ends and missing links (258). Throughout the novel, the imperial desire to manage and direct material and immaterial flows across border spaces hinges on the supposed inviolability of information, which promises to bring into being a fully transparent, and thus controllable, life‐world of absolute temporal and spatial synchrony and consistency, expunged of zones of darkness and disorder. Yet ‘Noise’ suggests that such a gesture is an act of futile hubris, pointing instead towards the interval that this idealism attempts to close down between terrestrial material and the registers that we use to make the world amenable to order and sense:


We have drenched the world in information in the hope that the unknown will finally and definitively go away. But information is not the same as knowledge. To extract one from the other, you must, as the word suggests, inform. You must transmit. Perfect information is sometimes defined as a signal transmitted from a sender to a receiver without loss, without the introduction of the smallest uncertainty or confusion. In the real world, however, there is always noise. (257)


The obsessive gathering of data is a fetish that borders on paranoia, for there can never be enough information; but far from reducing the complexity of spatial relations into the depthless horizontality of a totally integrated world, the penumbra of information obscures as much as it reveals. Furthermore, in making the important distinction between information and knowledge, the passage draws attention to what remains irreducible to mere accretions of data.

The gap between ‘Signal’ and ‘Noise’ is one that the narrative is never able to bridge, and the reconstruction of what precisely happens to Arjun, Leela‚ and Guy on their passage into this dark zone is overwhelmed by the proliferation of possible events and explanations. While Arjun and Leela vanish entirely, Guy at least does return from his journey, albeit utterly transformed by his experiences, and it is his story which is recounted with the greatest degree of narratorial certainty. In a suitably ironic twist, it emerges that Guy had been picked up by immigration officers on an operation designed to showcase the coordinated efficiency of the nascent Pan European Border Authority, the very institution to which Guy’s agency had been making its crucial pitch. Contamination by the ‘Leela’ virus caused havoc for the newly integrated EU immigration records and biometric databases, leading to a number of cases of mistaken identity, and Swift was one of the legitimate citizens deported to some of the world’s more troubled territories. The patent absurdity of his false identification as an Albanian national is the upshot of the presumed infallibility of these information systems. Guy’s retreat into isolated locality is paralleled by the opposite movement of Arjun and Leela, whose respective escapes take the form of a global expansion, a final dissolve into the network. This attrition of identity retraces the same path as Kunzru’s previous novel, where Pran is stripped down to a nameless and nomadic blank, a purified medium shorn of all content, yet there are also interesting differences which reflect changes in the mechanisms of imperial rule.

Not unlike The Impressionist, Transmission concludes by contemplating life unencumbered by the limits imposed by traditional modes of identity construction, such as nation, ethnicity, or the Romantic conception of character. Whereas the peripatetic Pran becomes a placeless figure, Leela and Arjun undergo a form of networked dissemination that looks towards a new kind of shared future beyond the tyranny of located identity.

Continuing the fascination in Kunzru’s fiction with identity and transformation, My Revolutions (2007) is a story across time periods, linked by the continuity of one protagonist with two identities. The significantly named Mike Frame used to be a subversive called Chris Carver thirty years ago. Mike is an unmotivated fifty‐year‐old slacker leading a quiet provincial life at the turn of the century when his past as the revolutionary Carver comes back to haunt him in the shape of a journalist who wishes him to expose a party politician as an ex‐militant.

In its central narrative, My Revolutions tracks the threats to Mike’s middle‐class identity as his obscure past as a minor armed activist begins to catch up with him. Using the technique of multiple flashbacks to such interventions as sit‐ins, mass protests‚ and assorted violent political actions‚ the novel parallels Frame’s blackmail at the hands of fellow comrades with Carver’s transition from idealist to terrorist: a parable that illustrates the dramatic curve of the late 1960s counterculture into the violence of the 1970s.

To characters in the present, the book portrays the past of thirty years earlier as exotic and disassociated, as when Mike’s entrepreneurial partner comments on how she ‘had no idea he was so involved in that sixties milieu’, only for Mike to note that ‘She made it sound remote, historical. Waterloo or the Armada’ (Kunzru 2007, 92). He himself is frustrated by the difficulty of connecting to a radical past when he has been through so much personal reinvention and social change: ‘After so long living as Mike Frame, it’s sometimes hard to find my way back to Chris Carver, to remember why he made the choices he did’ (219).

However, the narrative condemns the new century for its loss of political interest: ‘the most pressing issues of the nineties appears to be interior design. It’s supposed to be the triumph of capitalism – the end of history and the glorious beginning of the age of shopping. But politics is still here’ (47). Kunzru makes this revenant of activism into the central strand of the novel, which hinges on Mike’s possible sighting of an ex‐comrade who had been reported to have died in an embassy siege in 1975. The inescapability of a radical history and Mike’s vain hope to avoid being haunted by its nightmare make the political points of the novel explicit, personalizing but distancing the past. My Revolutions looks back to the simplicity of a Cold War era dominated by left‐right politics with some longing, as though through a lens of nostalgia. It amounts to a personalized narrative of history that draws from the often counterposed archive of memory, as though seeking to contrast if not reconcile the viewpoint of one with the other.

As mentioned above, in between Transmission and My Revolutions, Kunzru produced a short book in 2005 entitled Noise, concluding the interest in a wired world that he had long explored in journalism and fiction. The slim volume consists of five short stories that tease away at the cybernetic intertwining of bodies and machines in today’s networked and mass‐mediated world. One story has a man gradually replace all his body parts with plastic and robotic components, including a final unit to complete his transformation; another comprises the installation instructions for a universe‐creation utility‚ and a third is told by an immaterial pan‐religious ‘guardian angel’. Most sinister of all is a piece called ‘Eclipse Chasing’ told by a security employee of an edutainment infrastructure corporation bidding for postwar cultural contracts to a government who have pitched the United States against a ‘Canada’ where they have ‘ no tradition of human rights and follow a cruel and judgemental religion’ (Kunzru 2005, 42). The overall impression of the book is of human transformation across networks of corporate, technological‚ or preternatural forces.

The short stories, with their threat of civilizational reinvention‚ hark back to Transmission but also anticipate Kunzru’s more recent publication, Memory Palace, which is at once the name for a prose story and an art project. The book form of Memory Palace (2013) is a printed edition of Kunzru’s 10,000‐word story accompanying illustrations by twenty graphic designers and illustrators forming the initial sketch ideas for the commissions in the Memory Palace Exhibition at the Victoria and Albert Museum, London, in 2013. The backdrop to Kunzru’s creation of the story is the 2008 financial meltdown and the social and economic crisis this seemed to presage.

The narrative is set in a new dark age some considerable time after a great electrical storm catastrophe called the Withering, brought about by Magnetization, and an expected utopia called the Wilding: ‘after what our ancestors did, we don’t deserve to strut around like masters of the earth. We should be ashamed, hang our heads. Without us, the great Mother would breathe more freely’ (Kunzru 2013, 15). In this world, nature is reclaiming the spaces of civilization, and culture is retreating on all fronts. Words are recalled or misremembered from before the Withering, like ‘evilution’, though their real meanings are not usually known. In the new society, writing and recording are banned, as is the ancient art of memory.

Imprisoned in a bare cell, the narrator calls himself a Memorialist, someone who can at least recite the names of the dead in the ruined present, and particularly those of the Lawlords (who would muse in palaces called museums), though again these are distorted into such examples as Darwing, Tewring, Ferryday‚ or Lady Ayn Stein who wrote the Laws of Relativity. London is recalled as three cities, Waste Monster, Dogs, and the City, with their ancient gates such as Notting Hell and Edge Where. The numbers‐based prosperity of the B(l)ooming of the early twenty first century is reconsidered through the lens of the shattered world, so that Voicemail is imagined to have been speech armour, Recycling is thought to have been a religious practice, and Accounting deemed the opposite of the Wilding and considered a name for all forms of progress from the economy to education. The post‐apocalyptic regime appears to be feudal in design with Lords, Inquisitors, and Thanes as officials of the ruling elite called ‘the Thing’.

In a warren of shacks called The Campers overseen by a thane dubbed the Vice Chancer, the narrator’s early life had been one of hard labour working on the land. He becomes educated through a Lawlord called Billgee, who takes him underground to the London tubes, where people once followed coloured lines and worked on [com]pewters. They travel to the Shard where the Memorialists meet‚ and the narrator is inducted into their movement before the sect is raided.

Captured by the authorities, the narrator is now tortured by his Inquisitor to extract information. When left in peace, he lies abandoned in his cell, where he focuses on the memory palace in his mind. Eventually the Inquisitor breaks him with the promise of the freedom and peace that forgetting will bring‚ and the narrator reveals the names of his ‘internet’ of Memorialists.

Back in his cell, the narrator tries to place the wisdom of the Lawlords around the room, including this reflection on the purpose of humanity in a pair of reworked couplets from the second epistle of Pope’s An Essay on Man:


Go, wander [wondrous] creature[! mount] where sign [science] guides.[,]

Go, measure earth, weigh air[,] and state the tides;

Instruct the planets in what orbs to run,

Memorize [Correct] old Time[,] and regulate the sun


The story closes with the narrator passing on his memories to a woman in the next cell by speaking through a hole in the wall; he ‘downloads’ all the memories he has learned but also passes on one of his own about walking in a field with his lover and their dog, finally noting, in a phrase that echoes the close of Larkin’s ‘An Arundel Tomb’, that ‘This is what of mine will survive’ (80). The published text of Memory Palace is completed by two further sections, one called ‘Curating a Book’ by the V&A exhibition organizers Laurie Britton Newell and Ligaya Salazar and the other called ‘Making Memory Palace’, a graphic story by Robert Hunter. The latter describes in drawings the process of collaborating on and creating the ‘walk in book’ exhibition of the Memory Palace, while the former, also available on the V&A website, considers the parameters of the book as artefact in a digital age, noting that Kunzru has created a ‘dystopian story that mourns the loss of human knowledge’ (85). Kunzru’s narrative, while drawing for inspiration on the crisis of world capital, evidently reflects on the ways in which memories change and in which memory changes the past, its assembly, like that of the V&A exhibition inspired by the story, stitching together fragments into a suggestive and allusive patchwork rather than a singular or even necessarily coherent unity.

Kunzru’s latest novel, White Tears (2017), again pushes narrative form into a new direction. The first half of the novel is written in familiar, largely realist prose with occasional prophetic or dreamlike sections. The latter sections, as the novel heightens its dark satire on racial and musical (in)authenticity, increasingly foreground temporal transgressions and spectrality, leaving the reader unmoored in a surrealist and hardboiled cultural‐detective story, unsure what is ‘real’ in terms of the narrative established at the start of the novel. The story is set in present‐day New York and focuses on ‘sonic geologist’ Seth, a young audiophile tuning into and taping snatches of the present but who one day discovers one of his own field recordings is a long‐lost blues rarity by a man called Charlie Shaw. The human aspect to the narrative hinges on Seth’s relationship with his close friend Carter, a trust fund hipster, and the corporate world of Carter’s rich, sinister, family, especially his enigmatic sister Leonie. The haunted elements of Seth’s experience that become ever more prominent as the narrative progresses towards a showdown with the ghost of Charlie Shaw in Jackson, Mississippi‚ draw on the myths of blues from Robert Johnson at the crossroads selling his soul to the devil, through the racial and cultural politics surrounding ethnomusicologist Alan Lomax’s field recordings, to Kunzru’s own tracking of Moondog detailed in Twice Upon a Time: Listening to New York (2014). A cautionary study in cultural appropriation and White Mythology, White Tears begins as a familiar tale of two white arts college graduates and ends with Seth seemingly abused and humiliated, languishing in prison, deeply troubled by the history of exploitation in white America’s fascination with the blues, while the text itself blurs past with present, objective reality with surreal phantasy.

The final significant publication of Kunzru’s to be covered here is his 2011 novel, Gods without Men, a more substantial novel about American frontier mythology: from religious reveries in the desert to drug fantasies, tricksters, extraterrestrials‚ and rock stars. Kunzru says that the narrative ‘connects a series of echoes or rhymes by using different stories which take place in different times’ (Haven 2013, 19). In line with this, Gods without Men does not unfold chronologically but rather visits and revisits a number of time periods linked by place, usually moving between a chapter set in the present of 2008–2009 and a chapter sliced from any one of a number of stories set in the past. If considered chronologically‚ the novel separates into several story‐strands that can be examined in turn.

The earliest of these strands covers two chapters, one set in 1778 and one set a little before that in 1775. It focuses on what is supposedly the first white man to explore the Arizonan/Californian desert, a Catholic Mission director from Aragon called Friar Garcés who heads up the Mission at Bac near Tucson. The Mission is subject to raids by the Coyotero Apache people. Most pertinently, we learn that the Aragonese friar ‘wrote an account of his wanderings among the gentile nations of the frontier’ and that a ‘sign vouchsafed him by the Lord on his wanderings was a representation of the Trinity, in the form of three vast spires of stone, Father, Son and Holy Spirit rising up out of the desert floor as a symbol of divine mercy and grace’ (Kunzru 2011, 44–45). This stone formation, which comes to be known as the Pinnacles, features across all the time periods of the novel and persists as a cipher for all the irreducible transcendent experiences at the heart of the narrative.

Only at the end of the novel do we read the suppressed extract from the friar’s account covering the incident in 1775. On the 168th day of his journey‚ Fray Garcés encounters the Pinnacles, and he is by now suffering from hallucinations. He thinks he is persecuted by an Enemy or Adversary who tells him to climb the rocks and fling himself off, but he resists. It is when he rests beneath the rocks that ‘an angel with the form of a man and the head of a lion’ appears to him, revealing mysteries he has since forgotten, and then retreats into the sky (384).

Who or what this manifestation might be is a matter of belief. In the context of the rest of Kunzru’s novel, it could be a simple mirage, a heat‐stroke vision, a drug‐inspired hallucination, an alien being, a divine manifestation (the Angel Moroni, the Archangel Uriel‚ or the lion‐headed deity Ariel), or some kind of mythological form such as an avatar of the coyote figure in Native American folklore. Yet, this ending to the book brings the narrative to a stop without any closure of the central narrative enigma: why do characters across time believe there is an otherworldly presence in the desert? It is instead is a culmination of the aporia that populate the text. As Kunzru notes, in terms of a metaphysical absence that may suggest a literary debt to Forster’s A Passage to India: ‘At the heart of that book there’s something that doesn’t add up. In general it’s a fairly realist, textured book, but there’s kind of an impossibility in it, something that drains meaning away’ (Haven 2013, 19). If we put a place name to this enigma‚ it would be ‘the Pinnacles’; and its spirit would be that of myth‐maker and meth‐maker, the coyote.

It is with a variant on the Native American mythology of the coyote figure that Gods without Men begins, in a prologue entitled ‘In the time when the animals were men’. A trickster animal in folklore, not unlike the Anancy spider in African mythology, the coyote is introduced in a fable that unfolds his repeated death and rebirth. The cycle ends when he manages to ‘cook’ with crushed pseudoephedrine ‘a hundred grams of pure crystal’ (3). This parable will reverberate with other story‐strands later in the novel as it introduces the influence of the addictive drug crystal meth‚ but the coyote’s ‘crystal’ can also be seen as alchemical treasure, alien property, New Age gemstone, or mescaline from the peyote cactus. Kunzru himself further explains in interview: ‘There’s also the mythic dimension with the Coyote figure turning up as a character who may or may not be this gnarly meth‐dealing human hippie, but may also be the embodiment of this mythic, motive principle’ (Haven 2013, 19).

The novel connects form and content in a way that places irresolution and fragmentation at the centre of the narrative, admitting that rational behaviour is only one component of human agency, which is also driven by fears, desires‚ and aspirations. Kunzru proposes that


Gods without Men is a book about God, the way that to be human is to find some liveable way of orienting yourself towards the unknown or the unknowable, whether you decide there is some sense of transcendental meaning or some sort of stable or theoretical story you want to tell, or whether you feel there is some sort of void you’re in relation to. I’m interested in the way the structure of religious yearning and mystical experience is very constant, but the contents change. From that theme a certain form became an obvious way of proceeding: to make a lot of parallels; to tell the same story with different kinds of furniture; and to tell it in fragments.

(Haven 2013, 19)


The novel’s second story‐strand, in chronological terms, is set in 1871, and concerns a small party of silver prospectors in the Mojave Desert near the Pinnacles. The central character is the Mormon Nephi Parr, a diviner who has been sent into the desert on a mission to kill a man for his part in the murder and defilement of Joseph Smith, his faith’s Prophet. After completing his mission and succumbing to mercury poisoning, Parr travels to the Three‐fingered rock in pursuit of his own mystical rapture, inspired by Smith’s Book of Mormon. The chapter ends with Nephi’s vision, an echo of that of Fray Garcés: ‘at last the air‐ship came down and the Angel Moroni and the gods of many worlds appeared, calling him to exaltation’ (199). Nephi is named for the Nephites, one of four groups supposed to have settled in the ancient Americas according to the Book of Mormon (said to contain the writings of ancient prophets who lived on the American continent from approximately 2200 BC to AD 421), a religious text of the Latter‐day Saint movement supposedly delivered from God to Smith by an angel.

The next story‐strand in chronological order is told from the perspective of the People, the desert’s indigenous inhabitants who are visited in 1920 by a strange white couple. The man is called Deighton‚ and he is forever making notes and asking questions, particularly about the past. However, he fails in his attempt to hear the legends of the People, who wish to keep their stories secret. The white woman, Deighton’s much younger wife Eliza, is more successful and wins the trust and love of a man called Morning Runner, whose English name is Willie Prince and who tells her about Coyote and the Land of the Dead. The chapter ends with speculation that because Morning Runner has been ‘tricked by the white woman’ they will have a baby that will be only half of this world and half of the Land of the Dead. The second chapter in the story‐strand, much later in the novel, is told from the perspective of Professor Deighton, who is in fact employed by the Bureau of American Ethnology to study the Indian camp at Kairo. He is investigating the ‘desert Indian culture’ (213) but is also intrigued by the story of ‘the old Spanish Friar’, having obtained a translated and annotated copy of Garcés account, in which he finds curious narrative gaps, ‘as if Garcés had just vanished and reappeared in another place’ (221). Back at the town, Deighton names Morning Runner out of jealousy as the possible kidnapper of a young boy who has inexplicably been seen with an ‘Indian’ close to Kairo. The town sheriff, who has already arrested several of the People, convenes a posse‚ and eventually they are put on the scent of an ‘Indian’ seen running at night with a boy on his shoulders. They track this running man across the desert and eventually to the Pinnacles, where they kill him, despite the fact that they do not know who he is and no boy is found with him; nor, in fact, has a boy ever been reported missing.

This story‐strand reaches its climax in a later chapter set during the war in 1942. A new sheriff is alerted by the military to rumours of a German spy in the area. The sheriff’s deputy is a young man of mixed ethnicity called Prince; and the supposed spy is Deighton: ‘He’s a crazy old bird lives out at the Pinnacle Rocks. Or under them, I should say. Been out there twenty years’ (311). Deputy Ike Prince believes that Deighton’s guilt has triggered a mental breakdown and that he has returned to the Pinnacles to try to dig out Prince’s father Morning Runner from the Land of the Dead. He also believes his father is not dead at all but that instead he escaped the posse, ‘outpacing them as easily as a mule deer outpaces a tortoise, until he came to the crossing‐place, the sky‐hole between this land and the Land of the Dead. How he fooled the white man into thinking he was a corpse, by swapping his bones with the bones of a dead coyote. How he escaped to live a long and happy life’ (313). Deputy Prince accompanies the sheriff and the soldiers out to Pinnacle Rocks‚ where Ike meets Deighton, his mother’s husband, for the first time, and tells him his belief that his father tricked him. Deighton offers his stacks of files on the People to the Deputy, who is contemptuous of them. When Deighton shows no sign of climbing out of the cavern he has dug, Prince tells the soldiers to throw a tear gas grenade down the hole, where he now knows Deighton has explosives and blasting caps. The resulting explosion destroys the files documenting the People’s past, and leaves only Deighton’s bones down in the hole. Again, the ancient mythology of the vengeful Coyote, and in this case Morning Runner’s stories about the Land of the Dead, seems to shape a hallucinogenic human experience of the twentieth century and send more portents into a future of recurring images and illusions.

The sequence of desert story‐strands echoing each other across time now moves to the postwar period from 1947 to 1971, and focuses on the Pinnacles as the site for a cult that believes it has made contact with extraterrestrial beings. An ex‐aircraft engineer with divining rods named Schmidt arrives in the desert near Imperial Valley, but he is looking for a natural antenna, a communication post: ‘Three columns of rock shot up like the tentacles of some ancient creature, weathered feelers probing the sky’ (5). Inspired by a range of esoteric texts and conspiracy theories, from Madame Blavatsky to Mayan Space Pilots, Schmidt scans the skies and sends out his invitation to visitors with what he imagines is ‘a spiritual technology far in advance of the crude mechanisms of earth science’ (14). Eventually, heralded by the howl of a coyote, white‐robed humanoid creatures arrive on an oval spacecraft and invite him into the light aboard their ship.

Ten years later in 1958 Schmidt has established a semi‐religious community to worship the people he calls the Ashtar Galactic Command (as elsewhere, for example‚ his appropriation of the story behind the Book of Mormon, Kunzru is here paralleling actual events; specifically, the contactee George Van Tassel, who, after arriving in the Mojave Desert in 1947, established a large UFO Centre at Giant Rock). The control room and energy crystal for Schmidt’s alien‐contact are based in the ‘ancient’ hollowed‐out space beneath the rock that Deighton, in pursuit of the story of Fray Garcés, dug after sending Morning Runner to the Land of the Dead (74). Eleven years later in 1969, Schmidt’s alien‐contact centre has become a hippie commune, populated by druggie characters called Wolf and Coyote, after the cult disbanded when Schmidt killed himself in an explosion trying to ‘reintegrate the Earth into the Confederation’ (159). Repeating the past once again, the commune is raided by the authorities in the early 1970s, this time on a bust for possession of drugs and guns.

The above story‐strands account for half of the novel and take the key elements of the book’s concerns across a number of diverse narratives all rooted in the one locale. In his review of the novel, Douglas Coupland coined the term ‘translit’ to describe Gods without Men. The description of this category touches all of Kunzru’s fiction, and suggests the company he might keep in contemporary fiction with other novelists such as David Mitchell, Lawrence Norfolk, Jeanette Winterson (in The Stone Gods), or Michael Cunningham (in The Hours):

Translit novels cross history without being historical; they span geography without changing psychic place. Translit collapses time and space as it seeks to generate narrative traction in the reader’s mind. It inserts the contemporary reader into other locations and times, while leaving no doubt that its viewpoint is relentlessly modern and speaks entirely of our extreme present (Coupland)

It is that ‘extreme present’ that takes up the other half of Gods without Men. This story‐strand has three threads: the first involves a burnt‐out British rock star hiding out in the desert. The second focuses on a teenage Iraqi Goth, who has come to the United States as a refugee and is employed near the Pinnacles to ‘act as an Iraqi’ in a simulated town where the military train soldiers for the war in the desert. The third narrative thread is the most prominent and encompasses the lives of an affluent East Coast couple: Jaz and Lisa Matharu. Lisa is a Jewish American working in publishing‚ and Jaz is a second‐generation Punjabi American working on Wall Street. Prefiguring the financial crash, Jaz writes money‐spinning code based on behavioural finance, a field of economics that uses psychological theories to interrogate stock market movements that seem illogical. The Matharus have come to the desert with the autistic child who dominates their lives, a four‐year‐old called Raj. When Raj goes missing during a day trip to the Pinnacles, the search for him provides a point of convergence for the three narrative threads.

However, Lisa and Jaz are driven apart by their different reactions to Raj’s disappearance and rediscovery. Lisa believes their son’s return, in improved health, is a miracle, whereas Jaz thinks the boy is simply not their son; instead he is some kind of mysterious double. Kunzru explains:


Jaz is a scientifically trained sceptic, who works as a financial architect for an investment bank, who’s very uncomfortable in the face of the infinite and who believes everything should be potentially knowable …. Whereas Lisa, his wife, is a figure who wants to believe and has that sort of soft‐core new‐ageism that seems to be the side effect of having a liberal arts education …. There’s a crude cultural split in this husband and wife relation. Lisa’s response to the undecipherable thing that happens to their missing son while he’s away is to have faith, in Kierkegaardian terms to make the leap into faith. Jaz is unable to do that … and is more and more troubled, especially by the change in his son.

(Haven 2013, 20)


The novel offers no promise of closure and delivers none, instead ending with a chapter that would have come first had linear chronology been Kunzru’s organizing principle. The impression is of a cycle of events that repeat the same tropes with only variants of historical and cultural particularity. Indeed‚ the chapters could arguably be placed in any order, leaving the reader to decide whether to rearrange them into a temporal sequence, as above, or to digest them as randomized fragments from an overarching narrative that might be considered historical, mythological, religious, transcendental, fictional, or simply specious. Such an observation arguably also applies to Kunzru’s oeuvre, which asserts the spectral illusion of belief in identity and the malleable quality of experience, emphasizing haphazard or unpredictable narrative twists that throw individuals into the network of forces that Kunzru sees as conditioning our reality, within which alternative worldviews project different meanings onto the exigencies of historical contingency.
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Mark O’Rowe

DAVID CLARE



Mark O’Rowe is a Dublin playwright and screenwriter who is best known for writing darkly humorous scripts which explore the relationship between masculinity and violence but which also sensitively touch on romantic love and the importance of familial bonds. Because two of O’Rowe’s most popular works are written in monologue form – the stage plays Howie the Rookie (1999) and Terminus (2007) – he is frequently dismissed as ‘one of the monologue guys’ (O’Rowe 2013). That is, he is unthinkingly grouped with the numerous contemporary Irish playwrights who have followed Samuel Beckett and Brian Friel in having characters tell their stories directly to the audience. This, however, is unfair, since (at the time of writing) all but four of O’Rowe’s twenty‐two produced scripts employ dialogue, including much of his best work – most notably, the screenplay Intermission (2003) and the stage plays From Both Hips (1997), Made in China (2001), and Our Few and Evil Days (2014). Whether his characters employ ‘direct address’ or converse with one another, audience members and readers quickly note that they almost always speak in a distinctive, highly stylized language that draws on Dublin working‐class speech as well as ‘globalized’ popular culture. The creating of a unique dramatic language and the juxtaposition of humour and dark themes links O’Rowe’s work to that of his avowed heroes (Samuel Beckett, Harold Pinter, and David Mamet) but also to the work of other important scriptwriting contemporaries (Quentin Tarantino, the Coen Brothers, and Christopher MacQuarrie).



O’Rowe’s Background and Its Impact on His Work

Mark O’Rowe was born in Dublin in 1970 to a toolmaker father and a homemaker mother. He was raised in the working‐class suburb of Tallaght. Tallaght is one of the many ‘new towns’ built in greater Dublin in the 1950s and 1960s to accommodate the lower‐class families who were being relocated from dilapidated tenements in the city centre to new ‘corpo’ houses (i.e. houses built by Dublin Corporation). The idea to turn Tallaght – previously a sleepy, semi‐rural village – into a major Dublin suburb was first proposed in a government‐commissioned report written by Prof. Myles Wright of Liverpool University in 1967. Unfortunately, the local authorities chose to ignore many of the social and cultural aspects of Wright’s proposals for the redeveloped Tallaght. As such, a huge sea of houses was built, but many of these dwellings had insufficient access to shops, parks, community centres, houses of worship, or public transportation. Unsurprisingly, the area soon became associated with serious social problems. Indeed, thousands of young people had few ways to occupy themselves, and this led to a culture of violence among the young males who wandered in groups around the vast housing estates. Indeed, O’Rowe has stated in interviews that, during his formative years in Tallaght, you could be suddenly and viciously attacked for no reason by a group of males (O’Rowe 2008; O’Rowe 2015; O’Brien 2015, 149). He credits this – together with a teenage obsession with violent movies (mainly martial arts films, but also westerns and noir classics) – with giving him his heightened sensitivity to violence, and a desire to understand why males resort so frequently to the use of physical force (O’Rowe 2015).

Many critics have discussed the connection between O’Rowe’s Tallaght working‐class background and his handling of Irish masculinities (Jordan 2009, 15–17; Madden 2011 82–83; Raab 2010, 351, 355; Singleton 2011, 79–80; Trotter 2008, 183–184). However, there are other important ways in which his formative years in a unique, socially marginalized Dublin suburb left an impact on his work. Most notably, there is the role that it played in the development of his dramatic language. Most of O’Rowe’s characters employ words, phrases, and syntax borrowed from Dublin working‐class speech, and these characters, like many Dublin working‐class people, frequently demonstrate a desire to make their sentences as colourful, humorous, or surprising as possible. This often involves the use of unusual, archaic, or long words. Although O’Rowe claims that he has not been influenced by celebrated Dublin working‐class writers such as Seán O’Casey or Brendan Behan, there is one clear way in which his work can be linked to theirs: all three playwrights show an appreciation for the verbal excess frequently found in real‐life Dublin working‐class speech. That said, O’Rowe’s dramatic language differs from that of his Dublin predecessors, thanks to when and where he grew up. O’Rowe’s characters are – like O’Rowe himself – citizens of the contemporary, ‘globalized’ world. They, like him, seem to have spent a lot of time watching videos/DVDs, British and American television programmes, and listening to popular music from across the Western world. As such, their speech includes many Americanisms and pop culture references. The references to ‘globalized’ popular culture in O’Rowe’s work betray the influence that Quentin Tarantino has had on him (O’Rowe 2013). (Tarantino has, of course, had this same influence on many contemporary scriptwriters.)

From a literary pedigree point of view, the dialogue in O’Rowe’s plays may be comparable (in certain respects) to that found in the work of O’Casey, Behan, and Tarantino, but it owes much more to the work of his confirmed role models: Beckett, Pinter, and Mamet (O’Rowe 2013; O’Brien 2015, 142–143, 148–149). In scripts written by O’Rowe and his heroes, there is the (aforementioned) mixing of humour and dark themes, and there is also the frequent and clever use of beats and pauses. And all four of these writers create a sense of immediacy (or ‘present‐tense‐ness’) by having a character discuss or draw attention to another character’s curious word choice or turn of phrase. For an example from O’Rowe’s oeuvre, witness this exchange between two young toughs in the opening scene of the vastly underrated play, Made in China:



PADDY:

I was an’ […] me way over. ‘An your man, that fat‐fuck copper. Dolan, is it? Beset me, the fuck, fucked me in a puddle …



HUGHIE:

Beset you?!



PADDY: 

Came out of nowhere. Yep. Riefed me bod sneaky an’ sent me fuckin’ flyin’.



HUGHIE: 

An’ what’d he say?



PADDY: 

Said nothin’, man. Swaggered off, left me all prostrate in the gutter. (Beat.) Guffawed. (O’Rowe 2011, 228)



Hughie questions Paddy’s use of the word ‘beset’, but does not draw attention to other interesting word choices (swaggered, prostrate, guffawed). However, O’Rowe uses the pause before ‘guffawed’ to make it clear to audiences that this wannabe gangster is no ‘thick’: he is an intelligent young man with an extensive vocabulary drawn to a life of crime by the lack of opportunities available to him as someone from a marginalized, working‐class community. Of course, the young man’s Dublin working‐class background is affirmed by the rest of his speech, including the rhetorical use of ‘is it?’ and the word ‘riefed’ – sometimes spelled ‘reefed’, which is slang for ‘attack violently; tear, remove forcibly’ (Share 1997, 235).

This interest in social class is another, significant way in which Tallaght has left its mark on O’Rowe’s work. O’Rowe claims to be an ‘apolitical’ writer, and other commentators have echoed this (O’Rowe 2013; Chambers et al 2001, 463; Haughton 2011, 154). It is true that he is more interested in telling a compelling story than he is in pushing a message regarding, for example, identity politics or actions taken by the Irish government. Likewise, he never goes near topics such as Ireland’s postcolonial identity issues or the status of the North – subjects beloved by other contemporary Irish scriptwriters. However, O’Rowe does regularly comment on social class snobbery in his work, implicitly critiquing those who turn their back on their original class background or those who would underestimate the intelligence of people from working‐class households. In interviews, O’Rowe has expressed his exasperation at those who are surprised to learn that he is from Tallaght; he says they seem to regard him as some sort of ‘idiot savant’, as if writers like O’Casey, Behan, and Roddy Doyle had never existed (O’Rowe 2008). By showing not just the street smarts but also the abundant linguistic and cultural knowledge possessed by his working‐class characters, O’Rowe challenges prevailing middle‐ and upper‐class notions regarding the members of economically marginalized communities. And, as the present writer has discussed elsewhere (and as I will touch on again below), O’Rowe believes that working‐class people should be proud of their backgrounds and therefore has great fun mocking those who attempt to rise socially by changing their speech and obtaining – or going to great lengths to hold on to – possessions associated with middle‐class status and success (Clare 2015).

There is one final note to make about the connection between O’Rowe’s upbringing and his work: his scripts are – with a few exceptions – set in a fictionalized version of Dublin. O’Rowe’s imaginary Dublin combines real places with fake ones. For example, the tough area where the characters live in Howie the Rookie recalls O’Rowe’s childhood Tallaght in that the young people are roving around the estates with little to do, which gives them a taste for getting into reckless adventures (e.g. ‘surfing’ on top of a van driving at high speed and getting into fist fights). What’s more, the play includes references to numerous places in the real Dublin (e.g. Dame Street, Lime Street, Ashbrook, and Spar shops), as well as to the 123 bus (which serves the part of the north side where O’Rowe was living when he wrote Howie the Rookie). That said, the script also features various fake place names that do not exist in the real Tallaght or Dublin city centre (e.g. Rowney Street, The Fort Pub, The Mercy Loop, Flaherty’s Pub). And there is one fake place name included in the script which echoes a real‐life one, and which was changed deliberately for important dramaturgical reasons. The nightclub ‘Chopper Al’s’ is clearly a fictionalized version of Copperface Jack’s, a celebrated Dublin hotspot. O’Rowe called it Chopper Al’s, because the name sounds like Chaparral (O’Rowe 2008). In the play, there is a violent ‘showdown’ between the characters which takes place in Chopper Al’s, recalling the confrontations between characters in saloons in westerns like the television series The High Chaparral (1967–1971), which was repeated on Irish television throughout O’Rowe’s formative years.

By mixing real and fake places when creating his fictional Dublin(s), O’Rowe simultaneously gives his work a certain authenticity but also gives himself the freedom to include action that – in plays like Howie the Rookie and Terminus – ascends into the fantastical or supernatural.



An Overview of O’Rowe’s Career

Much of the literature that O’Rowe encountered in secondary school left him unmoved (with the notable exception of Shakespeare’s plays). Then, in his early twenties, he discovered the films written – and, in some cases, directed – by David Mamet. This led O’Rowe to seek out the Chicago writer’s stage plays. Works such as Sexual Perversity in Chicago (1974) and American Buffalo (1975) were a revelation to the young O’Rowe; he felt that he could relate to the content and style of these plays – particularly the spare dialogue – in a way that he could not relate to the verbose dramatic works he had been introduced to in school (e.g. classic plays by J. M. Synge, Bernard Shaw, O’Casey, Tennessee Williams, and Arthur Miller) (O’Rowe 2013). Inspired by Mamet and by the writers he discovered through Mamet – Pinter and Beckett – O’Rowe began writing short, scripted scenes, using Mamet’s A Collection of Dramatic Sketches and Monologues (1985) as a model (O’Rowe 2013). Eventually, O’Rowe began writing longer pieces. He says that all of this juvenilia was overly indebted to his heroes, especially Mamet, but that he slowly but surely began finding his own voice (O’Rowe 2013).

O’Rowe has often stated that, when first starting out, he would have preferred to write for film, but assumed that it would be much easier to get a play staged than a screenplay sold. As such, he decided that he should start concentring primarily on stage plays (O’Rowe 2013). There was one problem with this: his knowledge of the theatre was, to date, almost completely literary, since he ‘had only seen about two plays’ (qtd. in Carty 2002). Undaunted, he felt it was definitely the right move to make; if all else failed, he could always produce his plays himself in pubs or small theatres (O’Rowe 2013). As it turned out, O’Rowe need not have set his sights so low: only one year after he started writing seriously, he had a significant career breakthrough, and, as he wisely predicted, it came via the theatre. He saw an ad for the National Association of Youth Drama’s ‘Stage It! Young Playwrights’ scriptwriting competition. The five winning plays would be presented as rehearsed readings in the Peacock Theatre (the Abbey Theatre’s experimental space). These readings would be performed and directed by leading Irish professionals. O’Rowe’s submission, The Aspidistra Code, was one of the winners, and it was staged on 2 December 1995, with Gerry Stembridge directing. Stembridge, a well‐known Irish scriptwriter and director, was very impressed with the play, and became an active and influential champion of O’Rowe’s work.

The Aspidistra Code is a very entertaining play, and O’Rowe has rightly called it a ‘kitchen‐sink‐crime‐comedy‐drama’ (O’Rowe 2011, vii). It is the first example of O’Rowe presenting erudite toughs from working‐class backgrounds and mocking ‘class traitors’. The gangsters Drongo and Crazy Horse reminisce about the days when they used to discuss ‘nonconformity’ and poetry over coffee while smoking only Gauloises and Gitanes (O’Rowe 2011, 51). O’Rowe does not mock their early days as ‘bohemians’ (O’Rowe 2011, 51); however, he is quite critical of their delusions regarding their relationship to violence. These men, like violent men in later O’Rowe works, believe that they subscribe to some ethical or moral code, and are not just using physical force indiscriminately. However, O’Rowe shows – as he does in later works – that, when their backs are against the wall, men who have lived by the sword will always resort to the sword, abandoning any pretence to a moral ‘code’ (O’Rowe 2011, 70–72).

Drongo is also implicitly derided in the play for his desire to fill his new apartment with items associated with middle‐class success: wooden floors, Persian rugs, an antique chair, and an aspidistra plant. Drongo plans to take these last two items from Sonia and Brendan, two other characters in the play. Sonia and Brendan are presented as foolish for being willing to risk their lives to hold on to these possessions, simply because they carry a certain class prestige otherwise belied by their humble, working‐class home (See Clare 2015, 15–17).

The Aspidistra Code garnered significant attention in the Dublin theatre world, despite the fact that it revealed that O’Rowe still had an imperfect knowledge of stagecraft. (For example, at the climax of the play, a dog is supposed run on stage, and a gangster is meant to slip on the dog’s urine; this is, of course, action that would be much more at home – and much easier to pull off – on a television situation comedy or in a cinematic farce.) The play led to paid commissions from Tallaght Youth Theatre (Sulk, staged at Andrew’s Lane Theatre in November 1996) and Dublin Youth Theatre (Buzzin’ to Bits, staged at Project@The Mint in April 1997). And an O’Rowe one‐act entitled Rundown was produced by the newly formed Origin Theatre Company on the tiny stage upstairs in the International Bar in August 1996.

Importantly, The Aspidistra Code also brought O’Rowe to the attention of two high‐profile Dublin theatre companies: Bedrock Productions and Fishamble: The New Play Company. In February 1997, Bedrock included Anna’s Ankle, an O’Rowe one‐act monologue play about a snuff film director, in their ‘Electroshock: A Theatre of Cruelty Season’ at Project@The Mint. In June 1997, Fishamble staged From Both Hips another ‘kitchen‐sink‐crime‐comedy‐drama’ at the Little Theatre in Tallaght. The play subsequently transferred to the Project Arts Centre and then to the Tron Theatre in Glasgow, making it O’Rowe’s first work to find an audience outside of Ireland.

While the youth theatre commissions, Rundown, and Anna’s Ankle, may be relatively marginal works in the O’Rowe canon, From Both Hips is one of O’Rowe’s standout stage plays. It tells the story of a member of the Drugs Squad (called Willy) who, prior to the start of the play, accidentally shot an innocent working‐class man (Paul) while on a raid. The play questions the degree to which stoical toughness is the mark of a ‘real man’: it is suggested that Irish thinking on this is not being helped by the macho images of men promoted in American cop shows and action films (See Clare 2015, 18–19).

The play also touches on Ireland’s (poor) handling of mental illness: Willy is struggling to open up to the therapist he was assigned in the wake of the shooting, and Paul extends little helpful sympathy to his wife (Adele), who is having serious episodes of depression and anxiety. And, as in The Aspidistra Code, O’Rowe laments the degree to which Irish people are making fools of themselves by abandoning their true class backgrounds. For example, Willy’s therapist (Dr. Kielty) puts on a ‘fake newsreader voice’ with ‘English’ overtones while working, in order to sound ‘posher’, and Willy’s wife and colleagues are snobbish about those from (slightly) poorer neighbourhoods (O’Rowe 2011, 105–106; Clare 2015, 18–19).

The Dublin theatre world expected much from O’Rowe in the wake of From Both Hips, a critical success that had also done relatively well financially. The Abbey commissioned him to write a play, and O’Rowe produced a ‘state of Dublin’ play, which the theatre summarily rejected (O’Rowe 2013). Reeling, O’Rowe says he tried to write ‘several things for several people’, all of which were also rejected – either for being ‘unfinished, or not what was asked for, or just not good enough (the word “shit” may have been used once or twice […])’ (O’Rowe 2011, viii). All of this negative feedback took its toll, and O’Rowe developed serious writer’s block. Eventually, he figured that the only way to get himself out of this rut was to write something for himself, without regard for whether it would be produced – a work that was highly personal and thematically and formally uncompromising (O’Rowe 2013). He also decided that by sticking merely to ‘smart‐arse’, dark comedy in his early scripts, he had been ‘playing it safe’: he needed to write something that attempted to move audiences (O’Rowe 2013). Of course, he knew why he had not tried to do this previously: ‘if you try to make an audience cry and they don’t, then you’ve clearly failed’ (O’Rowe 2013).

Although O’Rowe knew what he had to do, he was unsure how to do it. Fortuitously, someone gave him a copy of Conor McPherson’s early monologue plays, and he was very impressed with them, especially This Lime Tree Bower (1995). Around this time, he also read Beckett’s 1951 novel Molloy, which is written in the first person – like much of Beckett’s later prose. These two works, together with Brian Friel’s classic monologue play, Faith Healer (1979), gave O’Rowe the idea that he could write an extended monologue play – not just a short one, as his heroes Beckett, Pinter, and Mamet had done on occasion or as he himself had previously done with Anna’s Ankle (O’Rowe 2013; see also O’Brien 143–144).

O’Rowe began writing what became the first half of Howie the Rookie (i.e. the long opening monologue spoken by a character called The Howie Lee). It was highly personal, in that it contained many incidents from O’Rowe’s formative years in Tallaght and in that the language was more dense and full of ‘verbal pyrotechnics’ than anything O’Rowe had previously attempted (Keating 2014). O’Rowe soon became convinced that this one monologue was not enough to sustain a whole, full‐length play. Then he remembered Molloy, a work of two halves in which the two main characters deliver what are essentially two long monologues back to back. O’Rowe began writing the monologue that became the second half of Howie the Rookie (i.e. the long concluding monologue spoken by The Rookie Lee). O’Rowe says that he felt real freedom when embarking on this second monologue, thanks to Molloy: in Beckett’s novel, the two main characters never meet and their stories do not tie together, and, as such, O’Rowe felt no pressure to make his two monologues cohere (O’Rowe 2011, viii). In the end, O’Rowe did tie the two first‐person accounts together and ‘quite nicely’, as O’Rowe himself admits (in a rare moment of hubris) (O’Rowe 2011, viii). For those following O’Rowe’s career, what was even more exciting was that he took a risk on moving audiences emotionally. In this regard, he succeeded spectacularly though the action involving a character called The Mousey Lee.

Howie the Rookie was accepted by the cutting‐edge Bush Theatre in London, where it premiered in February 1999. This production, which starred Dublin actors Karl Sheils and Aidan Kelly, was a tremendous success, and subsequently transferred to Dublin and Edinburgh. The script won the 1999 George Devine Award and the 1999 Rooney Prize for Literature, and O’Rowe now enjoyed a whole new level of fame.

 Howie the Rookie is one of O’Rowe’s greatest achievements, and it retains its status as a modern Irish classic. Indeed, the play has enjoyed two high‐profile revivals. One took place at the Abbey in 2006; it starred Sheils and Kelly again, and the fact that the actors were no longer ‘young lads’ made the immaturity of their characters poignant and sad (Kelly 2015, 46). The other was mounted by Landmark Productions at the Project Arts Centre in June 2013; this production was revived in November 2014 at Dublin’s Olympia, London’s Barbican, and New York’s Brooklyn Academy of Music. The Landmark staging of Howie the Rookie was noteworthy for a few reasons. First, Tom Vaughan‐Lawlor played both roles in the play, suggesting that The Howie Lee and The Rookie Lee are, on some level, doppelgängers or spiritual twins. Also, the production signalled O’Rowe’s blossoming as a theatre director (his previous directing work was perfectly fine but not as dazzling as on this occasion). Whereas previous productions of Howie the Rookie called on the actors to move very little, O’Rowe turned it almost into a dance piece, encouraging Vaughan‐Lawlor to range around the stage in a way that evoked thoughts of both ballet and martial arts. Finally, this production was important, because of edits that O’Rowe made to the script. He softened some of the rude remarks made about one character’s intellectually challenged son. O’Rowe has never been afraid to have characters make politically incorrect statements. While he does not personally subscribe to the racist or misogynistic or ‘ableist’ views expressed by some of his characters, he argues that ‘hard men’ from rough backgrounds would be inclined to speak in that way. Therefore, they must make such remarks to be credible as characters (O’Rowe 2013). That said, in revisiting Howie the Rookie, O’Rowe felt that some of the insults aimed at the intellectually challenged character crossed a line. While these insults did strengthen one’s impression that The Rookie Lee is not an entirely savoury or sympathetic character, they also unwittingly encouraged audiences to laugh at the character’s disability (O’Rowe 2015). O’Rowe’s decision to cut these lines shows his growing (and admirable) sensitivity to such matters.

The huge success of Howie the Rookie led to renewed interest in O’Rowe from the Abbey. On this occasion, the script that O’Rowe submitted to them, entitled Made in China, actually made it to the stage (albeit three months after a German company had pipped them to the post, premiering it at the Schauspielhaus in Bochum in January 2001). Made in China is about two members of a Dublin gang called the Echelons (Hughie and Kilby) who are competing for the loyalty of a younger, prospective gang member (Paddy). The script is brilliantly tight, with recurring motifs related to homosexuality/anal penetration, clothes, and martial arts/Asian culture seeded throughout the dialogue and action. Once again, O’Rowe presents us with a violent male who is less principled when it comes to employing violence than he believes he is (Kilby). O’Rowe also implicitly critiques those who would promote a model of ‘masculinity’ that does not leave room for Hughie’s interest in smart clothes or Paddy and Hughie’s reluctance to employ physical force in any and every situation.

The 2001 Bochum and Abbey productions of Made in China were not as wildly successful as Howie the Rookie’s run at the Bush two years previously (hence, the relative neglect that the play has suffered). However, most reviewers recognized the power of O’Rowe’s writing. The high quality of the Howie the Rookie and Made in China scripts opened two important doors for O’Rowe: he got to do adaptations of work by other writers‚ and he finally got to write for film, his first love. Over the years, these adaptations have included heavily edited versions of Shakespeare’s Henry IV Part I for the Abbey in 2002 and of Shakespeare’s Henriad for Galway’s Druid Theatre Company in 2015, as well as a new version of Ibsen’s Hedda Gabler for the Abbey in 2015. O’Rowe has also written critically acclaimed screen adaptations of best‐selling novels, including Jonathan Trigell’s Boy A (2007) and Daniel Clay’s Broken (2012). And O’Rowe was long attached as screenwriter to a possible film version of Joseph O’Connor’s novel Star of the Sea (2004). These stage and screen adaptations – as well as the uncredited script doctor work that he has done over the years – reveal O’Rowe’s profound understanding of how scripts work. However, of much greater interest to us here are his original works for the screen, especially his first produced screenplay: an IFTA‐winning script which may well be his masterpiece, 2003’s Intermission.

 Intermission is a dark comedy, full of colourful, heightened dialogue and visually arresting moments (such as the Noh Theatre‐like scene in which three masked characters talk to each other vulnerably, as they drive to take part in a tiger kidnapping). The script cleverly interweaves a number of stories in the manner of Robert Altman’s Short Cuts (1993), revealing unexpected links between seemingly unrelated characters.

The main story concerns a young Dublin man called John (played by Cillian Murphy), who has a hard time expressing his feelings for Deirdre (Kelly Macdonald). O’Rowe’s portrait of this emotionally repressed Irish male owes something to the characterization of the Irish gangster, Tom Reagan (Gabriel Byrne), from the Coen Brother’s 1990 film Miller’s Crossing – as O’Rowe himself has admitted and as I have discussed elsewhere (O’Rowe 2013; Clare 2015, 23).

The other characters in Intermission include many who hark back to O’Rowe’s earlier scripts. For example, we once again get a violent thug who is interested in the material trappings of middle‐class life; this character, called Lehiff (Colin Farrell), keeps talking about juicers, woks, and olive oil. Similarly, a recently fired bus driver called Mick (Brían F. O'Byrne) is only taking part in the tiger kidnapping so that he can keep updating his working‐class home to middle‐class, Celtic Tiger standard (See Clare 2015, 16–18).

We also get characters who – like those in From Both Hips – seem to have watched too many American films and television programmes; an unhinged police detective called Jerry Lynch (Colm Meaney) behaves as though he is actually in an American cop show, and the bullying supermarket manager Mr Henderson (Owen Roe) keeps spouting Americanisms – which he always follows up with the phrase ‘as they say in the States’ (O’Rowe 2003).

By contrast, there are a number of characters who have no parallel in O’Rowe’s earlier work, including – among others – a chillingly selfish bank manager Sam (Michael McElhatton) and his fiery, estranged wife Noeleen (Deirdre O’Kane); a documentary filmmaker who is dissatisfied with the tame pieces he has to make as part of his job at RTÉ (Tomás Ó Súilleabháin); Deirdre’s endearing mother (Ger Ryan) and sister (Shirley Henderson); and John’s lovelorn friend, Oscar (David Wilmot). This intriguing cast of characters makes for highly entertaining viewing.

The brief description above may make it sound as if Intermission is much softer than O’Rowe’s earlier work. While it may not go to places as dark as those visited in Howie the Rookie or Made in China, there are still some disturbing moments. Most notably, there is the film’s opening scene, in which Lehiff romantically charms the cashier in a mall café (Kerry Condon) before suddenly punching her in the face and robbing the cash register. This scene would seem to be a nod to the opening scene of Christopher McQuarrie’s film The Way of the Gun (2000), in which an underworld character played by Ryan Phillippe unexpectedly punches a young woman played by Sarah Silverman.

As if acknowledging this, O’Rowe names one of the three main characters in his next completed script – 2003’s Crestfall – Tilly McQuarrie. While Crestfall may not be one of O’Rowe’s stronger works, it is still an important one in his canon, for a number of reasons. For one thing, Crestfall is the first O’Rowe play that is not set in a fictionalized version of Dublin; instead, the action takes place in a fantastical, semi‐mythic, hellhole in the Irish Midlands (exact location not specified). Even more excitingly, the play has an all‐female cast. This makes a big change from the hyper‐masculine world of O’Rowe’s early stage plays – four of which had exclusively male casts: Rundown, Anna’s Ankle, Howie the Rookie, and Made in China. The play goes to great lengths to show how awful this dystopian setting (and, by extension, the real world) is for women, often due to male misbehaviour.

The play also breaks new ground, because it is written in hip‐hop‐influenced verse – O’Rowe would revisit this style of language with his next script, the stage play Terminus. And, finally, Crestfall is the first O’Rowe play to venture fully into the supernatural. At the end of Howie the Rookie, The Rookie Lee’s spiritual beliefs may lead him to believe that a green Hiace van is the Mayan God of Death, but audiences and readers are free to conclude that he is deluded. By contrast, the three‐eyed dog in Crestfall has a supernatural presence throughout the narrative that is not as easy to dismiss. O’Rowe would force audiences to accept supernatural creatures at face value in his next two works, as well: Terminus and the film Perrier’s Bounty (2009). Of course, Crestfall’s setting – which seems to be some sort of purgatory or hell – is another, important, supernatural element.

So how did critics and audiences respond to O’Rowe’s decision to explore the new terrain in Crestfall? They were, for the most part, rather hostile. The play was produced at Dublin’s Gate Theatre in the spring of 2003, and – despite excellent direction from Garry Hynes and outstanding performances from the actors Marie Mullen, Aisling O’Sullivan, and Eileen Walsh – attendance was poor (O’Rowe 2011, ix). What’s worse, a number of theatre critics used their reviews of Crestfall to vent their frustration over the large number of monologue plays and violent scripts being produced by Irish theatres and theatre companies during the Nineties and Noughties (e.g. Andrews 2003; Clarke 2003; Fricker 2003). It was as though O’Rowe was being punished for the (supposed) sins of many, and few bothered to acknowledge that, as a writer, he was pushing himself into interesting new directions.

Despite the hostility to Crestfall’s monologue form, O’Rowe bravely chose to return to ‘direct address’ one final time in his next play, Terminus. He even repeated Crestfall’s controversial use of hip hop‐flavoured verse. However, Terminus was different in one crucial respect from O’Rowe’s earlier monologue plays. In Anna’s Ankle, Howie the Rookie, and Crestfall, each character delivers their monologue alone on stage. In Terminus, O’Rowe keeps the three characters – two women and one man – on stage throughout‚ and he interweaves their monologues. Some critics took issue with the lack of physical movement called for by the script, and it is true that the play is visually rather static. However, O’Rowe was clearly alluding to the two women and one man trapped in urns in Beckett’s Play (1963) – as he has subsequently acknowledged (O’Rowe 2013; O’Brien 2015, 145). (Another Beckettian touch was O’Rowe’s decision to name the play’s characters simply A, B, and C.)

Terminus opened in the Abbey’s Peacock space in June 2007. It was rapturously received, and was therefore brought to the Edinburgh Fringe Festival, where it won a Fringe First Award. The play was revived at the Peacock in 2009, and the Abbey subsequently brought it on a world tour in 2011. It enjoys an excellent reputation to this day, and with good reason: the writing exhibits a brave audacity, both in its use of poetic, heightened language and in its fearlessness in tackling subject matter that is by turns stomach‐churning, wildly fantastical, and deeply moving (possibly bordering at times on sentimentality).

The disturbing subject matter relates to the male character, C, a misogynistic serial killer who commits graphic acts of sexual violence. The fantastical elements include incidents involving a flying demon made entirely out of worms, an avenging angel, reincarnation, and C’s deal with Satan. The (almost) sentimental action relates to the enduring bond between A and B, an estranged mother and daughter; the ending involving A and B is an example of O’Rowe taking a risk on evoking intense emotions and (as in Howie the Rookie) succeeding.

This is not to say that O’Rowe’s customary dark humour or allusions to pop culture are excluded from this script. For example, C made his deal with the devil so that he would be able to sing well. However, he forgot to ask Satan to remove his shame; as such, he is too embarrassed to use his golden voice in front of people – that is, until he is disembowelled and hanging from a crane by his intestines. At that point, he sings ‘The Wind Beneath My Wings’ so beautifully that it stuns the assembled onlookers. (O’Rowe being clever with the interweaving of plots, this song choice relates directly to the film Beaches (1988), a work that is central to a fond memory shared by – and extremely important to – A and B.)

O’Rowe’s next work was the screenplay Perrier’s Bounty (2009), a gangster film which is one of the least admired scripts in his oeuvre. The screenplay certainly has its weaknesses. Those who dislike the supernatural turn in O’Rowe’s writing might be worried about the fact that the story is narrated by the Grim Reaper (voiced by Gabriel Byrne). A much more significant weakness, however, is that O’Rowe has many older characters use a heightened Dublinese that does not seem to suit people raised in ‘pre‐globalized’ Dublin. For example, phrases such as ‘that’s me way, man’ and ‘I’m hep to that shit, man’ sound much more convincing coming from the mouths of young male toughs steeped in Nineties and Noughties irony (O’Rowe 2009). Despite this, some of the older actors handle the heightened language perfectly – especially Liam Cunningham, playing a character called The Mutt. Other middle‐aged actors, however, deliver the lines in a slow, portentous manner that makes them sound faintly ridiculous – the main culprits here are Byrne and the English actor Jim Broadbent (whose Dublin accent is quite poor). That said, Byrne and Broadbent are fine actors, and the director of the film, Ian Fitzgibbon, has been responsible for a number of outstanding films and television programmes over the past two decades: e.g. Paths to Freedom (2000), A Film With Me in It (2008), Death of a Superhero (2011), Threesome (2011–2012), and series two of Moone Boy (2014). As such, one fears that the fault may lie more with the writing than O’Rowe fans might want to admit.

O’Rowe seems to have instinctually sensed that perhaps his dramatic language needed to grow up a bit to suit the older characters he was increasingly interested in examining. Over the following years, he produced three works in which the characters still employed clever turns of phrase and surprising vocabulary, but there was no return to the youthful, brash tenor of the dialogue found in his earlier work. These three works include the short films Epithet (2012) and Debris (2013) and the stage play Our Few and Evil Days, which premiered on the Abbey’s main stage in October 2014. Our Few and Evil Days was directed by O’Rowe‚ and the cast included four major Irish actors: Sinéad Cusack, Ciarán Hinds, Charlie Murphy, and Tom Vaughan‐Lawlor. The two short films are relatively minor if entertaining works. (Epithet is noteworthy for its London setting and for the fact that it boasts a winning central performance from Patrick Stewart; Debris is interesting, because it juxtaposes three time lines and because it marks the first time that O’Rowe has directed a film.) By contrast, Our Few and Evil Days is a major accomplishment.

Our Few and Evil Days is centred around a couple (Michael and Margaret) and their daughter (Adele); each is trying to come to terms with the loss of Jonathan, the couple’s son, who ‘vanished’ when he was nine. It is said that Jonathan ran away, but there are dark hints throughout that something may have happened to him at the hands of Michael. This seems possible, since the Tallaght‐raised patriarch has a tendency to resort to fairly extreme violence when provoked. The action is complicated by the arrival into their lives of Dennis, Adele’s new boyfriend, who – it turns out – has been secretly obsessed with Margaret for a year and a half, possibly because he lost his own mother to cancer.

As will have become apparent, some old O’Rowe territory is covered in Our Few and Evil Days. The fact that Michael has a ‘male’ tendency to give people a ‘hiding’ when he perceives them as ‘threatening’ or insulting is yet another example of O’Rowe questioning the link between masculinity and the use of physical force (O’Rowe 2014, 82). A second repeated trope relates to a character called Gary, the abusive partner of Adele’s best friend Belinda. After Belinda commits suicide, Gary tells Adele that he treated Belinda so badly because low self‐esteem prevented him from trusting that Belinda really loved him; he was therefore simply ‘test[ing]’ her (O’Rowe 2014, 73). This recalls Intermission, in which John is uncertain of Deirdre’s love and therefore sets a ‘test’ for her (O’Rowe 2003). However, that is where the similarity between the two works ends: while John’s testing of Deirdre results in unfortunate and even brutal events unfolding, nothing as appalling as the suicide of an abused young person occurs. O’Rowe encourages us to laugh at John in Intermission, whereas he seems to share Adele’s highly critical view of Gary: she explains to Gary that his behaviour reveals a disturbing level of selfishness and lack of empathy.

At one point in Our Few and Evil Days, Dennis says that he went back to school because he suddenly realized that he was ‘still doing the very same things [he] was doing when he was twenty’ and it ‘depressed’ him (O’Rowe 2014, 19). O’Rowe could be speaking about himself, for, in this play, he consciously abandons several of the hallmarks of the work that first brought him fame in his twenties. Most obviously, as mentioned above, he tames his heightened dramatic language. Specifically, he employs hyper‐realistic dialogue that is only occasionally punctuated by typical O’Rowe flourishes (surprising syntax, unusual vocabulary, conversations about words, etc.).

The play also departs from O’Rowe’s earlier work in that it is his first stage play set entirely in a middle‐class milieu (the recent short films Epithet and Debris also have middle‐class settings). O’Rowe says that when actors came to the Abbey auditions to read scenes from the play, they mistakenly assumed that it was set in one of the ‘typical working‐class house[s]’ or gangster flats featured in his earlier work (O’Rowe 2011, 79). As such, they delivered the lines in strong, ‘gurrier’ accents, and O’Rowe had to explain that this play is set in a middle‐class home (O’Rowe 2015).

A final way in which O’Rowe breaks new ground in Our Few and Evil Days is by deliberately choosing to fit the play into the Gothic genre. It is true that O’Rowe’s work had been getting increasingly supernatural in recent years, but works such as Crestfall, Terminus, and Perrier’s Bounty did not actually incorporate tropes associated with Gothic literature. In Our Few and Evil Days, O’Rowe not only includes a ghost (who appears on stage in the play’s highly disturbing final scene); he also makes ingenious use of ‘Gothic doubling’. In Gothic literature, characters sometimes have a ‘shadow’ side within themselves – for example, the title characters in Robert Louis Stevenson’s Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886). However, a character in a Gothic work can also have a double who is either one of the other characters or perhaps a supernatural creature – for example, in Charlotte Brontë’s Villette (1853), the double of the sexually repressed protagonist, Lucy Snowe, is the ghostly nun who is supposedly haunting the school where she works (this apparition turns out to be a young bounder who is dressing as a nun so that he can sneak in to visit his lover).

In Our Few and Evil Days, all of the characters have a Gothic double, with the exception of the loner Adele, who greatly cherishes her privacy. Dennis’s double is the ‘missing’ Jonathan (with whom he shares a transgressive sexual craving for Margaret). Margaret’s double is Dennis’s dead mother (who Dennis is presumably hoping Margaret will replace). Michael’s double is the recent suicide victim, Belinda (both put up with an astonishing form of unfaithfulness from their partners). Gary’s double is Jonathan (they share a sociopathic inability to relate to the emotions of others).

Between the strong script and the brilliant cast, Our Few and Evil Days had a highly successful run at the Abbey. There was talk of taking the play on a world tour; however, such plans have been complicated or possibly derailed by the October 2016 departure of the theatre’s artistic director, Fiach Mac Conghail – the person who initially commissioned and championed the work.



The Future

O’Rowe’s forthcoming works (both in development at the time of writing) include a film which he has written and directed entitled The Delinquent Season and a stage play being produced by Landmark entitled The Approach. It will be interesting to see if, in these works, O’Rowe’s language remains heightened and whether he has chosen to set them in the middle‐class milieu of his three most recent scripts. While O’Rowe does have his obsessive themes (such as male violence, social climbing, and the effects of ‘globalization’ on Irish people and society), over the years he has also exhibited a desire to push himself into new areas – as seen with Crestfall and in the wake of Perrier’s Bounty. It is by no means unreasonable to expect that The Delinquent Season, The Approach, and O’Rowe’s subsequent work will continue to exhibit his usual clever word play, solid plotting, and willingness to experiment.
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Conor McPherson

EAMONN JORDAN



Introduction

Conor McPherson is one of the most widely produced playwrights in the world today. Few playwrights have met with such popular, mainstream‚ and critical admiration. Although McPherson seems to utilize conventional forms, it is his inventiveness and transformation of such genres alongside his uncanny ability to theatricalize a profound distillation of the fundamental essences of lived experience that goes some way to explain the global appeal of the work.

The initial success of Rum and Vodka (1992) at University College Dublin’s Drama society was followed by The Good Thief (October 1994) (previously produced as The Light of Jesus [April 1994]). The impressive 1995 co‐production of This Lime Tree Bower by Íomhá Ildánach/Fly by Night Theatre company at the Crypt Arts Centre, Dublin‚ enthused the Bush Theatre to produce this work in 1996, and this was McPherson’s bridge into the London theatre scene. 1997, however, proved to be a momentous year for McPherson. Written while McPherson was part of Bush Theatre’s Writer‐in‐Residence scheme, St Nicholas premiered to major critical acclaim, with Brian Cox in the lead role, and McPherson directing. The Good Thief which had brought McPherson to the attention of director Paddy Breathnach and producer Rob Walpole, led to the commissioning of the screenplay for I Went Down, which was also released to positive reviews in 1997, and went on to win numerous awards. It was The Weir’s premiere at the Royal Court’s Theatre Upstairs on 4 July 1997 that was to be the landmark breakthrough: exceptional reviews, phenomenal audience responses‚ and ticket demand led to a West End transfer for Ian Rickson’s production, which then ran for over two years − with various cast changes – and went on to win numerous awards, including the Evening Standard and an Olivier (best new play) Award.

Since 1997, McPherson has gone on to have new work premiered with most of the major producing houses in London: again at the Royal Court with Dublin Carol (1999) and Shining City (2004); The Seafarer (2006) and The Veil (2011) at the English National Theatre; his adaptation of August Strindberg’s Dance of Death (2012) at Trafalgar Studios; The Night Alive (2013) at the Donmar Warehouse, and in 2016, his adaptation of Franz Xaver Kroetz’s The Nest in a co‐production between Lyric Theatre, Belfast‚ and London’s Young Vic with Rickson back directing another McPherson work. In July 2017, the Old Vic presented the Girl from the North Country, which is set during America’s Great Depression, with lyrics and music by Bob Dylan.

Dublin’s Gate Theatre has also been particularly supportive of McPherson’s writing, doing a production of Dublin Carol in 2000, not long after its Royal Court premiere; opening Port Authority first at London’s New Ambassador’s Theatre, before transferring it to Dublin in 2001; commissioning McPherson’s version of The Birds (2009) − loosely based on Daphne Du Maurier’s novella (1952) of the same title. The Gate had brought Rickson’s Royal Court production of The Weir to Dublin in 1998‚ and in 2008 Garry Hynes directed a production of this play at the Gate.

New York productions have followed so many of the London openings, and, subsequent productions have been mounted elsewhere around the globe, frequently in the first written language and often in translation. For instance, The Night Alive opened at the Donmar Warehouse in June 2013, transferred to the Atlantic Theatre in New York in December of the same year, winning the Drama Critics Award for Best New Play. Other productions quickly followed, including Henry Wishcamper’s production in Chicago at Steppenwolf’s Theatre 2014, another in February 2015 at the Geffen Playhouse, Los Angeles‚ directed by Randall Arney, and McPherson also directed the play again in October 2015, this time a co‐production between Dublin Theatre Festival and Belfast’s Lyric.

A similar trajectory could be outlined for The Seafarer, transferring from the National Theatre in 2006 to New York, followed by other stagings in 2008 in Chicago by Steppenwolf and at Dublin’s Abbey Theatre. It is a sequence of achievements that is both remarkable and probably unique: no writer of his or even from previous generations of modern or contemporary English‐speaking writers has had such a remarkable spread of companies willing to produce a writer’s new work. McPherson’s success rate with new work is a phenomenon in its own right. Most new work is not only hit and miss, it is seldom produced a second time.

McPherson’s work in film as writer/director has been ongoing, with Saltwater (2000) − a version of This Lime Tree Bower − The Actors (2003), and The Eclipse (2009), co‐written with Billy Roche, and very loosely based on Roche’s short‐story ‘Table Manners’ from Tales from Rainwater Pond (2006). Other writing projects include an adaptation of Benjamin Black’s (aka John Banville) Elegy for April for the Quirke series (2014), directed by Jim O’Hanlon and produced by BBC/RTE. In 2000 he directed Samuel Beckett’s Endgame for the Gate’s series of Beckett’s plays on film, produced by Blue Angel Films in association with Chanel Four & RTE. A three‐part series, Paula was broadcast by BBC in 2017. He is one of the co‐writers of the screenplay for Eoin Colfer’s Artemis Fowl, directed by Kenneth Branagh for Disney films which will to be released on Disney+ in 2020. Such is the opening evidence of McPherson’s proficiency across various art forms.

The fact that McPherson has directed many of the premiers of his plays is also important, having self‐trained by directing student and semi‐professional productions in Dublin (Ruiz 2012, 276). In most instances‚ writers would be well advised against so doing. McPherson likes to work with many of the same directors, designers‚ and actors when possible: directors such as Ian Rickson, Henry Wishcamper‚ and Andrew Flynn; lighting designers Neil Austin, Paule Constable‚ and Mick Hughes; sound designer Paul Adritti and stage designers Eileen Diss and Rae Smith; actors Brian Cox, Caoilfhinn Dunne, Ciarán Hinds, Denise Gough, Laurence Kinlan, Peter McDonald, Michael McEIlhatton‚ and Jim Norton. (See Jordan 2019 for a more detailed introduction to the work.) In performance‚ McPherson’s plays have a great deal more comedy than one might draw from a single reading of the work‚ and his respect for actors is genuinely moving (South Bank Show, 2003).



Dublin, Masculinities, Monologues‚ and Films

The UCD production of Rum and Vodka was McPherson’s first significant work‚ and The Good Thief (1994) was to be McPherson’s next notable success with another male‐narrated monologue. The former follows an unnamed narrator on a weekend binge in Dublin, during which he loses his job, spends uninhibitedly, leaves his family short of money for groceries, indulges his addiction to alcohol, cheats on his wife Maria, has sex with her while she sleeps, and ends up assaulting a stranger at a party. In the latter, the narrator is a hired hand in Dublin’s criminal underworld and tells of finding himself out of his depth and in danger, after an attempted act of intimidation goes badly wrong, resulting in three fatalities. He ends up fleeing the crime scene, hiding out in the West of Ireland with Anna and her daughter. They are neither held against their will nor freely there. Brutal gangland figures and paramilitaries mark this violent terrain. This Lime Tree Bower (1995) maintains the monologue format, relying on three performers, Frank, Joe‚ and Ray. They take turns in telling of the circumstances and events surrounding Frank’s robbery of a local Bookie/money lender, Simple Simon McCurdie, to whom Frank and Joe’s widowed father is seriously indebted. St Nicholas’s narrator is an unscrupulous Dublin theatre critic who has encounters with vampires in London; experiences which bizarrely offer him a sense of purpose, now that he has acquired a ‘story’ (P1: N 177).

2001’s Port Authority would mark another return to the monologue form; on this occasion‚ three seemingly unconnected stories, delivered by three narrators of very different ages, ever so subtly and complicatedly interface. Come on Over (2001) relies on two narrators — is the only monologue to have a female character — and tells of a reconnection between former lovers, Margaret and a priest, Matthew, and also deals with the sexual abuse of a teenage girl, Patience, by this missionary priest in Africa.

McPherson’s early persistence with the monologue gave rise to the perception of him being over‐reliant on it. For some, even the pub setting of The Weir was regarded as being a sleight of hand that afforded McPherson a situation where performative acts of narration could be relied upon to trump character interaction, dialogue‚ or debate. Conventionally, the monologue form relies on direct audience address, and, McPherson notes in numerous comments that a minimization of theatrical embellishment means that monologues are more about letting the story do the work and the actor reining in a performance. McPherson’s various narrators are written to be engaging, seductive, and somewhat articulate, but their blind spots are also evident. Their rages disguise fears and sadness, and their fantasies of self‐importance, like those of the theatre critic in St Nicholas, camouflage anxieties about self‐significance and inadequate connections with others.

The monologue form requires something different from an audience, in terms of commitment, attentiveness‚ and focus. For instance, watching or reading Port Authority, one is likely to be struck by the subtle overlap of the stories, by the anomalies and contradictions that McPherson has consciously allowed to remain in the work in order to incite ambiguity. In St Nicholas, McPherson’s narrator poses questions directly to an audience (P1:N 160, 178). There is an unusual moment in Bower when Frank says directly to Ray, ‘I never heard that’ and the response from Ray is ‘I’ve been saving it’ (P1:L, 127), thus momentarily breaching the established convention of non‐interaction between performers.

The actor, as narrator, cannot simply inhabit or become a character, but provides an interpretative lens, whose embodiment can display but also query the perspective and temperament of the character being played. Often a disposition of naivety frames all else, when the characters think they understand something or believe that they are control (Jordan 2006). The monologue form is sometimes deemed to be passive and self‐indulgent, overly confessional or therapeutic in orientation. Brian Singleton proposes that the monologue format reveals ‘an anxiety about theatre as a medium for communication’ (2001). Clare Wallace argues, discussing McPherson’s ‘penchant for the small‐scale story’, that his narratives ‘are tales which lay claim to no monumental significance, mythic references or universal applicability’ (2006, 58–59). For an older generation of Irish playwrights, Nicholas Grene observes that the ‘stories told … betoken the layered nature of Irish culture as palimpsest of past and present, with the mythic buried within it’, whereas with contemporary use of narrative in monologues, including those of McPherson, narratives ‘are truths of ordinary experience, spoken without any amplifying echo‐chamber of myth or archetype’ (2002, 75, 80). Grene proposes that ‘what we are given are stories in shallow space: deeper structures, echoes and resonances are deliberately denied’ (82). That the denial is deliberate rather than a particular failing is significant.

McPherson’s monologues have a great deal to say about trauma, indecisiveness, uncertainty, contradictory impulses‚ and self‐indulgences; also about the misplaced aspirations and near‐fatal fantasies of the characters. That these monologues have substantial things also to say about resilience, connection‚ and belonging are sometimes lost in discussions that focus only on the negative. However, apart from Singleton (2011), much of the scholarly analysis regularly neglects how McPherson’s monologues give consideration to money, inequality‚ and social class, specifically intra‐ and inter‐class dynamics: the performances and theatricalities of class differences and the systemic violence that prompts them are hugely important to his work.

 I Went Down (1997) and The Actors (2003), are initially set in Dublin, where issues of class, cultures of criminality‚ and romance especially resonate (Jordan 2014). In I Went Down, Git (Peter McDonald) is drawn into a criminal underworld after he blinds a gangland figure‚ Johnner Doyle (Michael McElhatton), while protecting a friend, Anto (David Wilmot), from a gangland beating. Git is tasked by French (Tony Doyle), the criminal overlord, to pick up and deliver an unnamed object, by way of reparation for damage done. Git is obliged to team up with Bunny (Brendan Gleeson), who is just out of jail; both take a road trip that in some ways mimics the trajectory of Martin Brest’s Midnight Run (1988) and Ridley Scott’s Thelma and Louise (1991).

Misinformation, double crossing, frequent acts of violence‚ and a wonderful comic sensibility are the hallmarks of the screenplay, directing‚ and performances. By the film’s end, escape and success are partial and bittersweet: gangland figures are outmanoeuvred and eliminated, and Git and Bunny prepare to depart to America, with monies received from criminals for plates that can be used to make quality counterfeit dollar bills. Bunny fails to get back with his wife, Teresa (Carmel Callan), and Git’s ex‐girlfriend Sabrina Bradley (Antoine Byrne) dismisses any sort of reunion.

This triumph of the relatively innocent, naïve‚ or out of their depths characters over gangland figures is differently repeated in The Actors, where a scam to con money out of a relatively benign Dublin gangland figure Barreller (Michael Gambon) leads to an actor, Tony O’Malley (Michael Caine), getting a violent beating for his attempts at swindling. Some broken bones are not enough to stop Tony from collecting a theatre award for his appalling, self‐indulgent performance as the lead in Richard III. His sidekick, Tom Quirk (Dylan Moran), finds unlikely romance with Barreller’s daughter, Dolores (Lena Headey), who seduces Tom and punishes his transgressions, lies‚ and deceit. The theatricality, inventiveness, plotting, devising, cunning‚ and industriousness under which Tony and Tom operate is significantly scripted by Tom’s young niece, Mary (Abigail Iversen). I Went Down and The Actors have little of the darkness that Martin McLoone identifies in the films set in contemporary Belfast underworlds (2008, 134). Indeed‚ the monologue The Good Thief is far darker in that regard. The critic in Nicholas; the academic, Ray‚ in Bower; or the Priest in Come On Over are of the few male characters to whom the patriarchal benefits of respect, rank, wealth‚ and loyalty accrue, to deploy R.W. Connel’s ideas on masculinities (2001, 30–50). Each uses their station or professional standing exploitatively.

The three differently aged characters in Authority simply subsist: Kevin is on the dole, Dermot cannot hold down a job, and while Joe once had a successful post, he is now resident in assisted‐living accommodation. Dermot’s encounters with wealth are especially interesting: at O’Hagan’s party‚ Dermot’s drunkenness is tolerated and accepted because of whom his hosts imagine him to be. However, once the misunderstanding about his identity is exposed, Dermot is instantly sacked, sent home from Los Angeles, with heavy‐handed threats.

When Joe visits Damien’s home in Bower, he is struck by class difference, partially exemplified by a pronounced ‘spicy smell’ (P1:B 91). Damien rapes a fellow student, Sarah Comisky, then attempts to frame Joe for the deed. Although her violation is the most significant aspect of the play, the play highlights class arrogance and betrayal, as both Sarah and Joe clearly belong to a socioeconomic class that Damien thinks to exploit. In Rum, a ‘musty’ smell (P1:R 33) is one of many observations made by the narrator about the Myfanwy’s affluent Clontarf home − the student with whom he has a brief affair. This class differential is exacerbated by narrator’s general unease with the manners, tastes, culture, sensibility‚ and sense of self‐importance he identifies in Myfanwy’s middle‐class student peers. It cannot be said that class discontent or rage are what prompt the narrator’s acts of aggression, in either his conflicts with his schoolmarmish manager or the young man he assaults at the party. Violence is the narrator’s and not explained as a consequence of victimization, inequality, inferiority‚ or oppression. More extensive critical consideration needs to be given to the fact that most of the male characters fail to benefit from the privileges and dividends of a patriarchal economy. Git and Bunny are also great examples of Connell’s subordinate and non‐hegemonic masculinity (2005, 37).

 

Speculative Spectralities

Directed by McPherson, and with a screenplay co‐written with Billy Roche, The Eclipse (2009) is set in Cobh, County Cork, on the occasion of an international Festival of Literature. Michael Farr (Ciarán Hinds) is not only overwhelmed by the memories of his dead wife, Eleanor (Avian Egan), but is visited by her ghost. Michael is also haunted by visions of his father‐in‐law’s passing – Malachy (Jim Norton) − before the elderly man dies. Visiting writer, Lena Morrell (Iben Hjejle), is also haunted by the ghost of a young girl. This obsession with the spectral worlds of hauntings, ghosts, and the unknown is evident across many of the works, of which The Weir is the most renowned.

The Weir is a throwback to the long tradition of Irish plays that have select scenes or are entirely set in public houses. (See Kerrane 2006 and Lojek 2011 for production history details.) The play also speaks to a dramaturgical inclination in Irish Theatre to foreground a pastoral sensibility; values regarded as traditional rather than cosmopolitan dominate (Grene 1999, 211–214). The Weir has little by way of the ‘In Yer‐Face’ type of theatre sensibility that Alex Sierz has articulated as a mid‐ to late 1990s phenomenon and none of the post‐dramatic sensibility evident in Martin Crimp’s Attempts on her Life, which also appeared in 1997 (Sierz 2001). Although Declan Hughes has been critical of contemporary Irish playwriting’s over‐reliance on pastoral (Hughes, 2000), the pastoral as a place of sanctuary and consolation rather than of eviction or the unhomely is vital (Gifford 1999 & Jordan 2004). The arrival of the refuge‐seeking Valerie into the locality from Dublin obliges pub regulars to transact differently (see Trench 2012 on the specificities of its location and references to Jamestown, Co Leitrim). Central to The Weir are the various ghost stories that the male characters, Jack, Finbar‚ and Jim use as a means to rank, bond‚ and entertain each other, and impress and perhaps, unnerve Valerie. Stories deal with the fairies, hauntings, mysterious occurrences, and encounters with and the return of the dead in various guises. For McPherson, fairies are ‘the rationalization of very deep folkloric, ancient respect for the mystery of nature and the universe and everything we cannot know’ (Hoggard 2011).

Valerie’s story appears to be of a different order to the male narratives; essentially how the death of her daughter, Niamh, left her and her husband, Daniel, in inevitable despair. Their relationship falls apart‚ and Valerie is plagued by impressions of her daughter being scared, abandoned‚ and lost — out there in some ethereal, discomfiting space. Niamh ghosts Valerie’s consciousness, leaving her obsessed by and with little traction over her grief. Although a guest and figure of curiosity, Valerie seemingly plays by the house‐rules. However, her story perhaps disconcertingly outplays the other narratives, a point to which I will return. This is an almost not‐for‐profit pub, a world where the need to communicate is to the fore, evident as much in the recycled stories as it is in the gestures, verbal hesitations, unfinished thoughts‚ and grumblings of the characters as they interact in ways that range from being competitive, hostile‚ and conflictual to what might be seen as provisionally respectful, tolerant, consensual even, forming of a type of communitas, to appropriate Victor Turner’s concept (1982, 47).

Set on Christmas Eve in the office of a Dublin funeral home, Dublin Carol has no direct supernatural presence; instead‚ it is a world ghosted by troubled Christmases past, by the legacies of an unsuccessful relationship between John and Helen, by how John’s failings and absences have unduly influenced his two children, Paul and Mary. The work is more generally haunted by a funerary sensibility; one marked by an obsession with dysfunctionality, destructiveness‚ and death, a being‐in‐death mode, rather than a being‐in‐life consciousness (Witoszek and Sheeran 1998). The play’s title also references the name of John’s ex‐girlfriend, Carol, who has used unconditional giving and the offer of unbounded freedom as a way of controlling him.

With John’s boss, Noel, in hospital, and Helen being treated for throat cancer, Mary calls on her father for support, despite not having seen him for years. Although unable to keep a promise to remain sober in advance of a hospital visit to see Helen, John crucially reverses the decision to take down the scrawny Christmas decorations, that previously he had asked Mark, Noel’s nephew, for help in so doing. John’s prior fondness for Christmas and a sense of him being capable and personable during such times, provide him with the potential impetus and a template that can alter mindset and behavioural characteristics. It is memories of failure, omission‚ and regret, partially prompted by the hold a funerary culture has over his consciousness that John ultimately resists.

In Shining City, Mari, John’s wife, dies in a car accident; her presence in the taxi remains a mystery. Having seen her ghost twice in their home, John moves into B&B accommodation, and consults a psychiatrist, Ian, an ex‐priest, hoping Ian can help him make sense of his grief, disturbance, and visions. An encounter at a Christmas party, a Christmas Day exchange of text messages, and more texts on over the course of a day in the post‐Christmas sales during which time Mari bought the red coat she dies in lead towards John’s encounter with Vivien in a Killiney hotel. It was to remain an unconsummated dalliance, about which John holds strong feelings of guilt. By the play’s end, John thinks that he is ready to move on from his grief, and Ian, who has repaired his relationship with Nessa, seems prepared to commit to her and their baby and move with them to Limerick. Then, there is an astonishing, unexpected moment; once John leaves Ian’s office, Mari’s ghost appears fleetingly. There is nothing benign about her presence, indeed it is a horrific, ghastly one.

In The Seafarer, the presence of the supernatural is anything but fleeting. Mr Lockhart, the devil incarnate, comes around on Christmas Eve to party and play cards. Mr Lockhart got Sharky Harkin free of a murder charge twenty‐five years previously, and now he is back to hold Sharky to his promise to play another game of cards for his soul. Lockhart’s anti‐music and anti‐celebratory stance is again emblematic of a funerary disposition that needs to be contained, displaced‚ or banished, just as Lockhart eventually is. But it is not skill, courage‚ or endeavour that sees a victory of the common man over the devil, rather it is chance; when all seems lost‚ the perpetually drunken and myopic Ivan discovers his missing glasses and belatedly realizes that it is his and Richard’s shared poker hand that is the winning one. Only Sharky knows the significance of the victory. Eric Weitz associates the shift in the play’s direction with a sleight of frame (2012, 139–152). When Lockhart takes control of Sharky and causes him great anguish, the spectator is transposed out of the genre that he/she thinks is regulating the piece and also complicates the suspension of disbelief that is central to McPherson’s thinking about his own dramaturgical and performance practices.

On the ‘suspension of disbelief’, a concept coined by the Romantic poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge‚ McPherson notes: ‘It’s a phrase we take for granted now, but Coleridge uses a double negative where a simple positive (“belief”) might have done, but somehow this doesn’t quite capture the strange trance we are willing to enter when we watch a play’ (McPherson 2011). Hokum or not, in a post‐Christian age, (see Murray 2011, 66–77), Christmas remains, despite commercialization and excess, a time of renewal, giving, sharing‚ and celebration, which connects to both the marking of cyclical regeneration of the pagan winter solstice and the Christian tradition of birth, salvation‚ and redemption, associated with the birth of Jesus Christ. Victor Turner distinguishes between liminal and liminoid; the latter existing only in traditional tribal societies, the former in industrial, capitalist‚ and post‐capital ones (Turner 1982, 52). However, McPherson’s use of the Christmas season is not simply to give expression to some form of residual or hangover ritualistic practices as Turner would have it, but to give credence to something far more substantial and bountiful than that in the contemporary moment (Jordan 2017).

Paula is dark three‐part Scandi‐noir psychological, erotic, Gothic thriller written for television by McPherson and directed by Alex Holmes. The play’s main character‚ Paula Denny (Denise Gough), turns the tables on an Irish‐born handyman Liverpudlian, James (Tom Hughes), who stalks her, kills her ex‐lover‚ and leaves her brother to die after a casual sexual encounter ignites his fixation on Paula. James is haunted by the ghost of his dead sister, and he has a polyamorous cohabitation arrangement with two sisters. Paula is a story of near‐death experiences, revenge, self‐preservation‚ and hauntings, but it can also be read as an expression of Paula’s revenge on patriarchal order and hegemonic values and expectations, particularly gendered norms‚ which she resists throughout.

Girl from the North Country (1917) was written after an invitation from Bob Dylan’s record company for McPherson to write something in response to Dylan’s music. McPherson sets his play during the Great Depression in Duluth, Minnesota in 1934, in the birthplace of Dylan, but in a time prior to his birth. The play incorporates an array of songs from many of Dylan’s albums into a work that is not a jukebox musical, a play with music or music with a play. Indeed, McPherson’s tale of a boarding‐house proprietor, Nick Lane, and his family facing eviction, and Nick’s need to displace all of those characters’ lodging and taking refuge therein is a powerful one. The play opened at the Old Vic in London to critical acclaim and box office success, transferred to the West End, then had a run at the Public Theatre in New York. At the time of writing, the play has run on the West End in late 2019, and opened on Broadway in early 2020 and had to close because of the Co‐vid 19 pandemic. Girl is a re‐imagining of The Veil in some respects, and like The Veil, characters in Girl are not only haunted by the dead, but the work exists between multiple dimensions, not distinguishing between past, present‚ and the future, or the real and the eternal.

Mary Luckhurst and Emilie Morin discuss the significance of Freud’s notion of the uncanny, its connection with the repressed and the unresolved. They note that in this cultural moment deemed the ‘spectural turn’, Spectrality Studies are increasingly in vogue (2014, 1). Reception perspectives and genre frames must adjust to match that transition and shifts in register towards what Susan Cannon Harris terms ‘Supernaturalism’ (2014) and I call a para‐naturalism, rather than para‐(ab)normal.



Haunted Tigers/Un‐Bidden Dragons

In the early 1990s‚ Ireland’s economy began to move from deep recession to growth. (Heusner Lojek [2011], Mathews [2012] and Trench [2012] variously consider The Weir’s relationship with the earlier Celtic Tiger period.) The reasons are multifactorial: foreign direct investment was enticed by low corporation tax, incentivizing government grants, natural resources and a skilled workforce, and proximity to Europe. Other pluses include the financial inputs from European Union structural funds and the dividends that accrued because of the Peace Process in Northern Ireland, following the Downing Street Declaration (1994), which led to paramilitary ceasefires, and the Good Friday Agreement (1998), which facilitated a political settlement. Net inward migration, more liberal‐leaning legislation, improved worldwide trade and travel opportunities, social mobility, technological advances, and greater globalization also underwrote economic and social change. Initially, growth and enhanced prosperity were driven by investment, innovation, entrepreneurship, and productivity gains, but later economic development relied on the increasing availability of cheap credit to fund and fuel a property bubble. Property trading propped up economic expansion (Kelly 2009 and 2010).

With the global economy in turmoil by 2007/8, most Irish banks faced collapse and required government monies to stay afloat. As a low‐tax economy, the government had put little aside for a rainy day, and revenues now could not support the spending commitments and expectations built up over time. Unemployment rates rose significantly, earnings generally declined, and many citizens had debt that they could never cover, as the property market collapsed. The Troika, comprising the International Monetary Fund, the European Central Bank‚ and the European Commission‚ had to fund a bailout; the loss of economic sovereignty was an effective consequence of such an intervention.

Early‐career, McPherson did not wish to be identified simply as an Irish writer, but later recognized the full impact that both the Celtic Tiger years and the demise of that economy had on his writing and on his country of birth. He now acknowledges how Irish history, the famine‚ and Ireland’s location on the edge of Europe gave shape to a distinctive Irish consciousness (P1: Foreword, 1–5). Three of the most recent plays, The Birds (2009), The Veil (2011), and The Night Alive (2013), persist with that inclusion of otherworldly consciousnesses, while also being works about economic uncertainty, financial collapse, chaos, and mass hysteria, echoing the traumas and loses of Ireland’s post‐Celtic Tiger period, even though The Birds is set in an apocalyptic American landscape and The Veil in big‐house, rural Ireland in 1822.

Again a basic naturalism is by turn distorted by marauding birds (Birds), ghosts, séances‚ and earth tremors (Veil), and distortions of causality, with time and space merging (Alive). Each play deals very differently with wealth accumulation, material loss‚ and subsistence living; these are dramatic worlds when chaotic forces external to the realities of the characters effectively set the parameters within which they operate, determining frameworks of very limited choices, but choices nonetheless.

In The Birds, frenzied bird attacks in New England that chime with the movement of the tides inform this apocalyptic environment, where most municipal services have ceased to operate. Without standard channels of communication, fuel to travel significant distances or electricity for heat, light‚ and cooking purposes, the characters exist in a world where they plunder foodstuffs and improvise with provisions. In most respects, it is an unstructured, chaotic world, without either social order or obligation. Whatever temporary bonds are fostered or provisional communities formed, the solidity of each interpersonal arrangement is threatened by each passing moment or the arrival of the latest new threat, fowl or human.

Nat and Diane have taken refuge in a house. Later they are joined by Julia, and it is her possible pregnancy that leads Diane to do what she needs to do to guarantee as much as she can her own survival: she locks her outside and exposes Julia to the birds. A little earlier, Julia, though tempted, could not bring herself to slay Diane with an axe. In the dog‐eat‐dog environment of The Birds, only the fittest and the most ruthless survive. This reality is utterly at odds with the welcoming, benign sensibility that greets Valerie in The Weir. In Du Maurier’s tale‚ the extinction threatened by the assaults of destructive birds serves as an analogy for Cold War politics, the threat of invasion‚ and nuclear extinction, whereas in McPherson’s play the attacks are as much about the chaotic impacts of global financial markets and the devastation that resulted, as it is about how the irrational or the uncanny sometimes must be kept at bay, and clearly not embraced.

Prior to The Veil’s premier at the National Theatre’s Lyttleton auditorium, McPherson made numerous comments in the media explaining how the play speaks to current global economic circumstances. Set in 1822 in Mount Prospect, near Jamestown, County Leitrim, the Protestant Ascendancy Lambroke family live beyond their means, and have seemingly neither the awarenesses nor the enthusiasms to find solutions to their perilous financial situation, somewhat like the Ranyevskaya family in Anton Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard (1904). McPherson’s play captures the fallout from land takeovers and evictions, but also the carnage caused by the collapse of the nearby accommodations that house the poor. This particular work also goes back to the relationship between ghosts, Gothic environments‚ and the classic big‐house scenarios that inspire and haunt Irish literature and drama more generally.

In addition, the Lambrokes and their extended circle share an obsession with ghosts and are variously haunted by their pasts: the appearance of a long dead young child was effectively and chillingly realized on the Lyttleton stage. Reflecting on the séance scene in The Veil, McPherson notes: ‘It is the ritual of theatre, where you commune with the beyond, which I think is what theatre can lead to. Theatre is a kind of séance’ (Roche/McPherson 2015, 188).

If fears and anxieties about the nature of good and evil fixate characters in The Veil, it is tenacity and practicality rather than idealism that prove to be the markers of survival, for those who still exist by the play’s end. Ultimately, marriages for Hannah and the widowed mother, Madeleine, are cogent solutions, however, distasteful they seem. Many members of the servant class opt for emigration‚ and equally pragmatic marriages to see them through. The global capitalist cycles of investment, innovation, risk, growth, wealth accumulation‚ and heightened financial speculation, followed by recessionary collapse are seen for what they are: inevitable boom/bust cycles. (Exposed is the economic ‘soft landings’ expectation favoured by Irish establishment elites towards the end of the boom.)

The Night Alive is set in a bed‐sit in Dublin, again during the post‐Celtic Tiger period. McPherson regards the work as a nativity play of sorts, and the play’s epigraph marks the announcement of Jesus Christ’s birth in St Mathew’s gospel (see Jordan 2015). If Finbar in The Weir is a successful petit‐entrepreneur of sorts, Alive’s Tommy gets a bank loan to invest in a gig‐rigging business, imported from Belarus, which fails health and safety standards because it attracts lightning once erected. As investments go this was an ill‐considered one, but it taps into the get‐rich‐quick mythology/ideology of the Celtic Tiger era – and has obvious equivalents with the predilection of many members of migrant and indigenous populations to trade speculatively and obsessively in property.

Tommy is estranged from his wife, Suzanne, and their daughter, Michelle may well be addicted to crack cocaine. Aimee, whom Tommy rescues from an assault, has been attacked by her boyfriend/pimp Kenneth. Doc, a stray if resolute character with an intellectual disability, is effectively homeless, sometimes sleeping on Tommy’s camp bed, sometimes in Tommy’s van. The ‘soft loan’ or ‘dig out’ that Tommy offers Doc are terms culled from the phrase book of ex‐Taoiseach (Prime Minister) Bertie Ahern, against whom the Mahon Tribunal, which investigated corrupt payments made to political figures, had adverse findings.

Aimee’s child has been taken from her and put in care, and late in the play a sighting of her places her on the steps of the Custom House, ageing prematurely due to drug addiction. Aimee had murdered the sadistic Kenneth, who had previously left Doc for dead. Tommy’s offers of sanctuary to both Doc and Aimee are not unconditional. As Tommy’s associate, Doc is paid well below the statutory minimum wage, and Aimee receives payments from Tommy for sexual services. Thus, interpersonal patterns of exploitation are spread far wider than simply pointing out the corrupt actions of politicians, bankers, and property developers.

Some critics were left unconvinced by the play’s ending, as a rejuvenated and non‐addicted Aimee appears on stage alongside a neatly groomed and more purposeful Tommy. They share a fleeting, if intense moment of connection, unburdened by the realities in which they previously found themselves. Father John Misty’s ‘Funtimes for Babylon’− a song that proposes optimism and mystery − accompanies this moment. This scene takes its impetus from Doc’s speculations on black holes, dictated to him in a dream by Magi. According to Doc, in a black hole‚ time slows down, becoming a sort of eternal time; thus, what may appear to be tragically inevitable is held in eternal suspension, unrealized. Consequently, naturalism is fundamentally shed in the abandonment of causation (see Demastes [1988] on unpredictable determinism). Audiences do not need to be up to speed on the Celtic Tiger era and its aftermath to engage with these plays; spectators anywhere can easily grasp the attraction of get‐rich‐quick schemes, fear of economic collapse, and the apocalyptic terrors that might be associated with the collapse of social order.



Gender in McPherson’s Drama

While off‐stage male figures are equally numerous, there is a tendency in McPherson’s works to reference female characters who are never seen on stage. These include daughters, current or ex‐partners, mistresses‚ or acquaintances who have influenced the male ones. Margaret in Come is the only female character to appear on stage in the monologues, Valerie is the single female character in Weir, as is Aimee in Alive, Nessa in Shining, and Mary in Carol. Seafarer has an all‐male cast; in Birds, there is gender‐character parity. It is only in Veil where female characters outnumber males. The preponderance of male‐dominated plays may therefore suggest a gendered critique. Specifically, the performance of traumatized or marginalized masculinity may serve to disguise and re‐inscribe a patriarchal, heteronormative consciousness. Although male characters are inclined to fault the women in their lives for many of their dilemmas, responsibility for failure sits squarely with the male characters themselves. The gap between what characters say and what audiences think is just as dialectically important to the monologues as it is to the non‐monological plays. Simplistic female/male binary gender dynamics are complicated by the fact that almost all of the characters need some form of rescue. While characters like Aimee in Alive show an awareness of such needs, most of the male characters typically do not. In Seafarer, delusion serves the characters well enough so that they can function in the everyday. John in Shining is fooled into thinking he can be simply free of the past; yet there is nothing that he can say or do, like sell the house, move on from his fixation on Vivien‚ or go on a date that can erase or displace Mari’s subjectivity. Mari trumps John’s attempts to suppress her. Mari may be seen as a confirmation of a God, of an everlasting life, a spirit to punish or save, but she haunts the world of John and Ian. It is not simply that the feminine haunts the work; it is often vectorized as an essence of it, despite and because of unapologetically male worlds.

The gender issue might be further complicated when the issue of character naming is considered. MacPherson’s tendency to employ variations on the same name, or to recycle a name across multiple works, suggests elaborate interconnections and inter‐dependencies between the plays. There is Maria (Rum), Marie, Jeff’s wife and friend of narrator in Thief, Mary (Carol), Mary, Dermot’s wife (Port), Mari (Shining), Marion (Joe’s fantasy neighbour in Port), and Maria Lambroke in the Veil. Clare is Kevin’s girl in Port, and there is Clare Wallace in Veil. There are two Johns (Carol and Shining), and Ian (Shining) and Ivan (Seafarer); each shares the same root name. Niamh is the name of one of the narrator’s daughters in Rum, of the young Mitchell girl in Thief, and is also the name of the teenage Walsh girl who is traumatized by an experience with an Ouija board in Weir. Most tellingly, it is also the name of Valerie’s daughter. This duplication of names in Weir suggests the possibility that Valerie’s story is not a personal one, simply a re‐hashing of many of the specifics from the ghost stories told by the male characters, inspired by a trickster‐like sensibility.

Given that McPherson owes a debt to David Mamet’s dramaturgy, it is possible to argue that Valerie is striking back against the attempts of the other characters to frighten her with tales of a localized uncanny (Jordan 2004). Whether it is naming, the agency of Mari’s ghost in Shining, or Valerie’s potential subversive resistance, different modes of thinking may be prompted by these dramaturgical pre‐dispositions. The persistent absence, repression, relegation, dismissal, disavowal, scapegoating‚ or objectification of the feminine is too unifocal a perspective if divorced from class analysis and the impacts of poverty and inequitable practices of social injustice. Aimee in Alive and Laurence in Shining work as prostitutes; actions driven by poverty, abuse‚ and addiction. Some writers are instinctively comfortable and more confident writing for mixed gender casts, some less so, and at different periods of their careers. If writers are to be unduly cautious because of critical reprimands, creativity will be all the poorer.



Conclusion

McPherson’s drama projects ethereal presences and funerary obsessions into spaces and environments conventionally viewed as realistic. What is often beyond consciousness is configured by unlikely victories, tentative disruptions to behavioural patterns, and the comforts and assurances that rituals and traditions afford. The evocations of the winter solstice across the majority of McPherson’s plays is consistent with an attempt to inculcate textual and performance dramaturgies with alternative sensibilities that effectively jettison a funerary disposition, of which Nicholas and Carol are pertinent examples. Characterisations and textual indicators of stage space in Weir or Seafarer invite performance styles and scenographies that are grounded initially in a rudimentary naturalism which are later effectively aborted.

Naturalist generic and dramaturgical conventions are further distorted by the merging of time and space in Alive to form a continuous, eternal present which disrupts the fundamental expectations of causality. McPherson’s spectral turn does not simply bring to consciousness dread, disgust‚ and the abject. Instead, the uncanny is also a source of mystery and intrigue: ghosting involves making the invisible apparent as much as it offers redress for those who have suffered unjustly. What seems to materialize is neither simply pity nor terror, nor trauma and rupture, but sometimes certainty and the comforts of mystery. It is not so much disbelief that is suspended, more so the fabric and composition of belief systems, ideological and otherwise that are deferred. By distilling the essence of characters, situations‚ and contexts, audiences respond to the complexities, generosities, and the confident consolations that McPherson’s writing offers: a craving for a consciousness that is anything but simplistic or traditional is satisfied. A ratification of a sensibility that is multiple, intense‚ and interconnected is proposed. Illusion and reality, time and space, dark and light, decay and renewal, the transitory and the eternal coalesce and cohere in some form of mysterious or organic oneness.
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China Miéville

ERIC SANDBERG



Born in 1972 in Norwich, China Miéville was raised in London, a city he claims ‘inhabited’ him ‘from quite a young age’, and which has profoundly influenced his writing (Jordan 2011). Indeed, few writers since Charles Dickens have staked a stronger literary claim to the city‚ which appears in various guises throughout Miéville’s work. Raised by a single mother, he attended private schools on scholarships from the age of eleven, and a boarding school for two years from the age of sixteen. As a child and teenager, Miéville was deeply interested in fantasy, science fiction, and role‐playing games; he was also involved from an early age in left‐wing politics, particularly the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament and the anti‐apartheid movement. These sets of seemingly divergent interests have left clear marks on his writing, and indeed on his life as a whole. As he told an interviewer in 2003, ‘Socialism and sf are the two most fundamental influences in my life’ (Gordan 2003).

After graduating from Cambridge with a degree in Social Anthropology in 1994, Miéville went on to complete a PhD on the philosophy of international law at the London School of Economics in 2001. His thesis, published in 2005 under the title of Between Equal Rights: A Marxist Theory of International Law, is a reflection of his overarching Marxist philosophy, which is also an important element of his fiction. It was during this period that Miéville began his literary career, publishing his first novel, King Rat, in 1998. In the two decades since, he has been notably prolific – publishing eight novels, three novellas, two collections of short stories, two major works of non‐fiction, and a substantial body of social and literary criticism – and notably successful – winning the Arthur C. Clarke award an astonishing three times, the British Fantasy Award and the Locus Award for Best Fantasy Novel twice, and the Hugo Award once – as well as earning the respect and admiration of an international reading public. At the same time, he has remained politically engaged. He ran for parliament as the Socialist Alliance candidate for Regent’s Park & North Kensington in the 2001 general election, and has continued to participate in grassroots activism (Socialism Today 2001).

Miéville’s literary success can be attributed to a number of factors. His work has benefitted from the excitement surrounding the emergence of what is known as ‘The New Weird’, a somewhat nebulous literary movement that developed during the 1990s and 2010s which incorporates elements of horror and speculative fiction while simultaneously challenging the conventional separation of genre and literary fiction (‘New Weird’). As Miéville has acknowledged, he became a ‘shorthand’ way of referring to a body of work produced by authors such as Michael Moorcock, M. John Harrison, Thomas Ligotti, and Caitlín R. Kiernan: ‘you’d be kidding yourself’, he says ‘if you thought it was all down to your innate wonderfulness’ (Jordan 2011). Miéville is also indebted to the general cultural recognition of the value (entertainment or otherwise) of fantastic narratives of all sorts. While Miéville is no fan of J.R.R. Tolkien – one of his more polite descriptions of The Lord of the Rings trilogy styles it a ‘a conservative hymn to […] the status quo’ – his own popularity can be linked to the widespread embrace of fantasy that has followed Peter Jackson’s adaptations of Tolkien’s work (as recently manifested in the global Game of Thrones frenzy) (Miéville 2002c). Finally, Miéville has also been well placed to benefit from the gradual erosion of the boundary between genre fiction (of almost all types) and what is generally described as ‘literary’ fiction. Margaret Atwood has argued that ‘when it comes to genres, the borders are increasingly undefended’, and this new openness to generic hybridity has created a space for Miéville’s raids across literary borders (Atwood 2012, 7).

Miéville has benefitted, then, from a sort of cultural serendipity. But his work has other, more particular, attractions. In the first place, he is a writer possessed of (or by) an imagination of astonishing fecundity. His exuberant creativity appears both in individual works, and across his entire oeuvre. The first novel in his Bas‐Lag trilogy, Perdido Street Station (2000), for example, is a work of staggering inventiveness. Set in the vast and richly imagined city of New Crobuzon, a ‘dusty city dreamed up in bone and brick’ clearly analogous to London, it contains in addition to its multiple and densely interwoven strands of plot an extraordinarily detailed evocation of the life of a vast panoply of characters ranging from ‘normal’ humans to the insect‐headed but humanoid Kephri and the parasitical Handlingars (Miéville 2000, 4). Yet when Miéville returned to this secondary world in The Scar (2002) and Iron Council (2004), he left New Crobuzon behind, developing instead two further fantastic communities, the floating city of Armada in the first, and a perpetually moving anarchist rail‐city in the second. This pattern of incessant change, transformation‚ and reinvention has persisted throughout his career, as each new work explores new territory not just in terms of setting, but also in style, genre, and theme. The City & The City (2009), for example, is a crime novel – albeit one that deftly manipulates the conventions of a number of separate sub‐genres while also challenging readers’ ability to distinguish between the fantastic and the quotidian – while Embassytown (2011) falls within the generic parameters of science fiction. More recent works like the novellas This Census‐Taker (2016) and The Last Days of New Paris (2016) are harder to classify, indicating that Miéville’s experimentation with genre, form, and style continues.

One of the key features of Miéville’s experimentation is his reluctance to locate even a single work within a stable set of literary conventions: this is one of the defining features of the New Weird, which as a form embraces generic hybridity. Thus, it is not surprising that Joan Gordon opens her discussion of Perdido Street Station with a list of genres (‘Fantasy? Horror? Science fiction? Steampunk?’) before going on to ask ‘Which is it?’ (Gordon 2003a, 456). The answer is‚ of course‚ a little bit of all of the above, and then some: this is, as I have argued elsewhere, very much a novel of and about hybridity (Sandberg 2014, 27). And this is true of all, or almost all, of Miéville’s work; it takes what it wants from a range of genres without concerning itself very much with the literary propriety of such appropriations. Brian McHale has recently described one of Thomas Pynchon’s key narrative techniques as ‘genre poaching’, and the term is apposite for Miéville as well, not least in its connotations of transgression and resistance to arbitrary authority (McHale 2011, 25).

This hybridity does not just occur on the level of genre; it is also a central theme for Miéville. In Perdido Street Station, New Crobuzon is a quintessentially hybrid city, made up of countless ostensibly distinct areas which gradually blend into one composite identity: the novel opens in the neighbourhood of Aspic Hole, where ‘all distinctions broke down’, and this erasure of arbitrary difference is generally valorized (Miéville 2000, 7). This interest in hybridity can be traced to the beginnings of Miéville’s career. King Rat, for instance, is structured around drum n’ bass, a type of music notable by its multiple points of origin, ‘The child of House, the child of Raggamuffin, the child of Dancehall’, and by the diversity of its audience of ‘black youth and white youth’ (Miéville 2011, 67). As the novel progresses the main character, Saul, learns that he is himself a hybrid human/rat. As he gradually embraces his new identity, he comes to realize the world itself is fundamentally hybrid: ‘Purity is a negative state and contrary to nature, Saul had once read. That made sense to him now. He could see the world clearly in all its natural and supernatural impurity, for the first time in his life’ (Miéville 2011, 97).

This emphasis on the multiplicity of the world frequently appears in conjunction with a hybrid urbanism. Carl Freedman has described Miéville’s interest in the ‘sublime grandness of the city’, but this is a sublimity that arises not just out of the city’s scale, but out of its ‘multifariousness’ (Freedman 2015, 2). Examples of this abound in Miéville’s work. In his 2012 photoessay London’s Overthrow, he describes London as an infinite palimpsest, a hybrid place ‘accreted from immigrant generations – Jewish, Caribbean, Bengali, Pakistani, Indian, Chinese, Irish, Polish, Roma, and endlessly on’ (Miéville 2012b). His YA novel Un Lun Dun (2007), deals with the quotidian London, itself already hybrid, and the fantastic UnLondon. They exist separately, yet are fundamentally interconnected: ‘each dreams the other’ (Miéville 2007, 89). Similarly, in what may well be his most successful novel, The City & The City, the two cities of Besźel and Ul Qoma exist in a bizarre interlocking network of ‘total’, ‘crosshatching’, and ‘alter parts’ – that is to say areas cognitively defined as pure Besźel, inter‐mixed zones of Besźel and Ul Qoma, and pure Ul Qoma – or the reverse‚ depending on perspective (Miéville 2009, 14, 45). In Embassytown, we again find a divided city, in this case one demarcated by the ‘interstice’ between the city of the alien Arieki and the human city in its midst (Miéville 2012a, 10). In the final pages of the novel, however, the two have merged into the ‘Embassytown’ of the title, a hybrid alien/human–or human/alien–city (Miéville 2012a, 345).

Miéville’s approach to hybridity is by no means simple‐minded. While it is true that his work tends to view hybrid identities, be they personal, social, or environmental, positively, he is also aware of the ways hybridity can curdle, as it were, into a dangerous fetish, as in the case of Mr Motley in Perdido Street Station, who is simultaneously a quintessence of hybridity, an ‘aggregate’ of ‘minutely changing parts’, and of evil malignancy (Miéville 2000, 95). Similarly, he does not allow his fascination with difference to mask the fact that not all difference is good. He has pointed out that with each stop travelling east on the London Metro Jubilee line ‘local life expectancy goes down a year’: this may indicate the hybrid nature of London, a city of startling economic and social inequality, but is clearly not a cause for celebration (Miéville 2012b).

Miéville’s work, with all its interest in difference, is also fundamentally different from certain powerful forms of fantasy writing. In a widely circulated critique of Tolkien and his influence on fantastic literature, Miéville pointed out that despite the fact that ‘the pleasure of fantasy is supposed to be in its limitless creativity’, the genre as a whole has tended towards a stale uniformity, an endless reproduction of the exhausted conventions of Middle Earth. The startling diversity of Miéville’s work in terms of his broad generic reach, his willingness to take elements as needed from a variety of sources, and his in‐text explorations of difference can be seen as an expression of just this creative imperative (Miéville 2002a). While Miéville himself prefers to locate his writing within a tradition rather than claiming to break new ground – he describes his practices as ‘staking out remembered territory’ – there are a number of ways in which Miéville challenges the conventions of at least some of his predecessors (Gordon 2003b).

While an important part of this resistance is political, it is also aesthetic, a rejection of both the all‐too‐familiar ‘sword and sorcery’ tropes associated with Tolkien’s legacy, and the way these narratives offer socially and personally acceptable conclusions. Miéville’s reactions to this latter tendency has at times been splenetic (‘the idea of consolatory fantasy makes me want to puke’), but he has also offered a clearly thought‐out defence of the need for a more ethically demanding form of fantasy fiction (‘China Miéville’ 2002). The sort of ‘abstract morality’, he argues, that ‘has had a fairly strong position in genre fantasy’, fails to acknowledge the obvious fact ‘that things don’t all necessarily work out well’ in the real world, and that to create a ‘more realistic, more nuanced’ secondary world, writers and readers have to accept that ‘you can’t take nice moral lessons for granted’ (‘China Miéville’ 2005). We thus frequently find the ‘villains’ of his novels escaping unscathed. Mr Motley, for example, is a character who cries out for authorial punishment, yet we learn in Iron Council that some twenty years after the events of Perdido Street Station he remains alive and well. Other ‘villainous’ characters are presented in an unsettlingly neutral register: in Iron Council, rail magnate Weather Wrightby is presented as a ruthless, manipulative capitalist who is unmoved at the prospect of destroying an innocent native race by driving his railway through their territory, or by the suffering of his forced‐labour crews. Yet he is also a visionary (of sorts) and not an entirely unsympathetic character. As Miéville writes ‘[…] I wanted precisely to provide a character who was believable, impressive, moved by absolutely opposing motivations than the protagonists’, but one who has to be taken seriously, and is not cipher‐like “evil”’ (Miéville 2005b). Similarly nuanced antagonists appear regularly in Miéville’s work: even Adolf Hitler, who appears at the conclusion of Miéville’s The Last Days of New Paris (2016) in the form of a ‘manif’ or Surrealist manifestation, is not represented as an embodiment of evil, but as ‘a poor, cowardly rendition, by a young bad artist’ (Miéville 2016, 162). Exceptions that prove this rule of ethical complexity appear in Un Lun Dun and Kraken (2010). In the former, the egocentric linguistic tyrant Mr Speaker (‘NO TALKING WITHOUT PERMISSION!’) loses control of language and is captured by his own rebellious words, while in the latter, the death of the extremely evil Goss and Subby brings a moment of joy to ‘every one of London’s bullied and terrified […] from 1065 to 2006’ (Miéville 2007, 241; Miéville 2010, 454). But Un Lun Dun is intended for young readers and has at times a didactic, fable‐like obviousness, while Kraken is arguably Miéville’s least successful novel, which he has described as ‘an attempt to channel a sort of hopefully enjoyable ill‐disciplined exuberance that I felt I had been moving away from’ (Jordan 2011).

Another example of the way Miéville challenges the consolatory traditions of fantasy is through the failure of expected narrative trajectories. In Iron Council, for example, the rebellious train‐city after which the novel is named returns to New Crobuzon in order to assist the Collective in their uprising against the city’s oligarchical government. While the obvious happy ending of a last‐chapter triumph for virtue is of course rejected, Miéville does not have the Council destroyed by the overwhelming forces of oppression: instead, it is (magically) frozen in time to act as a fantastic physical reminder of revolution’s inevitability: ‘They are always coming’ (Miéville 2005a, 564). This sort of balance between unrealistic success and resolution and an optimistic belief in potentiality is present, too, at the conclusion of The Last Days of New Paris, in which the main character Thibault returns to ‘New Paris, the old city’ both ‘triumphant and unsure’ (Miéville 2016, 168). In opposition, then, to high fantasy with its at times simplistic aesthetic and ethical patterns, Miéville’s work represents a contemporary embrace of another tradition rooted in uncertainty, instability, and openness.

This tradition is associated with a number of authors – Michael Moorcock and M. John Harrison are important figures here – but notably with Mervyn Peake, author of the Gormenghast series (1946–1959), who Miéville has described as ‘just incomparably better’ than the much more influential Tolkien, with his ‘rural, petty bourgeois, conservative, anti‐modernist, misanthropically Christian and anti‐intellectual’ worldview (Newsinger 2000). While Miéville has praised the intellectual depth, complexity of characterization, and political insight of Peake’s series, another important point of connection between the two lies in their style (Newsinger 2000). For while Miéville has little but contempt for Tolkien’s writing, in which ‘cliches constantly snuffle up to us like moronic dogs’ and ‘rare the clause is that reversed isn't’, he is much more positive about Peake’s ‘textured and lush’ prose (Miéville 2002c; Newsinger 2000).

These terms are not inappropriate descriptions of the stylistic virtuosity frequently displayed in Miéville’s own writing. He has characterized his early style as ‘baroque and meandering’, and even later novels which are written in a more ‘tightly controlled’ prose are still rich in ‘arcane words and baroque sentence structures’ (Miéville 2005b). These are in some cases heavily stylized books, relying not just on word and sentence level pyrotechnics, but larger‐scale experimental techniques. For example, the sections of Perdido Street Station voiced by the dimension‐hopping giant spider the Weaver have been described as a sort of ‘incantory prose poetry’ (Edwards and Venezia 2015, 4), a site of linguistic excess and exuberance:


LOVELY LOVELY, moaned the Weaver, THE SNIPSNAP OF SUPPLICATION AND YET THOUGH THEY SMOOTH EDGES AND ROUGH FIBRES WITH COLD NOISE AN EXPLOSION IN REVERSE A FUNNELLING IN A FOCUS I MUST TURN MAKE PATTERNS HERE WITH AMATEURS UNKNOWING ARTISTS TO UNPICK THE CATASTROPHIC TEARING THERE IS BRUTE ASYMMETRY IN THE BLUE VISAGES THAT WILL NOT DO IT CANNOT BE THAT THE RIPPED UP WEB IS DARNED WITHOUT PATTERNS AND IN THE MINDS OF THESE DESPERATE AND GUILTY AND BEREFT ARE EXQUISITE TAPESTRIES OF DESIRE THE DAPPLED GANG PLAIT YEARNINGS FOR FRIENDS FEATHERS SCIENCE JUSTICE GOLD …

(Miéville 2000, 344).


Taken out of context there is less apparent sense in a passage like this than is actually the case. This may be semiotic rather than symbolic prose, but it is engaged in meaning‐making. Nonetheless, the delight Miéville takes in language for its own sake – its sounds, its sibilance, its slippages – is clear.

Miéville’s style has, however, tended towards a greater restraint over the past decade. The City & The City is largely written in the straightforward, everyday prose of the police procedural: a place like Copula Hall, consisting of ‘a patchwork of architecture’ on a ‘considerable chunk of land in both cities’ would in an earlier novel have presented Miéville with irresistible opportunities for a descriptive verbal delirium (Miéville 2009, 131). This trend has perhaps culminated in the recent novella This Census‐Taker (2016). Francis Spufford has written that ‘there is bareness, spareness, entropy, everywhere’ in the novella, ‘except in the language’ which ‘on the contrary, is elaborate and fastidious’ (Spufford 2016). This is a peculiar claim to make about a novel in which Miéville’s linguistic exuberance is carefully throttled, but however rough‐grained it may be, Spufford’s assessment does indicate both the sheer power of Miéville’s language (even his most restrained work can be (mis)characterized as ‘dictionary‐drunk’) and one of the key features of Miéville’s fiction (Spufford 2016). René Wellek and Austen Warren pointed out many years ago the seemingly obvious but nonetheless important fact that ‘language is the material of literature as stone or bronze is of sculpture, paint of pictures, or sounds of music’, and Miéville’s work displays a keen awareness of its own material (Wellek and Warren 1956, 22). Miéville’s fascination with language, his love of words and what can be done with them, is apparent in the type of wordplay found in Kraken in which the useful portmanteau ‘squiddity’ represents the quintessence of ‘otherness’ and ‘incomprehensibility’ (Miéville 2010, 441). It appears in a more complex form in Iron Council, sometimes described as Miéville’s ‘most formally experimental novel in terms of both language and structure’ in which, as Kirsten Trantner has pointed out ‘syntax and verb forms […] push against the boundaries of convention and sense’, but it is perhaps most explicit, and most fully developed, in Embassytown (Trantner 2015, 421).

This is a novel which, as indicated by its epigraph taken from Walter Benjamin (‘The word must communicate something (other than itself)’, is very much about language. It explores the implications of an extreme version of the Whorf‐Sapir hypothesis through the alien Arieki, the primary inhabitants of the relatively isolated planet Arieka, in whose ‘impossible’ double‐voiced language (or Language, as it is known) ‘words don’t signify: they are their referents’ (Miéville 2012a, 80). Given this identity between signifier and signified, lying, saying that which is not, is impossible, indeed almost unthinkable. In order to extend the range of what it is possible to say and think, the Arieki create physical situations that allow for the development of new examples, metaphors‚ and similes: the main character of the novel, Avice, one of the small human community of Embassytown, participated in such a concretization as a child, and has thus entered Language as an enabling simile: she is ‘a human girl who in pain ate what was given her in an old room built for eating in which eating had not happened for a long time’ (Miéville 2012a, 26). Her performance of this role and thus her literal embodiment of the concept allows the Arieki to not just express but to have new ideas. As one Arieki says, ‘I do not know […] how I did without her, how I thought what I needed to think’ (Miéville 2012a, 111). Of course, the idea of a child being hurt, forced to sit alone in the dark, and eat something presumably unpleasant in order to ‘enLanguage’ her is at the very least disturbing. And Avice’s experience is relatively mild (Miéville 2012a, 124). In other cases, ‘terrible things’ have been done to children in the interests of maintaining a cordial trading relationship with the Arieki, who possess advanced biotechnologies unavailable elsewhere: consider the case of ‘Hasser who had been opened and closed’ (Miéville 2012a, 124, 141).

This leads us directly to another major issue Miéville explores in Embassytown (and elsewhere): the intersection of language and power. While the experiences of Avice, Hasser, and the other humans who have been, to a greater or lesser extent, sacrificed to economic ends gesture towards the link between language and the exercise of invidious control over another being, the clearest examples in the novel (and the hinge of its plot) surround the character(s) EzRa, two ‘ambassadors’ who together speak the Arieki language. Unlike most ambassadors, EzRa is (are) not clones ‘bred in twos’ they are two different individuals who, through careful training and technological enhancement, have been trained to speak Language (Miéville 2012a, 58). The results are, however, disastrous: the sensation of hearing Language spoken by two clearly separate beings – a tautological impossibility – is terribly addictive to the Arieki, who become utterly dependent on the ‘blatherings of a newly trained bureaucrat’ who has become ‘the god‐drug’ by ‘fermenting language into some indispensable brew of contradiction, insinuation and untethered meaning’ (Miéville 2012a, 171, 194, 198). This is a disturbingly familiar situation to any observer of early twentieth – and now early twenty‐first – century politics and political discourse. For the Arieki, ‘everything in Language is a truth claim’, and when the bond between language and meaning is severed the results are disastrous: both Arieki and human societies collapse into chaos and bloodshed (Miéville 2012a, 56). Embassytown, by presenting what we often think of as the metaphorical power of language (as in the unconvincing proverb concerning pens and swords) in startlingly literal terms, has become increasingly relevant.

This meditation on the power of language is tied up with a meditation on the nature of political power, and the abuses to which it is subject. This is one of Miéville’s most consistent concerns, and one of the most important features of his work. In Embassytown, the focus of Miéville’s critique rests on the relationship between Embassytown and its colonial rulers in distant Bremen. While the human outpost in Arieka is small, it is strategically important. Its rulers, the Staff and the Ambassadors ‘speak for’ the colonial overlords, not the local populace, and the introduction of EzRa is an attempt by Bremen to maintain this power and ‘hobble self‐government’: if it had succeeded it ‘would have been a bloodless, elegant, slow assertion of Bremen control’ (Miéville 2012, 234). In the event, it was a ‘world‐destroying mistake’; another instance of the way in which Miéville’s work, despite its fantastic trappings and ostensible distance from the quotidian‚ has much to say about our present circumstances (Miéville 2012, 234).

As this discussion of Embassytown indicates, Miéville’s politics are central to his writing. His repudiation of Tolkienesque high fantasy is not just, as discussed above, aesthetic or ethical, but also political, a rejection of the conservatism of high fantasy in favour of what he identifies as the ‘critical/subversive’ potential of fantastic writing more broadly defined (Newsinger 2000). In his critique of Tolkien’s conservative politics, Miéville is indebted to Michael Moorcock, whose classic takedown ‘Epic Pooh’ describes The Lord of the Rings as ‘a pernicious confirmation of the values of a declining nation with a morally bankrupt class whose cowardly self‐protection is primarily responsible for the problems England answered with the ruthless logic of Thatcherism’ (Moorcock). Miéville in turn has highlighted a number of ‘problematic’ (read utterly unacceptable) political stances that have become baked into high fantasy such as the valorization of monarchical forms of government, the erasure of the historical suffering of the peasant class, the assertion of invidious gender binaries, and the emphasis on the externality, or otherness, of sources of danger and social instability (Newsinger 2000).

In his own fiction, Miéville has consistently challenged these conservative politics. In King Rat, for example, he directly addresses the notion of kingship and its assumed right to rule. Not only does Saul help his uncle, King Rat, resist the tyrannical ambitions of the Pied Piper of Hamelin, but at the conclusion of the novel he also deposes his uncle, not to replace him as king, but to join the rats on a basis of revolutionary equality as ‘Citizen Rat’ (Miéville 1998, 318). The Bas‐Lag trilogy offers a consistently radical politics. New Crobuzon is governed by an oppressive oligarchy that relies on the presence, first hidden but later unconcealed, of a powerful militia to maintain what they construe as order, but is actually systematic institutionalized inequality and oppression. In The Scar, what is perceived throughout the novel as an external threat very much in line with the standard high‐fantasy model of a monstrous and horrifying ‘other’ is revealed to be the result not of external aggression, but of New Crobuzon’s own aggressively expansionist plans. The grindylow or Gengris do not plan to invade New Crobuzon and subject it to something less ‘comprehensible’ and more monstrous than mere conquest, murder, and slavery (Miéville 2002b, 178). Instead it is New Crobuzon which intends to attack the Gengris in order to facilitate economic expansion. As Bellis Coldwine, the novel’s protagonist belatedly realizes (alongside the reader), the Gengris ‘are not like the vengeful bugaboos of the stories’: instead they are rational beings motivated by the same imperatives as humans (Miéville 2002b, 576).

The same sort of overt political consciousness is present in a more playful mode (although still with serious intent) in a work like Kraken, in which the UMA, or ‘Union of Magicked Assistants’ – in other words familiars – goes on strike to protest against their working conditions. While the notion of ‘pickets of insects, pickets of birds, pickets of slightly animate dirt’ may be amusingly incongruous (it is also indicative of the extent to which hierarchical assumptions are intertwined with elements of the fantasy tradition), the brutal suppression of the strike, with the organizer beaten ‘not quite to death, but so that his face would never ever look like it had done thirty seconds before’ is anything but (Miéville 2010, 210, 168). In the writing he has done for younger readers, Railsea (2012) and Un Lun Dun, Miéville consistently challenges conservative political assumptions. In the former, he creates a post‐apocalyptic world shaped by a reductio ad absurdum of corporate expansion: the characters ‘live in the aftermath of business bickering’ (Miéville 2013, 161). In the latter, he upsets the expectations of readers (and characters) by offering and then quickly dispensing with the heroine‐sidekick model: Deeba, intended by narrative convention, ethnic stereotyping, and (within the story) the power of prophecy to be the ‘funny sidekick’ rejects the category out of hand: ‘That’s no way to talk about anyone! To say they’re just hangers‐on to someone more important!’ and ends up as the novel’s central character (Miéville 2007, 228).

This is not the sort of overtly political stance adopted in much of Miéville’s work, not, for example, the type of political philosophy articulated in the recent short story ‘The Dusty Hat’:


‘So what’s your alternative?' people say, as if that’s logic. We don’t have to have an alternative, that’s not how critique works. We may do, and if we do, you’re welcome, but if we don’t that no more invalidates our hate for this, for what is, than does that of a serf for her lord, her flail‐backed insistence that this must end, whether or not she accompanies it with a blueprint for free wage labour.

(Miéville 2016, 214–215)


But the sort of politics of the personal exemplified by Deeba’s heroism and central narrative status is if anything even more interesting and more important than the overt political elements of Miéville’s work, and it is everywhere in his writing: note the use of feminine pronouns in the quote above, a simple transposition that allows this passage to challenge not just expectations of political subservience, but also of sexual subservience. By refusing to yield to the power of conventional narrative or linguistic expectations, by welding the lives of his characters in all their individual difference to a lived experience of injustice and the need to fight it, Miéville reminds us of one of the great powers of fiction: its ability to transform the abstract into the concrete, the general into the particular.

It is perhaps because of this ability to make challenging and, to some, controversial ideas come alive through storytelling that Miéville’s work has been so successful despite his refusal to adhere to consistent narrative or generic patterns. As a recent study by Matthew Sangster reveals, even within the Bas‐Lag novels readers are faced with, and in many cases distressed by a repudiation of what Sangster calls a ‘reiterative generic sequence’ (Sangster 2015, 208). Moving beyond the trilogy multiples this ‘problem’ exponentially. Yet readers have followed Miéville as his writing has moved through genres, as he has experimented and innovated with crime fiction and sci‐fi, and more recently in a work like This Census‐Taker moved his fiction into a place where such distinctions seem irrelevant or even juvenile. To classify this novella, as some reviewers do, as a work of fantasy, even while praising it for redefining what the genre is capable of, is nonetheless to diminish its value (Spufford 2016). It is to accept the label ‘genre‐fiction’ for a work that had it been written by another author may well have been treated very differently, and thus to expose it to what Michael Chabon has identified as the still widespread view of this type of writing as ‘fundamentally, perhaps inherently debased, infantile, commercialized, unworthy of the serious person’s attention’ (2009, 8). Miéville’s production of a sustained yet evolving body of work that refuses to be safely contained with any single genre, or indeed within the broader category of genre itself, is, alongside his championing of socialist politics in a neoliberal age, perhaps his most important contribution to contemporary literature.

Recognition for this contribution by the broader literary community is growing. A number of academic works are now in circulation including Carl Freedman’s Art and Idea in the Novel of China Miéville (2015), which is an important sustained reading of Miéville as a Marxist novelist, while Caroline Edwards and Tony Venezia’s collection China Miéville: Critical Essays (2015) offers a more wide‐ranging set of interpretative perspectives. Alongside an ever‐increasing number of journal articles, works like these will offer a solid basis to future students of the novelist. In more popular terms, while it is certainly true that Miéville has won a tremendous number of genre‐specific prizes for his work (the Arthur C. Clarke, the Hugo, etc.), more traditional critical voices have been slow to recognize the way his work exceeds the purported limitations of genre. In 2003, he was described by Ian Jack in the context of the third edition of Granta’s influential ‘Best of Young British Novelists’ list as an ‘extraordinary writer of dark fantasy’, which was at the time a reasonably fair description. The criteria for selecting the list explicitly excluded writers of genre fiction, but even then Miéville was apparently one of the writers ‘less easy to keep in their boxes’ (Jack 2003). A reductive description of Miéville’s work like Jack’s would, however, have been much harder to apply a decade later when Granta’s fourth list was released. As Miéville was over forty (barely) at the time, it is impossible to know if the literary establishment (as represented by Granta) would have been able to overlook Miéville’s links to genre fiction and acknowledge his extraordinary talents. Beyond this, Miéville’s readers are still waiting for mainstream recognition, not so much for its own sake, but for its impact on literary culture more broadly. As Ursula K. Le Guin has said, ‘when he wins the Booker, the whole silly hierarchy will collapse, and literature will be much the better for it’ (Jordan 2011).

If there is anything other than sheer literary prejudice preventing such acknowledgement, it may well be Miéville’s pronounced taste for what he describes as a ‘pulp direction’, which operates in contradistinction to a ‘more avant‐garde “literary direction”’ in his work (‘China Miéville’ 2005). One main element of this pulp style is a reliance on plot‐driven narrative: Miéville’s aim, he has claimed, is always to write a ‘ripping yarn’, and in this most readers would no doubt agree that he has been successful. Certainly his novels tend to be, despite their stylistic brilliance, overtly political content, and dense linguistic texture, grippingly engaging, and present real risks to a good night’s sleep. However, another less successful, pulp element of his work is a tendency towards action‐movie tropes: the conclusions of many of his novels feel overburdened with exhaustively long combat scenes in which one shockingly grandiose effect follows another in rapid succession, leaving at least some readers in a state like Bellis Coldwine’s in The Scar, ‘too numb to feel any but the most tired awe’ (Miéville 2002b, 291). Similarly, the inventive fecundity that is so central to Miéville’s work can at times feel excessive, unrestrained, and overdone – Kraken, a novel in which inventive exuberance seems to have got the better of Miéville’s critical sensibility, perfectly illustrates the tendency, but even more recent work is not entirely free of this sort of looseness.

In his two most recent work of fiction, Miéville seems to have resolved this problem by untangling the two strands of his work: This Census‐Taker is a spare, minimalist, and contemplative work, while The Last Days of New Paris (2016) is despite its high‐concept, surrealist content (it is set in a Paris transformed by the ‘S‐blast’, inhabited now by ‘something irrupting into and from its unconsciousness’), all action (Miéville 2016, 13). Something similar occurs in the short stories collected in Three Moments of an Explosion (2015), which vary between the cinematic thrills of a story like ‘The Crawl’ (a shooting script for a zombie‐movie trailer) and haunting, high‐concept stories like ‘A Second Slice Manifesto’ or ‘Rules’. This division has produced very effective work at both ends of Miéville’s pulp‐to‐avant‐garde spectrum, but the question of how Miéville may reconcile the two to produce the ‘Holy Grail’ of an intelligent, radical, serious, yet fast‐paced fictional narrative remains open (China Miéville 2005).

Yet in his latest and least typical work, if such an adjective can justly be applied to Miéville, he seems to have found a form that allows him to maintain textual innovation, linguistic energy, a radical political stance, and narrative drive. I am referring to his 2017 history, October: The Story of the Russian Revolution, his first full‐length piece of mass‐market non‐fiction (only the most fervent of his readers are likely to attempt his work on Marxist jurisprudence). This is a work that showcases many of Miéville’s strengths as a writer, from his engaged and sophisticated political stance, to his sheer linguistic intelligence, to his keen awareness of the way stories work as stories, even when those stories are presented as history: as he writes of Lenin’s famous ‘Letters from Afar’, ‘the forgoing is a famous story of how Lenin’s shocking letters stung the Old Bolsheviks. And a story is what it is’ (Miéville 2017, 98). It also avoids what some at least experience as the excessively pulp sensibility associated with his fiction. But most importantly, it clearly indicates that in Miéville, the world of British letters now finds itself possessed of not just one of its most talented, but one of its most versatile figures in many years.
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Note


	1 Miéville’s comments on Tolkien originally appeared on the Pan Macmillan website in 2002, and since then have circulated widely on the Internet. The original post is now only available via the Internet Archive Way Back Machine at https://web.archive.org/web/20021107084748/http://www.panmacmillan.com:80/features/china/debate.htm.
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Exercises in Style: Zadie Smith and the Novel After Form

It’s true that for years I’ve been thinking aloud (‘Forward’, Feel Free)

Style is a writer’s way of telling the truth (‘Fail Better’)
 
 

 

Such is Zadie Smith’s importance and timeliness for the British and American literary landscape that had she not stormed onto the scene with the blockbuster White Teeth (2000), scholars might have had to invent her whole cloth. Smith’s work as a novelist and public intellectual tapped into a desire, an insistence among writers and readers of contemporary literature that British multiculturalism, with its antecedents in the colonial project, could no longer be ignored by mainstream writers, nor offered with unproblematic optimism. Her novels have prepared the way for literary representations of multicultural belonging by depicting, with an unflinching eye, what Lynn Wells calls the counterpoints of the ‘multicultural reality of contemporary urban Britain … and the ethical danger of reducing others to essentialized identities based on race … while denying their uniqueness’ (100). With each subsequent novel, Smith has challenged assumptions about the urban British (and American) experience with an intensity of formal experimentation, making it clear that such diverse experiences have a long history and are not themselves surprising or novel to those who live them. Philip Tew has argued that this ‘complex and adaptive sense of always contending cultures and individualities can bring about a reading of a new Britishness’ in contemporary literature, and that a ‘consciousness’ of these hybridities ‘is perhaps best epitomized by the huge success and popularity of Zadie Smith’s White Teeth’ (2004 xii). That consciousness is raised powerfully in each of the novels that have followed WT, each with substantial popular sales and critical, albeit mixed, attention. But, as Smith laments in an interview with Slate: after the success of WT she was ‘expected to be some expert on multicultural affairs, as if multiculturalism is a genre of fiction or something, whereas it’s just a fact of life — like there are people of different races on the planet’.

The ‘fact of life’ of racial and cultural difference that have drawn a devoted readership for Smith’s novels make their way into her most notable essay work. Smith’s increasing prominence as an essayist has both allowed her a platform from which to speak to the cultural milieu which has so thoroughly embraced her, and to put her novels, themselves cultural set pieces, into dialogue with her nonfiction. Art and dance criticism (including analyses of major gallery openings and performances), reviewery of the highest (George Elliott) and lowest (Justin Bieber) brow, has been an attempt to understand the power and limit points of creative prose. While critics often prefer to see Smith as a foreteller of the possibilities for multicultural life in Britain, the essays themselves paint a less rosy picture of cosmopolitan life, or at least a more complicated one.

Often self‐deprecating, Smith, who grew up middle class in northwest London, suggests that an adult life of privilege puts tremendous limits on her ability to claim the urban spaces of her childhood as her own. In an essay for The New York Review of Books, ‘Find Your Beach’, Smith writes: ‘Under the protection of a university I live on one of the most privileged strips of built‐up beach in the world, among people who believe they have no limits and who push me, by their very proximity, into the same useful delusion, now and then’ (2014). The delusion of limitlessness — always looking for the next beach, a place where you will be inevitably welcomed — pairs with Smith’s admission that she ‘ha[s] no real qualifications to write’ as she does, and that ‘a reality shaped around your down desires [is] somewhat sociopathic’ (‘Forward’, Feel Free). ‘Qualifications’ works here as a euphemism for privilege, and a problem for a writer anxious to describe the present with what Aarthi Vadde describes as a mix of ‘conflicts and continuities of scale [read] alongside communities’ conflicts and continuities of interest’ (184). The problem of scale micro/macro scale problem is one that Vadde positions as the Rosetta Stone for reading Smith’s larger writing project, which includes both her prose and fiction: ‘Smith’s formal and conceptual preoccupations are with the excess that signals human finitude (“partial knowledge”) and with the acts of sense‐making that arise from those overwhelmed states of being in which a self comes into both consciousness and collapse in the face of unsolvable dilemmas’ (185–186). Smith sees the unlimited mind of fiction as akin to the sociopathic desires of Manhattanites to be free of any social limitations (‘Beach’).

Limited imagination and a collapsing consciousness do not necessarily match with the profile of a writer best known for her range of knowing character portraits — Pakistani and English WWII veterans, a Chinese‐Jewish Londoner, mixed‐race American upper‐class academics, West African dancers, etc. — and yet, Smith frequently couches her talents in terms of inhibition or lack, and her essays return again and again to the refrain of what she does not or cannot know about the voices she ventriloquizes. The work of inhabiting other people is for Smith an act of thinking, rather than knowing, the world. While an entire library of critical responses to Smith’s fiction and prose has made clear her value to the evolving canon of multicultural Anglophone writing, I am concerned here more with the question of the limits Smith sets for herself as an artist. In particular, the tension between Smith’s proclaimed non‐expertise and partial knowledge in her essays, and her desire to inhabit underrepresented voices in her literary work provokes a question about Smith’s notable experiments with the novel form. How might we read the formal work of Smith’s novels as an expression of this paradox? And do Smith’s formal experiments which move back and forth across genres demand a different understanding of form‐qua‐form?

This chapter will take up Smith’s most challenging formal work to date, NW (2012), as the novel in Smith’s oeuvre most engaged with this tension between the desire for art to speak in many voices (representative of racial and class difference), and the ethical necessity for the artist to acknowledge the limits on the privilege of knowing another’s life. What can the novel say, Smith seems to ask with each subsequent work, about its own limits? And can the novel survive a cultural and literary moment in which form is seen as culpable in the failure of the novel to transcend its limited vantage on the world? These vexed questions are not so much answered in Smith’s novel; rather they are performed in an act of extreme formalism that seems to align itself with a contemporary artistic movement that yearns for immediacy at the very limits (or even absence) of form. That formalism reads as an event of thinking, rather than an artefact of ideas. It is a novel to know with, rather than to simply know about. The difference between these two theories of the novel as critical object will become clear through direct close readings of her novel NW, and a theoretical positioning of her own self‐critique, as performed in her essay work.

Much has been made of Smith’s sustained interest in testing formal experiments that tend not to repeat from novel to novel. While her essays are stamped with a stylistic fingerprint that is unmistakably her own, Smith’s novels negotiate new formal registers with each new work, leaving behind the modern‐Victorian satisfactions of White Teeth (2000) for forays into distinctly modernist and postmodernist territory later on with On Beauty (2005) and The Autograph Man (2002). It is notably her stylistic verve put into conversation with the social conundrums of race, gender, and class — her unfaltering commitment to innovation of the novel form as a way of speaking to social obstructions — that has placed her at the zenith of contemporary Anglophone writing, with comparisons to Rushdie, Naipaul, and Amis. I argue here that Smith understands her many formal experiments as inseparable from the idea that the novel should speak in many voices. The exposition of difference, then, works by treating form or better forms as methods for encountering otherness.

The idea for NW began, according to Smith, with ‘two seeds … one involving thingyness and the other, language’ (‘Notes on NW’ 249). And she imagines that thingyness (borrowed from Woolf’s description of literary character, ‘she loved language and people simultaneously’) as codependent with the form of language with which it is brought into being. Much as the protagonist in Teju Cole’s Open City, Smith treats forms as carrying distinctness in the way that people are distinct: ‘Others are not like us … their forms are different from ours’ (Open City 215). She therefore engages form as a means of engaging otherness, but without the illusion that such engagement produces understanding. Rather, formal experiments, which in the case of NW are bountiful, are for Smith an ‘exercise in style’ (‘Notes on NW’ 248).

‘But to me’, Smith explains, ‘an ‘exercise in style’ is not a superficial matter — our lives are an exercise in style’ (Ibid.). It is my contention that the play between Smith’s formal registers, what she refers to as an exercise in style, does not produce revelations about operable difference in contemporary urban societies, nor does it offer distilled ideas for fixing the problems of social inequity in a cosmopolitan moment. Rather, her stylistic work — especially in NW, the apotheosis of her formal experiments — dramatizes otherness, both in character and in the interaction of varied forms, as an act of thinking‐in‐process. Smith speaks of the contrary notion of wanting to ‘create people in language’, while understanding that ‘the hidden content of people’s lives proves a very hard thing to discern’ (Ibid.). The only way to make the exercise work according to these contradictory criteria is to take up Smith’s style as the purposeful collision of forms of thinking with otherness, rather than about it. This avoids the problem of claiming to ventriloquize others, while recognizing that others are thinking the world into existence differently, and that the novel (as least since Bakhtin) is capable of putting different modes of thinking into a singular performance.

Zadie Smith, in her now legendary essay, ‘Two Paths for the Novel’, describes how this manner of thinking is represented in her exemplar of the contemporary novel, Tom McCarthy’s Remainder. Remainder, she writes, ‘kills the novel dead’, and ‘let[’s] matter matter’ (2009, 91). This essay has been read as a manifesto for the bulldozing of traditional novelistic forms — as macro as realism, and as micro as the lyric image — in order to examine the bare limits of the novel to simply be. But must the novel die, as she seems to suggest? In comparing the two paths forward for the novel that Smith demarcates (the other being Joseph O’Neil’s Netherland), Aarthi Vadde reads Smith as giving ‘the edge to McCarthy for bringing readers to the limits of individual consciousness and for inspiring an awareness of conceptual failure amid the sheer materiality of language’ (Vadde 185, my emphasis). Neither quality suggests the death knell for the novel, but there is certainly the suggestion of form at its extremis. Vadde’s collision of limited individual consciousness with language’s materiality aligns with Smith’s exercise of style: the language of otherness brought to bear on the limits of the individual consciousness of that otherness as an act of thinking multiply. What is lost in the debates surrounding Smith’s seeming rejection of realism as the way forward for the novel is that she is, in fact, talking about formlessness, rather than form.



Formalisms or No Form at All

Contemporary writers who actively set aside the notion of form as the primary structure for representing the physical and affective structure of the world attest to no longer being interested in innovating form; instead, they offer post‐mortems on what was once called form in their testaments on the possibilities for art. In growing numbers, the post‐form or anti‐formist manifesto has shaped itself into a genre of sorts. David Shield’s Reality Hunger: A Manifesto (2010) makes its claim for forms of contemporary art via the language of new materials with physical attributes: ‘An artistic movement, albeit an organic one, is forming. What are its key components? A deliberate unartiness: ‘raw’ material, seemingly unprocessed, unfiltered, uncensored, unprofessional … a plasticity of form’ (5). He then goes about testing this plasticity by constructing his manifesto almost entirely from unquoted citations from other writers and artists. The implicit argument here is that even stolen, or raw materials, work at the basic level of form. Salman Rushdie describes his masterwork of innovation, Midnight‘s Children, in similarity contradictory terms as ‘the shape of the attempt to impose shape on what seemed formless’ (in Mendes 32). These writers do not, despite their protestations, dispense with form, as such, but they certainly probe form’s soft bits, thinking (and writing) proactively about the desire for something less ossified, less static.

Karl Ove Knausgaard, the Norwegian writer of world literature superstardom, looks to cinema to understand the formal limits of his multi‐volume, memoir‐novel, My Struggle. His investigation of cinematic forms, and one particular whale of form, led him to an unexpected conclusion: ‘One thing I did while I was at work on the project was to watch the film Shoah, about the Holocaust. In the end, after you’ve seen these nine and a half hours, there is no form. Or it’s a kind of extreme form, which brings it closer to a real experience’ (Wood 2014, my italics). What then, we might ask, is the relationship between the absence of form, and an extreme form that continues on interminably. The former seems impossible, especially if one defines form as the instantiation of ideas in language, the basic material of writing itself. While the latter leaves one wanting specifics as to the temperature and consistency of this extremity of form.

Following in a similarly audacious vein, Sheila Heti, author of the genre‐bending, ‘hipster’ novel, How a Person Should Be, responded to a question about what she wants from contemporary writing by professing a desire for, ‘Just something really alive. The best genre of fiction today is probably amateur porn, the written kind’. While the extremis of these two examples, nine hours of Holocaust oral history on one end and amateur pornography on the other, feels throwaway and rather gimmicky, Shields’s quest for the raw, the unmediated, and the plastic in form connects these two impulses. Georg Lukács would recognize this desire for an imminent form as a nostalgic reaching backwards to the capabilities of the epic, in opposition to the novel’s formal estrangement from its history. But something qualitatively different is going on with these contemporary artists — they want immediacy, but they want it at the far reaches of form, rather than some atavistic nostalgia‐form. And they are defining form oddly, or at least opaquely. It becomes, in their overdone metaphors and louche examples, a leftover, an aftertaste that promises something that the novelistic architecture we call form simply cannot provide. So they seek at the limit, where form disappears at the vanishing point of affect, and, as I am arguing here today, thinking. Thinking before the thought.

The modernist dictum that we need new forms for our new sensations would appear to have lost much of its original motivation as writers have over the last three decades increasingly described their work as an expression of form’s insufficiency, its limits in describing and producing experience. Tom McCarthy describes the problem of form thusly: ‘How do you put the world on paper?’ (‘Vanity’s Residue’, 167). It is, for McCarthy, the ‘basic cartographic question and the basic question of literature, of the novel’ (Ibid.), and it remains so basic, fundamental to the very nature of prose, that it persists unanswered. At the root of the problem lies the cartographic impulse (made literal in McCarthy’s novel of a corporate anthropologist who seeks to map all humankind’s desires, Satin Island) to map every corner of human experience, concluding with ‘a map of the Empire whose size was that of the Empire’ (quoting Smith who quotes Borges) (‘Tattered’ 206). Borges’s Empire‐map notably ‘falls out of favor’ with those no longer interested in cartography, only to become, in the hands of Jean Baudrillard, the great postmodern archetype wherein reality itself ‘has become a kind of tattered ruin, a desert. [Reality] is the map itself upon which we all now, seamlessly, live’ (206). Form in this metaphoric equation becomes obsolete, ruinous, as it is capable only of describing itself.

One hears the echoes of recent critiques of the returns to formalism: the solipsism of reading only for the surface when the undergirding of late capital remains free from critique. Why piece together the map when we ourselves are in tatters. But the enigma of form for McCarthy and Smith is a considerably older problem. Pieter Vermeulen recalls it as a modernist crisis of the novel in which form had lost its motivating force: ‘The novel form has become obsolete because the conditions for its continued “service” have disappeared: it could only “serve” in an age that still had form. Only Lewis and Joyce “felt” the insufficiency of the novel form in a formless age, and articulated their intuitions by writing a “more formless” novel’ (20). And, yet, Smith’s novels could scarcely be called formless. Indeed, modernist or not, Smith strongly argues for forms or styles as an expression of living, our lives as an exercise in style.

By way of an answer as to where she fits in this debate, Smith helpfully returns us to Woolf, describing her love of ‘language and people simultaneously’ as that which attracts Smith to Woolf’s particular form of Modernism (‘Notes on NW’ 248). Writing NW, Smith tells us, was an effort to draw from this model of ‘creat[ing] people in language’. It is notable that Smith avoids using the term form to describe her process of writing what is her most formally inventive novel to date. Woolf seemingly helps her to bridge the paradox of language’s ability to capture voice and character, with form’s inadequacy for its formless moment. Recalling Borges, Smith asks how this ‘simulation we live within be made truly visible to us? Perhaps only a total rupture could affect it’ (206). Rupture, to follow Smith’s drawing out of the Borgesian metaphor, would shred the map, the formal surface into which we are sewn. The remnant novel would operate as a formless form, dedicated only to the exploration at the seams of the real.

Whatever we think of the grandiosity of their manifestos, those contemporary writers grappling with this issue are being critically received according to the very rubric of formlessness that they have laid out for themselves and for contemporary art more broadly. Ben Lerner’s 10:04 strikes one Guardian reviewer as ‘a novel that disposes with so many of the form’s traditional satisfactions’, with ‘prose whose aim seems to be to push form to its limits’ (Preston). Lerner then interrogates, himself, the fundamental problem for the anti‐formists, for want of a better name, via a description of Knausgaard’s style: it is a ‘problem of form rising from formlessness, of how to bring order to the undifferentiated mass of experience’ (LRB 22). James Wood, Smith’s sometimes critic‐nemesis (see ‘Hysterical Realism’), lauds Teju Cole’s Open City while seeming to claim that it operates as a perpetual prose motion machine, unbidden by the controlling hand of authorship, and thereby formless:


While Open City has nominally separate chapters, it has the form and atmosphere of a text written in a single, unbroken paragraph: though people speak and occasionally converse, this speech is not marked by quotation marks, dashes, or paragraph breaks and is formally indistinguishable from the narrator’s own language. As in Sebald, what moves the prose forward is not event or contrivance but a steady, accidental inquiry, a firm pressurelessness.

(Wood, ‘The Arrival of Enigmas’, my emphasis)


Roberto Bolaño, the Chilean writer whose style has been obscurely described by James Wood as ‘fleeting’, pushes a different kind of limit altogether. Having passed away tragically in 2003, Bolaño’s works have continued to be published posthumously, with the particular promise of future volumes of his magnum opus novel, 2666. Javier Moreno describes this phenomenon as ‘limit books’, works that rely on the possibility of connection to future works, which may or may not ever come into existence.


The first are concrete works; you can see them, you can touch them, you can keep them on the top of your night table where they form improvised ritual totems. The unrealized ones, on the other hand, could be suggested but would never be achieved as something real. They are basically dreams.

(Moreno, Quarterly)


A book that promises more robust future versions of itself shifts our understanding of form from the instantiation of ideas in language, to the interaction of language with language yet to come, the future forms which might be used to pursue a line of thinking at the limits of language. This phenomenon helps explain the existence of South African writer Ivan Vladislavić’s collection of unpublished and, to his mind, unpublishable story fragments, diary entries, and self‐critiques, The Loss Library (2012). These fits and starts are accompanied by tiny essays‐cum‐koans that play at contextualizing the failure of the previously unpublished stories to find fruition. He doesn’t pretend at finishing them or even translating them into some other form; they are, like Bolaño’s limit books, a dynamic between form and not‐form. What then ties together the realized form of 2666 to its dreamed future articulations or Vladislavić’s incomplete and unpublished stories to its finished forms?

As it turns out, Smith has written about her interest in precisely this in‐between form of the finished and unfinished idea in an essay on the French novelist Édouard Levé. Levé, Smith writes, ‘was fond of the “deferred” term’, which exists outside a structure and yet informs every part of it (‘The Harper’s Columns’ 267). In this context‚ the outside of the structure begins to look like a space of thinking, which then cannot be disentangled from the structure itself, comingling in a single text. She describes Levé’s narration of ‘533 of his own works that did not, at that point, exist’ (267, my emphasis) in Oeuvres (2002), an aesthetic that oscillates between a structured text, formed in language, and a formless one, developing into an exercise in thinking, between the form and its would‐be future forms. The language throughout these descriptions of the anti‐formists reads like a treatise on alchemy, with dream texts and a ‘firm pressurelessness’ driving the narrative. Narrative motivation, in these examples, comes from a desire to order the ‘mass of experience’, while brushing against the formless real. Smith’s fascination with writers as different as Levé, McCarthy, and Woolf reveals itself in the novel NW, a text which plays out its own encounters with forms of others, and the forms yet to come.



NW ’s Thinking Forms


NW represents a deliberate undoing; an unpacking of Smith’s abundant narrative gifts to find a deeper truth, audacious and painful as that truth may be. The result is a rare thing, a book that is radical and passionate and real.

(Anne Enright, New York Times Book Review)
 

Anne Enright’s above review manages to echo, intentionally or not, Smith’s own interest in novels that dispose of the traditional rewards of realist form. Enright will, importantly, go on to differentiate NW from the metaphysics of the anti‐formists: ‘though it remains absolutely rooted, stuck to the map, contexts change and narrative styles shift. This is a book in which you never know how things will come together or what will happen next’ (2012). The return of the map metaphor signals doubly here: first, as the recognizable corner of northwest London where the majority of the novel is set, and where each of the four main characters were born and raised. Second, the map suggests orientation and movement, movement that Enright paradoxically tracks between rootedness and dynamism in the narrative style. It is that dynamic that I intend to examine more closely in the closing movements of this essay. By illuminating the ways in which Smith’s maximalist formal novel trades on the rootedness of its social milieu (as specific as the Caldwell housing project) in constant dialogue with the spinning stylistic exercises that define the novel’s form, I will read NW as Smith’s great novel, not of ideas, but of thinking.

‘I feel I must mention that I’m not in the habit of sitting around wondering about my novels after I’ve written them’ (‘Notes on NW’ 248). This footnote to an essay entitled ‘Notes on NW’ will strike regular readers of Smith’s essays as not all together true. Indeed, Zadie Smith’s essays have so often concerned, either directly or obliquely, the textures and contours of how her own work has been read and understood by critics and popular audiences that objections to the contrary read as too much protest.

The question that Smith poses for herself at the beginning of ‘Notes on NW’, ‘what’s this novel about?’, is at least nominally easy to answer. Smith describes the germ of the book as an episode that she has with a girl in distress who comes to her door asking for help, an incident which later reveals itself to have been a scam. From this real‐life event, an idea emerges about ‘class and desperation and ethics’ (249). The lives of four characters Leah, Felix, Keisha (later called Natalie), and Nathan crisscross a highly specific neighbourhood with crucial intersections at moments defined by social fracture, and class and racial divides. How those interactions become meaningful in the wake of a charity confidence scheme, a social‐class betrayal, and a senseless murder, is less about something, and more the illumination of how everyday lives produce varied forms: forms of speech, forms of geographic movement, formal patterns with which they orient themselves — what Caroline Levine calls ‘patterns of sociopolitical experience’ (2).

When the first section of the novel, ‘Visitation’, opens, Leah, recently and uncertainly perched in the middle class, encounters a traumatized woman (Shar) at her door begging for money. NW stages Leah’s section as a frantic and visceral clash at the literal and figurative doorway between lower‐ and middle‐class life in London, a doorway through which Leah has managed to climb, but behind which Shar remains shut out. The micro‐geographies of the novel are explored at the neighbourhood, street, and even floor level. Differences between lives of bare struggle and the striving classes are as visible as neighbouring buildings: ‘Leah traces a knight’s move from the girl with her finger. Two floors up, one window across. ‐I was born just there. From there to here, a journey longer than it looks … Leah has money in her pocket’ (14). The novel will then proceed with this journey in a series of radical formal movements, each of which distinguishes itself from the last with an emphasis on visible form and partial knowledge. This will include lyrical imagism: ‘The fat sun stalls by the phone masts’ (3); an example of concrete poetry, in the form of an apple tree ‘under which nice girls make mistakes’ (31); repeated misnumbering of chapters, always ‘37’; and extremes of density and scarcity of typography. With each new formal jolt, the reader is reminded of the insufficiency of the preceding form, creating an anticipatory movement that imagines how the subsequent form will further alter the perception of narrative.

To understand NW’s exercise of style, I’ll focus on two formal experiments, one following on from the next. Both begin with the distillation of narrative down to the basic elements of the temporal, physical, and epistemological transition ‘From A to B:’, echoing Woolf’s Mr Ramsey and in some fashion the history of the novel. What new forms, the novel asks, can carry you from A to B? Smith begins by walking us from ‘Yates Lane, London NW8’ to ‘Bartlett Avenue, London NW6’. Formally, the page is stripped down to the earliest conventions of writing: lists, accounting, directions. Times and distances rendered in minimalist numbers and map points, the output of a GPS:


Turn left on Yates Lane         40 feet.

Head southwest toward Edgware Rd 315 feet


(41)


This sort of formal minimalism might be worth noting on its own, as unartful raw materials, but its pairing with the following page, ‘From A to B redux’, marks a formal collision that helps explain Smith’s exercise in style. The GPS expression of place effectively depopulates the geography of Edgware Road, making the presumed turns into and out of the neighbourhoods neutral in register. The magic of the form at its most skeletal, is its projection of a narrative to come, an arrival, as it were, of story. From the near absence of form, we dream of future forms capable of arriving at narrative. The GPS instructions represent not a relinquishing of form, as much as an atomizing of narrative: follow my lead, carry on for a certain period of time, and then turn when I ask. You will arrive where narrative has carried you, and with just the right number of waypoints. What makes this pared down narrative meaningful is twofold: first, it does not pretend at knowing the denizens of Edgware Road. And, second, it retains movement and momentum even at the absolute limits of formal decomposition. It is a narrative that insists on accounting for the not‐knowing, even as it drives us forward to submergence into a peopled geography.

From there, we take an extreme turn in our formal route with the ‘A to B redux’, which transforms from abstracted, electronic guidance, to an encyclopaedic, micro‐expression of sensation. We begin on a bus in ‘deadlock’ full of the ‘sweet stink of the hookah, couscous, kebab, exhaust fumes’, but the narrative decides it is ‘quicker to walk!’ (42). The reader is no longer enclosed by car or bus and the narrative is street‐level now. The resulting pedestrian frenzy paints an expressionist vision of cosmopolitan life in the same neighbourhoods that our narrative has driven through on the previous page. Cosmopolitanism here works viscerally, the messy organic systems that rely on an insider’s knowledge of the neighbourhood for comprehension and direction. Everyone ‘loves [smoking] fags. Everybody. Polish paper, Turkish paper, Arabic, French, Russian, Spanish, News of the world’. The smoking papers melt into newspapers in the world’s languages. We are aware of commerce, both legal (‘TV screens in the TV shop’), and less so (‘unlock your (stolen) phone’), and how that commerce blends into the language of immigration, refuge, and diaspora. Alternate economy business owners call out ‘I give you good price, good price’, their voices disguised without quote marks amid the litany of ‘call abroad 4 less’ phone cards, adverts for learning English, and religious leaflets for Falun Gong, culminating with the uncomfortable hybrid of capital and evangelism: ‘have you accepted Jesus as your personal call plan?’. Smith treats us to the flaneur stripped of leisure time, a voyeur not out of curiosity, but of necessity. The pace of the walk is hurried, but with a familiarity that marks the physical and intangible borders, and fractures in this urban bazaar: ‘Security lights, security gates, security walls, security trees, Tudor, modernist, postwar, prewar’ (43). Whereas the GPS proposes an enclosed neutrality, the pedestrian commute seems stripped of all enclosures, a neighbourhood spilling out of shops and homes in a vulnerable, but capable mixture. But, still, there remains a feeling of tangible mediation, a guiding not unlike the GPS system of guidance. It is reminiscent of a moment in McCarthy’s Satin Island (2015), when the narrator ‘U’ describes “a perpetual state of passage, not arrival … not at, but between” (87).

We might add to this sensory pedestrian tour yet one more transformation of the A to B logic of a neighbourhood commute:


On market day we permit ourselves the feeling that our neighborhood, for all its catholic mix of people and architecture, remains a place of some beauty that deserves minimal preservation and care … You can’t really take a turn in the high road so we went backward, into the library center. Necessarily backward in time, though I didn’t — couldn’t — bore my daughter with my memories: she is still young and below nostalgia’s reach. Instead I will bore you. Studied in there, at that desk. Met a boy over there, where the phone boxes used to be. Went, with school friends, in there, to see The Piano and Schindler’s List (cinema now defunct), and had an actual argument about art, an early inkling that there might be a difference between a film with good intentions and a good film.

(‘Northwest London Blues’ 5)


This is Smith herself, or at least essay‐Smith, walking us (the us within ‘nostalgia’s reach’) through a northwest London market on her way to eulogize a razed library, the Willesden Green Library Centre, where, as a child, Smith could be given ‘what she didn’t know [she] wanted … an important category’ of books (‘Northwest London Blues’ 5). This essay, one of any number of important pieces by Smith describing the northwest London of her youth and its inevitable metamorphoses feels seamlessly grafted onto a long, formal skein of thinking about participation in a neighbourhood of overwhelming variety and cosmo‐political tensions that the novel lays bare for us. Her concern in the latter essay‐form admits an impotence to preserve common, indoor spaces ‘in which you do not have to buy anything in order to stay’ (11), while forcefully arguing for the necessity of ‘public space, access to culture, and preservation of environment’ for ‘struggling communities’ (12). It is remarkable how closely this extended formal exercise tracks with the manifestos of the anti‐formists — plastic, raw, seemingly unprocessed — setting the narrative in a future‐orientation that imagines the forms yet to come.

In the penultimate section of the novel, ‘Host’, we run backwards in novel‐time to when ‘there had been an event’ in which four‐year‐old Keisha Blake and Leah Hanwell were ‘the protagonists’ (201). Knowing what precisely this event constitutes requires from the reader some formal detective work. As with the previous two sections, ‘Visitation’ and ‘Guest’, all elements of the formal encounter have changed: the tone, typography, voice and mode, and genre, all of which stretch the boundaries of what the novel form might hold. The section is demarcated by numbered mini‐reflections (some as brief as a sentence). Much like an adult’s remembrances of childhood events, each of which is narrated with the chilly distance of time. The discrete entries are themselves varied in how they perceive various distinct moments in the intertwined childhoods and adolescence of Keisha and Leah. Some work as personal diary entries, others are intellectual aphorisms, uncontextualized within the latent ‘story’. Entries such as ‘50. Rodney makes a note. ‘Our pre‐eminence: we live in the age of comparison’ (Nietzsche)’ (233), and ‘123. Bye noe’ (285), a transcribed instant‐message conversation between the two friends in their early twenties, each aspect of the entry form attempts a different kind of essayistic (in the sense of ‘an attempt’) wandering through a particular manner of ideation, they are forms in want of ideas.

The entries in ‘Host’ are thinking themselves along the storyline by experimenting with different fashions of thought. For example, “66. Menu,” with its single menu card presentation –



Honeydew melon with tiger prawn salad

Chicken breast wrapped in pancetta with green beans

and Juliette potatoes

Warm Chocolate fondant with vanilla bean ice cream

Cheeses

Coffee, mints. (244)



– attempts a sensory reckoning with Natalie’s desire for the perceived privileges of the middle class, ‘a meal of more than two courses’, and a man who didn’t bore her, before the narrative moves along to other modes of telling and retelling. By offering us a menu description without narrative comment, sandwiched between a classical free indirect discourse narration and a two‐person dialogue, both of which narrate the struggle with the impediments of class, the reader is invited to watch a thinking‐in‐process that cannot be attributed to one form only.

As random as the collection of objects, feelings, colours, perceptions, and juvenile diary entry notations, in ‘Host’, might appear, each is contextualized with an introductory title that is selected to be leading, if sometimes falsely so. Some shout with feeling (Angst!), while others whisper intimately (‘Let’s not argue, boo’). Certain titles contain proper names and places with historical dating (John Donne, Lincoln’s Inn, 1592), and still others ask us to sit for our English exams, with citations and titles from a vast range of literary texts. It is the latter, and its relationship to the formers, that most interests me as fundamental to this exercise in style, for the referentiality is both historical and didactic, and narrative and epistemological. The many direct or oblique allusions to literary texts that pepper the 185 entries that make up ‘Host’ could be read as an attempt at Joycean grand‐master‐play with literary insider‐ness. Famously, Joyce challenged us to try and fail to catch him at his mischief, as he littered Ulysses with myriad allusions and pastiches to the Irish and classical tradition. And, to be fair, there is some of that here. A reader with wide appetites in the British canon notes that ‘81. The Unconsoled (Leah’s sixth visit)’ likely refers to Kazuo Ishiguro’s most Joycean novel. Similarly, a Nabokov devotee will put ‘10. Speak, radio’ together with ‘Host’s’ creative play with biographical form and find Speak, Memory much on his mind. But the references are catholic in their variety, and they oscillate between low and high, with equal parts Hannibal from the horror film, Silence of the Lambs, and Tom Stoppard’s The Invention of Love (here introduced as ‘part two’). There is even John Updike’s Rabbit, hilariously and ironically transformed in Smith’s narrative into a type of vibrator and a digression on female sexual pleasure.

What sets this cultural library apart from the Joycean adventure are the ways in which the ‘Difficulties with context’ (#90) are not resolved by the recognition of writer or text, but represent, instead, a form of thinking that is irreducible to one or the other of the referenced literary texts or their traditions. Sorting out that Speak, Memory is the interlocutor text in one of the entries does produce a critical tool for decoding the novel’s interests. However, it is the formal dynamic, with its vacillations between known and unknown, and its interaction with the other, competing forms in the novel that does the heavy lifting, the exercise of thinking that I have tried to describe here. Much like Natalie’s early understanding that the privilege of choice existed, just not for her (her class, her neighbourhood, her colour), the literary reference signals the existence of a circuitry of possible thinking, one that is conducted into and around the surrounding forms. Engaging as it does the multi‐form problem of how four young people raised in similar circumstances can come to understand their socio‐ethical relationship to place (the NW), race, and class (the striving lower) in fundamentally different ways, NW does not offer answers as much as it observes the collision of forms. The circuitry of this episodic exercise functions not as a problem solving machine, but as a display of thinking in and around questions that have no simple answer. This does not mean that the novel avoids didacticism. When the novel instructs, it does so as an admonishment to think in many forms, and to become aware of other modes of thinking that exist whether or not we acknowledge them, understand them, or choose to engage them.

When Smith writes in Feel Free that she’s ‘been thinking aloud’ for years (‘Foreword’), it is precisely NW’s formal performance that helps elucidate what precisely she might mean. Smith’s writing exists, she says, ‘at the intersection of three precarious, uncertain elements: language, the world, the self. The first is never wholly mine; the second I can only ever know in a partial sense; the third is a malleable and improvised response to the previous two’ (ibid). Such an unsettled nexus mirrors the oscillation we have observed in the episodic scenes of thinking that the novel NW offers. Forms collide in uncertainty, never fully enclosing or resolving the problems spun out by the narrative. There is no ur‐form with which to expose the root cause or germinal seed of the problem, there is only the intersection of competing forms, each announcing its precarity as it shuffles off to allow the next formal exercise to try its hand at explanation. The result is a democratic appeal to forms, forms present and future, in the organization of our thinking about the problems of community. This is no abandonment of form, but a valuation of forms as a way of thinking aloud when language has not yet been calcified by the resolutions of structural politics. In his treatise on democracy’s disordering of language, Jacques Rancière describes the ‘invention of words by means of which those who don’t count make themselves count and so blur the ordered distribution of speech and mutism that ma[k]e political community’ (40). Zadie Smith’s project, written across essay and novel, treats individual forms as deficient only when they do not anticipate the forms of others, when they are not making room for the form yet to come.
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Notes


	1 c.f., ‘Zadie Smith is our greatest novelist of race, class, and gender. Swing Time proves it,’ as an example of the critical focus on her novels as progressive missives on social topics (Grady). Smith, unsurprisingly, brushes dogmatism aside in her introduction to Changing My Mind: ‘I’m forced to recognize that ideological inconsistency is, for me, practically an article of faith’ (xii–xiv). 2Primarily for The New York Review of Books, but with major pieces in Harper’s, GQ, The New Yorker, etc. 3An NPR review of her essay collection, Feel Free (2018), sums the pieces as entreaties to ‘spend more time engaging with whatever art you love, she seems to be saying, and less time worrying about what you’re supposed to like’ (Schaub). 4New York Times reviewer Anthony Quinn praises Smith’s ability ‘to inhabit characters of different generations, races and mind‐sets’ (2000). 5On taking so long to write a novel in first person: It was “important to believe my fiction was about other people, rather than myself’ – and when she did, she ‘felt a little scandalous” (‘The I Who is Not Me,’ Feel Free 333). 6The insistence that Smith is either a resurrected modernist writing with the conviction that new forms are required for our new sensations a la Woolf, or a belated postmodernist, bent on unwinding the metanarrative to show its threadbare skein, has ironically positioned Smith as non‐classifiable, with the supposed style or mode of one novel undone by the next. Ignoring Smith’s professed influences, which are undeniably Victorian, such designations are useful for classification and beneficial to critics who write with fields in mind, but largely unhelpful in understanding Smith’s novelistic project. 7Notably, the comparison to Rushdie is one Smith rejects: ‘it may be well intended, definitely a compliment, but racist nonsense none the less. She yawns. “I think I have brown people in my book, and so does Salman, and so does Hanif Kureishi. So it’s a genre, don’t you see that?”’ (Hattenstone). 8‘Notes on NW’, 248. 9See Lukacs, The Theory of the Novel. Boston: MIT Press, 1974.10For examples of her sustained response to James Wood’s infamous ‘hysterical realism’ critique of her as an exemplar of contemporary MFA style, see Holmes.11In a separate essay in the collection Feel Free, Smith returns to her neighbourhoods in the northwest of London: ‘Back in the old neighborhood in northwest London after a long absence, I went past the local primary school and noticed a change’ (‘Fences: A Brexit Diary’ 20).
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Experiment and Tradition in Contemporary Poetry

DAVID WHEATLEY



In the ‘Retrospect 1950’ added by F. R. Leavis to his study New Bearings in English Poetry (1932), that testy critic describes being asked by a French conseil de rédaction what had been going on of late in British poetry. His answer was terse: ‘Yeats has died, Eliot has gone on’ (Leavis 1972, 166). Elsewhere in the ‘Retrospect’ the claims of Auden, Dylan Thomas, Stephen Spender‚ and Edith Sitwell are dismissed, but when we recall Leavis’s ambivalent attitude to later Eliot we might wonder if a straightforward ‘nothing’ might not have been a more honest response to the original question. His implacable negativity towards new poetry in later life stands in sharp contrast to the labours of advocacy that originally made Leavis’s name. In truth, Leavis’s froideur conforms to a long‐established pattern of poetic revolutions and their aftermaths. Poets and critics who reorient the taste of one generation are not always the first to welcome the innovations of the next. Once the daring radical of Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth ended his life writing sonnets in praise of the death penalty and, in Yeats’s unkind construction, ‘withering into eighty years, honoured and empty‐headed’ (Yeats 1959, 342). British poetry over the last quarter century offers its own multiple examples of generations rising and falling, and of the rhetoric of breakout and renewal maturing into the language of conservatism and establishment.

Between the publication of Canaan (1996) and his death in 2016, Geoffrey Hill experienced an extended late creative flowering, publishing nine further new collections, as gathered in Broken Hierarchies: Poems 1952–2012 (2015). For creative longevity alone, this flurry of activity was remarkable, given that Hill had made his debut with a Fantasy Press pamphlet as far back as 1952. Reviewing one of these late volumes, Scenes from Comus, Sean O’Brien addressed the topic of difficulty, a frequent concern in Hill. While Hill defended difficulty as a form of radical democracy in the poem, respecting the reader’s intelligence enough to follow where the poem led, O’Brien found something wanting: statements of Hill’s difficulty, he writes, are ‘not always accompanied by a convincing sense of what he’s being difficult about […] Much of the finest poetry is difficult, but its challenge arises from imaginative necessity, rather than from something else – such as cultural possessiveness’ (O’Brien 2005). Here is a useful shibboleth for a writer of one generation signalling the failure of a lauded elder: Hill’s difficulty arises from his stance of cultural ownership, which younger writers have seen through and discarded. O’Brien’s complaint is allied to the frequently aired suspicion, down the years, that Hill’s highbrow manner was a mask for unpleasantly conservative politics. Reviewing an essay collection devoted to Hill in 1985, Tom Paulin diagnosed an attempt to ‘prop up a shabby and reactionary hegemony’ underwritten by an ‘authoritarian imagination’ (Paulin 1992, 284).

This view of Hill appears to stem from an admiring comment on the ‘radical Tories of the 19th century’ made in a 1978 interview (Potts 2002), but between the Toryism of John Ruskin and Richard Oastler and the Thatcherite revolution of the 1980s there is little common ground. Canaan abounds in stinging attacks on the grasping philistinism of Thatcher’s Britain, and political scandals such as the rezoning of cemeteries by property‐owning MPs. In his characteristic way, Hill counterpoints contemporary dramas with those of the past, and in three linked poems titled ‘To the High Court of Parliament’ celebrates figures who held government to account against the ‘slither‐frisk /to lordship’ (Hill 2015, 171) of public figures merely, vulgarly, on the make. Hill died on 30 June 2016, a week after the referendum in which the United Kingdom voted to leave the European Union; and while the posthumous poems published as The Book of Baruch by the Gnostic Justin scramble to respond to the referendum campaign, politics had in reality never been far from the surface of his later volumes. Among the most compelling of these is A Treatise of Civil Power (2005/7), which repeats the trick of contemporary critique through a Reformation glass darkly. In a poem remembering the 1969 anthology Children of Albion, Hill contemplates now‐faded radicals of his youth, by way of an allusion to John James, on which he then rings some small but significant changes (‘The dancers, faces oblivious & grave, – /testing testing /the dancers face oblivion and the grave’ (Hill 2007, 23)). Even down to its drab brown cover (resembling a Reformation pamphlet), the volume answers the emotional tug of the seventeenth century, and its culture in which grave matters of state were the daily concerns of poet‐statesmen such as Marvell and Milton. Its historical reach and ambition are noteworthy qualities in a poetic landscape not always distinguished by these things, but the challenge they must meet is double: to avoid antiquarianism, but also to bring to his contemporary critique (implicit or explicit) the same theatrical presence commanded by portraits of Hobbes or Thomas Cromwell.

In the volume’s title poem, we find Hill polishing the style of slightly fevered soliloquy familiar at least since Canaan, and which frequently appears caught in the act of offering a running commentary on its own performance:


I yield to stage‐direction and concede

hubris. There is genius in money,

and hazard, but not immanence exactly –

not Beethoven’s vexed erasures or Brahms’

self‐haul through the obvious, not Hugo

Wolf’s alien majesty of invention.

Better start counting obstacles and best

language the obstacles their own way.

(Hill 2005: unpaginated)


‘Hubris’, that rhetorical over‐reaching a hostile reader (O’Brien) might be so quick to impute to Hill, is casually allowed. The quest for value is a staple of late Hill, in both his poetry and prose: the ‘genius of money’ recalls Wallace Steven’s location of poetic value in lucre (‘money is a kind of poetry’), while reference to ‘immanence’ returns us to the ‘plenary immanence’ of God in The Orchards of Syon. The Lieder‐writer Hugo Wolf’s ‘alien majesty of invention’ unerringly points towards the ‘alienated majesty’ that gives its title to one of the sections of Hill’s Collected Critical Writings. All of this (plus Beethoven and Brahms) in eight lines amounts to a healthy quotient of ‘obstacles’, but the revelation, across a stagily awkward line break, that ‘language’ is a verb (a product of the contemporary trend for ‘verbing’, where nouns are upgraded to verbs) shows we really do have a struggle on our hands to ‘language’ what is going on here as effectively as possible.

The portrait I have drawn of the late Hill is very much of a poet out of sympathy with his time, and aware of writing at a sharp angle to its prevailing orthodoxies. A discussion of the finer points of Geoffrey Hill is a world away from a 2019 news story on a boom in poetry sales (‘A new generation of female writers has attracted millions of followers and an increasingly diverse audience’: Ferguson, 2019), and the version of the art form offered up in the latter makes for a provocative counterpoint to the meditations of any lingering late modernists in the poetry landscape. The use of alternative publication platforms such as Instagram allows young writers to bypass traditional gatekeepers such as academics; the main consumers of poetry today are ‘young women aged 13 to 24’; and poetry ‘doesn’t just express ideas, it’s a vehicle for political messages’. While the language of a press release will not stand overmuch critical scrutiny, the temptation to set up a querelle des anciens et des modernes should nevertheless be resisted. ‘The poem as selfie is the aesthetic criterion of contemporary verse’, Hill announced in one of his lectures as Oxford Professor of Poetry, but when this line was echoed in an article titled ‘Geoffrey Hill on “the poem as selfie”’, readers might be forgiven for assuming it was a description of his own Rembrandtian exercises in self‐portraiture. As for political messages, among the more surprising moments in The Book of Baruch by the Gnostic Justin, is the statement that ‘[Jeremy] Corbyn must win’ (Hill 2019, 102). Between Hill and ‘a new generation of female writers’ there is no comparison and there is every comparison; generations mark their differences as they must, through gestures of group solidarity, breaks with the past, pleas (or pleas on their behalf) of urgency or relevance, and prospecting for new forms, platforms‚ and media. Some younger writers will outdistance the publicity that launches their careers and others not, but it would be a heavy‐handed reading of today’s younger poets that reduced them to a demographic profile and a ragbag of issues and attitudes.

Literary history is much given to periodizing itself by decade (MacSpaunday, the New Apocalypse, the Movement), but with the Poetry Society’s New Generation Poets promotion of 1994, and its two follow‐ups, in 2004 and 2014, this has taken on a quasi‐official aspect. How strongly the narrative took told can be seen from a chapter on contemporary writers in the Cambridge History of English Poetry (2010) in which Jamie McKendrick, himself a New Generation poet, simply works through this list of his fellow selectees as the representative poets of their time. Evolutionary theories based on promotional lists should be treated with caution, but the contours of subtle generational shifts can be discerned from one list to the next. Natural attrition has also ensured that some names, from the two earlier lists, have weathered better than others. The lists are as follows:


	1994: Moniza Alvi, Simon Armitage, John Burnside, Robert Crawford, David Dabydeen, Michael Donaghy, Carol Ann Duffy, Ian Duhig, Elizabeth Garrett, Lavinia Greenlaw, W. N. Herbert, Michael Hofmann, Mick Imlah, Kathleen Jamie, Jamie McKendrick, Sarah Maguire, Glyn Maxwell, Don Paterson, Pauline Stainer, Susan Wicks.

	2004: Patience Agbabi, Amanda Dalton, Nick Drake, Jane Draycott, Paul Farley, Leontia Flynn, Matthew Francis, Sophie Hannah, Tobias Hill, Gwyneth Lewis, Alice Oswald, Pascale Petit, Jacob Polley, Deryn Rees‐Jones, Maurice Riordan, Robin Robertson, Owen Sheers, Henry Shukman, Catherine Smith, Jean Sprackland.

	2014: Tara Bergin, Emily Berry, Sean Borodale, Adam Foulds, Annie Freud, Alan Gillis, Rebecca Goss, Jen Hadfield, Emma Jones, Luke Kennard, Melissa Lee‐Houghton, Hannah Lowe, Kei Miller, Helen Mort, Daljit Nagra, Heather Phillipson, Kate Tempest, Mark Waldron, Sam Willetts, Jane Yeh.



A narrative of poetic evolution from Geoffrey Hill to the New Generation will inevitably focus on questions of audience and voice. I therefore take as cue for my discussion of the New Generation poets a remark of Hill’s on these themes, as found in the work of Gerard Manley Hopkins. Hill uses the term ‘bidding’ to encapsulate the qualities of direct address he finds so forceful in the Victorian poet’s work: ‘Bidding’ covers ‘the art or virtue of saying everything right to or at the hearer … and of discarding everything that does not bid, does not tell’ (Hill 2008, 529). A study of contemporary poetry through the lens of narrative ‘bidding’ reveals the many ways in which writers from different traditions have negotiated the medium of the lyric and the relationship between writer and reader. Narrative ‘bidding’ is demonstrably central to the style of one of the most prominent of New Generation poets, the Irish‐American Michael Donaghy. In ‘The Excuse’, Donaghy attempts the audacious form of bidding that is elegy, in a poem written for his dead father. While Hill preaches directness (‘saying everything right to or at the hearer’), elegy cannot help but tend to obliquity, for obvious reasons. Few details tie poems more inescapably to the eras of their composition than their use of technology, and from the opening words of Donaghy’s poem (‘Please hang up’, Donaghy 2000: 3) we can infer that the poet has dialled a now‐disconnected landline number, only to receive a stark reminder of his father’s unavailability to speak. Immediately, however, the poem moves to a memory of a fake paternal death, invented by the poet as an excuse at school (‘“My father’s sudden death has shocked us all” /Even me and I’ve just made it up’). Toying with metaphors in a way entirely consonant with New Generation slangy knowingness, the poet remembers being ‘off the hook’ thanks to his excuse, and feeling part of the family line of ‘magicians’ who could deceive others with their sleight of hand. This memory of deception might be expected to give way to a more solemn epiphany, but in fact it is followed by a memory of deception on the part of the poet’s father. Returning from school, Donaghy finds a wire beneath a table connected to a doorbell. Asking his father about it, he learns it is an elaborate ruse installed by Donaghy senior to pretend there is someone at the door when his verbose brother was on the line. Now back in the present, the poet picks up the phone and the line is dead, with not a word from ‘This most deceiving and deceived of men … /Please hang up and try again’. Both father and son have been talking to themselves, failing by choice or necessity to connect with an interlocutor. The poem’s last word is left to a stock phrase, which we read with dulled recognition, yielding as it does an impersonal and stilted pathos. For all that, the poem is broadly warm and affectionate in tone. If father and son fail to connect, their shared failures are juxtaposed, becoming an occasion of shared complicity in the small deceptions of language. In its easy‐going formal way, wryly serious, modestly pitched but emotionally far‐reaching, ‘The Excuse’ is an entirely representative New Generation poem.

In his Serious Poetry, poet and critic Peter McDonald took issue with the short lyric poem and its default registers of quotidian epiphany. His immediate target was not the New Generation but Larkin’s ‘High Windows’. Larkin’s poem moves over twenty lines from a description of some passing students to a vision of ageing and the loss of vitality to a solving epiphany of nothingness (‘deep blue air, that shows /Nothing, and is nowhere, and is endless’ Larkin 2003, 129). Sensing a template that has enjoyed an over‐generous posterity, McDonald diagnoses the ‘stereotypical’ modern lyric: it will be a first‐person poem, with ‘wry knowledge of what is most common in speech or reference’, telling an anecdote or story, leaning heavily on irony and self‐deprecation, before reaching finally for a moment of transcendence or ‘secular epiphany’ (McDonald 2002: 9). All ages have their version of poetic diction, even or especially ages that fancy themselves more democratic than the past, and the language of Larkin and Donaghy’s poems may be ours.

In his own survey of the contemporary field, Jeremy Noel‐Tod also dissents from default consecration of Larkin: that poet ‘remains the post‐war poetic monument to be – depending on your point of view – saluted on parade days or pulled down when the revolution comes’ (Noel‐Tod 2015: 5). The short lyric may be the representative poem of our time, but it is by no means the only choice available to writers, nor is the Larkin lyric the only formal monument to which obeisance can be paid, as we see by comparing Donaghy’s poem with the work of a writer from an utterly distinct but no less deserving poetic ecosystem, Wendy Mulford (b. 1941). By and large Mulford does not appear in the same anthologies as Duffy, Paterson, O’Brien‚ et al., belonging instead to the more experimental wing associated with the British Poetry Revival of the 1960s and, in many cases, residence in Cambridge, where at one point she pursued an academic career. While the éminence grise of Cambridge poetry, J. H. Prynne, is famously obscure, comprehensibility is not an obvious problem in much of Mulford’s work. Mulford has written short lyric poems, but in ‘East Anglia Sequence’ (1998), she shows her strengths as a writer of the mid‐length sequence. Contrary to received wisdom (in some quarters) on experimental poetry, Mulford does not liquidate the lyric I, but puts it in play as one among many elements in a complex narrative field. The writing moves easily between present and past, social realism and mythology, allowing the speaker her place in the scene, on an equal footing with passing seagulls:


One seagull

holding its place in the air

I on the stubble‐hill breast

front the glittering points of the sea

to compose this view

hold the church steady centre

while the sea withdraws

over one thousand years

its commercial lure

towards the millennium

the heathland hugs

its entombed secret the

sacred places flattened

beneath the bracken beds

stumble into the under‐

world demesne of Persephone 

(Mulford 2002, 159)


Mulford is published by Etruscan Books, and a list of its authors shows significant overlaps with the celebrated Fulcrum Press list of the 1960s and 1970s (Ed Dorn, Tom Pickard). Also published by Fulcrum was the American Objectivist poet Lorine Niedecker, whose sequences celebrating life in the lake‐country of Wisconsin (‘My Life By Water’) offer many suggestive parallels with ‘East Anglia Sequence’. The long poem or sequence features strongly in contemporary experimental poetry, answering formal needs not always met by the shorter lyric; examples would include texts as diverse as Douglas Oliver’s Arrondissements, Peter Riley’s Alstonefield, Geraldine Monk’s Interregnum, W. N. Herbert’s Omnesia, Andrea Brady’s Wildfire, Sandeep Parmar’s Eidolon, and MacGillivray’s The Gaelic Garden of the Dead. ‘East Anglia Sequence’ begins with a consideration of wave mechanics, and the motions of tides round the British coast. Mulford examines processes of coastal erosion, offering accounts (often in found text) of abandoned settlements and the erasure of cultural memory. In his poem ‘The Glacial Question, Unsolved’, from The White Stones (1969), J. H. Prynne also tackles geological themes, positing the Pleistocene as the beginning of modernity, and in the process rebuffing readers who might have had 1922 in mind as a more likely candidate for that honour; our narrative of the modern is challenged and our horizons broadened with no little force. Mulford’s writing lacks the prickly quality of Prynne’s, but hers too is a narrative that erodes received ideas about the territory, or the integrity of the field. This is replicated on the formal level by the intermixing of poetry and prose, and the rapid transitions between near‐stanzaic passages and more headlong passages of short‐lined free verse. In her evocation of the precarious lives of fishing communities, her work echoes that of W. S. Graham, George Mackay Brown, and Gillian Allnutt, finding rich artistic tension between the demands of community and the impersonal stringencies of her modernist forms.

Mulford’s poetry, then, does not set out to punish the codes of the short lyric in displays of ravaged parataxis or a centrifugal fragmentation of narrative. What it does eschew, though, is the quality of knowing intimacy with the reader on which Donaghy’s poem closely depends. To return to our concept of ‘bidding’, Mulford appears to come at the reader more obliquely, and without the same promise of immediately pertinent concerns. The situation of the poet caught between private lyric occasions and the need for a publicly answerable voice has been an aspect of modern poetic debate for much longer than the past twenty years, and the question of community has often served as the stage on which this opposition plays itself out. His fellow passengers in Larkin’s ‘The Whitsun Weddings’ (1964) offer a protective camouflage for the poet as he ponders self and society on a train from Hull to London, whereas the Larkin of ‘Aubade’ (1977) strips this covering away to confront bare, unaccommodated humanity. Poems become forms of community in their own right, and the contagious tone of Larkin’s well‐made lyric proved hard to resist for subsequent generations, up to and including the New Generation poets. Community comes with its own unquestioned biases, however, and the New Generation poets were keen to articulate poetic registers beyond the group norms of Movement‐era well‐made poems.

The New Generation special issue of Poetry Review in 1994 carried a negative lead review of Ian Hamilton’s Oxford Companion to Modern Poetry by editor Peter Forbes. The volume is dismissed by Forbes as the last gasp of the traditional patronage networks of Oxbridge and London that had driven British poetry for much of the preceding century. Mick Imlah is treated as the single representative of the Oxbridge lyric poet, whose career has followed a path from studying under John Fuller at Magdalen College, Oxford, to the publishing business in London and poetry editorship of the Times Literary Supplement. This is the old boys’ network that requires dismantling before the more diverse voices of the 1990s can be heard, a thesis owing much to Robert Crawford’s pioneering study Devolving English Literature (1992). A small index of this devolution is the abundance of Scottish voices on the 1994 list (Imlah and Crawford, Paterson, Jamie, Burnside, Duffy‚ and Herbert). Another is the prominence of voices from what critics would once have called ‘the provinces’. Then aged thirty‐one, the Marsden‐born Simon Armitage was a graduate of Portsmouth Polytechnic, and published by the Newcastle‐based Bloodaxe Books. The qualities that propelled him to early celebrity included the conversational flair and narrative ingenuity of his early collections Zoom! (1989) and Kid (1992). As for other Northern poets on the 1994 list, Tony Harrison was an important precursor, though with some notable differences. While an early work such as the poem film Xanadu (1992) draws on his experiences as a parole officer, and is unflinching in its depictions of poverty and deprivation, the poet’s career progress is not shadowed, as Harrison’s was, by agonies of guilt over betraying his roots. Instead, his tone is warm and assertive of an abiding faith in the idea of community, whatever social advancement the poet may have achieved. In 1999 Tony Harrison published a splenetic poem rejecting the job of poet laureate, which had become vacant on the death of Ted Hughes. The satire of Harrison’s rather clunking lines (‘toadies like Di‐deifying Motion’, Harrison 2000, 16) was somewhat undercut by the fact that at no point had the poet been offered the job he was rejecting, but when Carol Ann Duffy came to the end of her ten‐year term of office, Armitage endured no Harrisonian dark nights of the soul before accepting the job.

A comparison with Larkin reveals interesting overlaps and differences in approach here. One of Larkin’s great poems is ‘Here’, from The Whitsun Weddings (1955), a text that combines the colloquial qualities associated with the Movement with a distinctive strangeness. The poem is a portrait of an unnamed large town, most likely Hull, but without an identified speaker or even pronoun. Its opening sentence begins ‘Swerving east, from rich industrial shadows’ (Larkin 2003, 79), and leaves us waiting for a pronoun that never comes – ‘swerving’, it turns out, is the subject of the sentence. Armitage’s ‘Zoom!’ too opts for studied vagueness (‘It begins as a house, an end terrace /in this case /but it will not stop there’ (Armitage 1989, 80)). The use of ‘it’ rather than a town name suggests process and development: images of movement announce a sense of place that is fluid rather than fixed, opening onto larger imagined communities (‘and before we know it it is out of our hands: city, nation, /hemisphere, universe’). In ‘Here’, the reader might assume the sophisticated perspective lies with the narrator and his rigorous transcendence of the scene, rather than with the ‘cut‐price crowd’; here though it is the locals, in the poem’s final lines, who engage in cosmic philosophizing, only for Armitage to attempt to bring them back down to earth.

Even in the age of Instagram poetry, it is unusual for poem titles to contain exclamation marks, and Armitage’s ‘Zoom!’ both displays and comments wryly on its easy‐going style, moving without embarrassment between the parish and the universe. Armitage’s skilful engagements with the public sphere (and knack with commissioned poems) made him a natural choice for the laureateship in 2019‚ but his most recent book at the time of the appointment, Flit (2018), shows the estrangements as well as the attachments at work in his sense of community. The premise of the sequence is that Armitage has fled Britain for the fictional European state of Ysp, where he has taken up residency in a former leprosy hospital to translate the work of the Yspian national bard ‘HK’. Here Armitage joins a long tradition of modern poets throwing their voices by way of fake translations – Christopher Reid’s fictional Eastern European poet Katerina Brac makes a cameo appearance – but Armitage brings new vigour to the genre. How this trickery combines with the more mundane demands of a laureateship in the unfictional United Kingdom will be a different proposition. Acts of creative escapology may come in handy to make good on any deficiencies of mystical patriotism of the kind Ted Hughes brought to the role.

Mention of Christopher Reid’s Katerina Brac (1985) raises the issue of British poetry’s engagement with the wider world. In 1985, before the fall of the Berlin Wall, Eastern European poetry, with its whiff of dissident danger, was an exotic elsewhere where poets’ imaginations could rampage in ways they could not on home soil. While Reid’s book was sensitively and playfully executed, the subsequent repetition of the trick by the Irish poet, Michael O’Loughlin, who ventriloquized the works of a Latvian poet based in Dublin in his 2011 collection In This Life, raises the embarrassing question of why we weren’t reading the work of an actual Latvian poet instead, and whether the poem had not fallen victim to an unsavoury form of fetishization. As against this, the work of writers who have pluralized not just our sense of home and elsewhere, but the forms in which we express them, have been central to the achievements of recent British poetry. A list of poets in this category would include E. A. Markham, Kei Miller, Fred D’Aguiar, John Agard, Grace Nichols, Jay Bernard, and Vahni Capildeo. Capildeo has been among the most prolific of these poets, and in Measures of Expropriation (2016) she challenges our fundamental understanding of the poetic slim volume. Written in a series of short lyrics, scatter‐gun Projectivist‐style text, sequences‚ and prose poems, Measures of Expatriation proceeds from no unitary narrative or territorial centre. The forms of low‐level daily interrogation for which the term ‘microaggression’ was coined are familiar experiences for the writer of colour, but in ‘Slaughterer’ they become the occasion for narrative self‐interrogation too. ‘Tonight I am going to Lancaster. I will talk to you until Lancaster. Where are you from? You are lying on me’ exclaims an overfamiliar train passenger (Capildeo 2016, 12), seeking to take control of his fellow traveller’s narrative. The slightly hard‐to‐place ‘lying on me’ (idiomatic/non‐idiomatic?) raises the possibility that the interrogation may not be coming from a speaker of ‘standard’ English, reminding us of the instability to be found in nativist discourse too, presuming to set itself up as the arbiter of who does and does not belong. Capildeo’s text (a prose poem) does not answer back or put this speaker right, allowing him instead his place in the larger polyphony. The speaker wishes to find their own place, but a necessary adjunct to this is the avoidance of being placed by others. The collection moves rapidly between territories (principally Trinidad and Britain), but takes advantage too of a studiedly vague, quasi‐allegorical approach to setting, as when we read in ‘Cities in Step’ of ‘cities where the friends I can depend on /meet for the first time outside and by chance /mispronouncing hello’ (Capildeo 2016, 52). In Larkin’s ‘The Whitsun Weddings’, the poet describes the passengers as a ‘frail /travelling coincidence’ (Larkin 2003, 94), an accidental community that might, for instance, carry their shared Northern accents into a corner of the metropolis, and the inhabitants of Capildeo’s cities are ‘in step’ with other, remembered cities, living simultaneous lives across different time zones. In ‘Too Solid Flesh’, the ghost of an indigenous Arawak woman appears to the poet, but rather than representing a tenuous trace what has been lost she insists on full presence: ‘“I’m as solid as you are”’ (Capildeo 2016, 22). Baffled and disoriented, the poet finally concedes that ‘I was the ghost’.

Another writer whose work has transformed our understanding of place is Alice Oswald. Oswald’s work is situated at the confluence of multiple influences. Ted Hughes has been a defining precursor, and many readers would infer, behind him, an immersion in the Romantic tradition. Yet when Oswald edited an anthology of nature poetry, The Thunder Mutters: 101 Poems for the Planet (2002), she pointedly (and without any explanation) omitted the major Romantic poets, with the exception of John Clare. The objection would seem to be that the Wordsworth and Shelley are practitioners of the ‘egotistical sublime’, who use nature as a foil for their own projections, whereas Clare is a more creaturely and democratic writer, putting nature before himself. Dart (2002), a book‐length account of a river in Devon, bears comparison with mid‐period Hughes books such as River and Remains of Elmet, and like Hughes moves between visions of nature’s post‐industrial condition and its mythic origins. On a formal level, Oswald reflects this in a series of marginalia, explaining whose voices we are hearing at any given moment, and in ways that remind us of the Dart as a working river.

The poems of Woods etc. (2005) are exemplary lyrics, making archetypal spaces of their woodlands and rivers, and bringing a philosophical gravity to their questions of dwelling. Refrains and repetitions are used heavily, as though Gaston Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space had been adapted as a series of nursery rhymes. Oswald is loath to deploy her landscapes as backdrops to personal dramas, which runs the risk of her work seeming detached or even affectless. Yet Oswald’s career has also abounded in unexpected departures, as in Memorial (2011), a version of Homer’s Iliad composed entirely of death scenes. For a fully rounded character sketch, though, we must turn to ‘Tithonus’, one of the most remarkable poems in Falling Awake (2016). In its title alone, the poem sparks associations with Tennyson’s melancholy monologue spoken by the lover of the goddess of dawn, who had asked for and been granted immortality but forgotten to ask for eternal youth. Oswald’s poem is a dawn chorus, scored with musical precision as lasting the 46 minutes between midsummer dawn and sunrise. The affinities with Beckett are also strong, particularly the Beckett of a radio play such as Words and Music (Oswald’s marginal notes summon occasional musical backup). A strong formal aspect of the writing is its alternation of forward and backward motion, so that a line or phrase from a previous page is suddenly repeated like a musical motif, or with the same to‐and‐fro momentum of a repeating form like the pantoum. It is perhaps more than a coincidence that one of the timestamps used in the poem is 4:33, a figure forever associated with John Cage’s notorious silent piano piece. The interplay between words and silence in Oswald’s text dramatizes the conflict of going on (perennial Beckett theme) and innate resistance to going on (an equally Beckettian theme), with the speaker’s identity fraying and dissolving somewhere between these two poles. The poem’s final utterance appears to place us in the realm of the post‐human too, as the wizened Tithonus or ‘whatever it is’ asks ‘may I stop please’ (Oswald 2016: no page numbers). The poem breaks off, though the reader is aware that for Tithonus himself the ordeal continues. Oswald’s achievement of closure amid unceasing change (be it growth or decay) is hard‐won, and we note that over the page the poem continues into a ghostly afterword, wondering what the term might be for a word fashioned on the ear ‘but never quite /appearing’. The final stepped line break is masterful in its ambiguity, inhabiting a state of appearing and not appearing at once, and embodying as well as any contemporary poem the condition of liminality, reaching uncertainly into the future.

In 2019 Oswald became the first woman to be named Oxford Professor of Poetry, and no less than Oswald other New Generation poets have gone on to positions of authority and eminence: Paterson as editor of the Picador list; Donaghy, as a lionized (and after his death in 2005, much‐elegized) workshop leader in London for the numerous younger talents he nurtured and helped to launch; Duffy as poet laureate (2009‐19); and Armitage as Oxford Professor of Poetry and, as noted, poet laureate, alongside his other numerous other public roles. This generation’s tally of victories in the annals of Forward and T. S. Eliot Prizes is also remarkable, and has done much to cement its names in the public imagination as central figures in British writing today. While the subsequent two iterations of the New Generation promotion have had less time to turn younger and middle‐aged writers into public monuments, Oswald stands out on the 2004 list, already sufficiently established in 2011 to withdraw Memorial from the Eliot Prize shortlist (having won it in 2002) without any noticeable damage to her reputation. Notwithstanding the unreliable correlation as to worth of prize‐gathering, the lists have missed some centrally important figures: Sinéad Morrissey, winner of both Forward and Eliot Prizes, and a leading figure in post‐Muldoon Northern Irish poetry‚ did not feature in either 2004 or 2014, while other figures on the list have already slipped from visibility or ceased to publish.

One generalization that can be hazarded with confidence is the greatly enhanced profile of experimental or innovative writing since the first New Generation promotion. Michael Donaghy, in many ways the maître‐à‐penser of the New Gen poets, polemicized ardently against the avant‐garde as he had experienced it in the United States (in the form of Language poetry), and in its more unforgiving, Cambridge‐based forms in the United Kingdom. In his 1997 study The Deregulated Muse: Essays on Contemporary British and Irish Poetry, Sean O’Brien effectively blanks the avant‐garde, bizarrely naming the Oxford formalists James Fenton and John Fuller as representatives of postmodernism. The American backlash against Language poetry came with marked overtones of political conservatism (the new formalist poet Dana Gioia was George W. Bush’s appointee to direct the National Endowment for the Arts), and to avoid this fate Donaghy, in his critical writings, tends to paint avant‐garde poets as deluded sectarians, convinced they can overturn late capitalism through the medium of wilful incomprehensibility. The key figure here, as ever, is J.H. Prynne, the doyen of Cambridge poetry since the 1960s. The publication of Prynne’s Poems by Bloodaxe Books in 1999, with expanded subsequent editions in 2005 and 2015, confounded that press’s image as a supporter of populist work, as against the recalcitrant late modernism of unusually titled collections such as Her Weasels Wild Returning or Unanswering Rational Shore. For most readers, Prynne had functioned as a sacred monster of British poetry, refusing to give readings, absent from (most) anthologies and prize shortlists, and occupying a space of poetic anti‐matter somewhere in parallel to a world in which New Generation poets are interviewed on their fashion choices for GQ magazine (though he did appear on an episode of the ITV show Masterchef). His legend has served to skew perceptions of avant‐garde writing, and a list of writers engaged in innovative practice in recent years includes as many figures outside the orbit of Cambridge as those with connections to that university. Names of note would include: Prynne’s friend and protégé R. F. Langley, Tom Raworth, Wendy Mulford, Denise Riley, Keston Sutherland, Helen Macdonald, Emily Critchley, Redell Olsen, Maggie O’Sullivan, Geraldine Monk, and Sandeep Parmar.

Langley’s work is distinctive in various, significant ways. Publishing sparsely during his lifetime, his poems achieved wider recognition with a comically slender Collected Poems in 2000, augmented after his death with a Complete Poems (2015). Reading it through the prism of Hill’s ‘bidding’, we might conclude that Langley’s work presents meagre pickings to a reader in search of dialogic engagement. Poems often begin with fragmentary, verbless sentences, guarding their contexts closely but reluctant to let us in on them (‘This bit again. You know it’, ‘In the Ceramic Gallery’, ‘The clown under /cover’). Where is the voice of these poems? Where an Armitage poem might be scored forte, these poems are piano or pianissimo utterances, requiring us to lean in carefully. In their careful descriptive way, Langley’s poems are often field observations, logging their sightings of moths and wild flowers, or, depending on the setting, stone carvings in Suffolk or Italian churches. His editor, Jeremy Noel‐Tod, illuminates the poems with information on Langley’s reading, often in art history, and contemporaneous notebook entries. His peripatetic quality places Langley squarely in the Romantic tradition, and with their attention to questions of dwelling and vision the poems are also imbued with a philosophical dimension that bears comparison with the Coleridge of the ‘conversation poems’. Among the finest of these, and one that signals its Romantic lineage unmistakably in its title, is ‘To a Nightingale’. Beginning with an absence (‘Nothing along the road’), the poem quickly establishes a habitat into which details enter like tentative brushstrokes (‘But /petals maybe’, Langley 2015, 153). Langley dips into Latin names, uses the word ‘fuscous’ where another poet might have written ‘dark’, and comments in some technical detail on insect behaviour. Yet in among these specialized descriptions‚ the pastoral scene asserts itself in simple and direct language (‘To stop here at /nothing, as a chaffinch sings, /interminably, all day’.) The directness of the writing belies the reputation for difficulty that precedes Langley’s work, but the directness also exists in dramatic counterpoint to surrounding complexity. The effect is not unlike finding lines of diatonic melody in works by a composer written in twelve‐tone music: we latch on gratefully to the more approachable elements, yet nothing is quite as it seems. In its concluding lines, the poem is at some pains to disown the Romantic coronation of the ego (‘I /say none of this for love […] I am /empty, stopped at nothing’), siding instead with the non‐human element in the scene. The poem ends with a description of the road rising as it passes an apple tree and ‘makes its approach to the bridge’, but the human element has receded to invisibility. The cumulative effect, however, is anything but antiseptic. Meshing the Romantic and experimental traditions, Langley is a key figure in the contemporary landscape. As a writer whose roots are in the 1960s but who achieved full recognition only in the last decade of his life, he also bridges the generations of modern writing in nourishing and connective ways.

Finally, the work of Raymond Antrobus (b. 1986) offers a novel twist on the themes of voice and reception. In his debut collection The Perseverance, Antrobus carries out a peculiar act of critique on a modern forebear when he ‘reprints’ the poem ‘Deaf School’ by Ted Hughes as a block of blacked‐out text. The Hughes poem, prompted by a reading for schoolchildren he has given, is full of embarrassing attitudes towards disability (the children ‘lacked a dimension’, ‘Their selves were not women into a voice /Which was woven into a face’, Hughes 2005, 548). Hughes has very much remained a live influence on contemporary poets, whether in the work of Armitage, Oswald‚ or Steve Ely, but his more unreconstructed attitudes will often, as here, form a stumbling block. As a deaf writer, Antrobus has written at length of the legacy of ableism in poetic language (e.g. Shakespeare’s ‘trouble deaf heaven’), and while he might have let rip in a satirical flyting of Hughes’s rhetoric, he elects instead to simply mute the poem. Why publish it at all then? And in what sense is Hughes’s text present in Antrobus’ book – to whom does its copyright belong, for instance? The real critique of Hughes’s attitudes comes in the rest of the book, as Antrobus performs his own answers to casual assumptions about poetry, voice‚ and expression. In ‘The Mechanism of Speech’, Antrobus writes an ‘erasure’ poem based on a speech by Alexander Graham Bell, which is to say he reprints short extracts deliberately shorn of context, in ways that make his point while throwing shade back on the attitudes of the original writer. Bell was an advocate of oralism, the belief that deaf people should practice speech rather than sign language, and in Antrobus’s poem is harshly negative on the subject of deaf people’s tongues (‘His tongue too high, too low// His incorrect instrument’, Antrobus 2018, 50). Repurposed as a poem, these statements read more like experimental poetry, little stubs of lines exploring the possibilities of utterance. In ‘Miami Airport’, metaphors of deafness show a more contemporary menace, in a description of an encounter with an airport security guard. The writer has been too slow to comply with security protocol, and is subject to some unpleasant interrogation of his deaf identity (‘you don’t look deaf/ can you prove it?’, Antrobus 2018, 76). Under an impeccable logic of aggression, the security guard projects all fault for the menace onto the traveller (‘why did you confuse me?’). The poet is a bad listener (‘what did you not hear?’), not properly attuned to the frequency of authority and obedience. With its poems on disability, migration‚ and family history, The Perseverance tunes into multiple frequencies that have eluded the hearing of the British lyric poem down the years. In former times, as Antrobus’ example reminds us, British poetry might have described itself as ‘deaf’ to these voices, but it is we who have been lazy listeners. In his poem on Children of Albion and the 1960s, Geoffrey Hill used ‘testing testing’ to suggest both a voice test and the sifting work of posterity, ‘testing testing’ what will endure. British poetry today, in all its diverse forms, enjoys a healthy and inquisitive state of ‘testing testing’, offering us a multiplicity of voices but also the lively critical culture in which to assess their purchase on posterity.
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Reproducing the Nation: Nationed Social Imaginaries in Contemporary Scottish Literature
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Introduction

This chapter is going to explore the relationship that has bound contemporary Scottish literature, intended both as a discipline and as a corpus of literary texts, to the imagination of Scottish society as a national society from the 1990s to the present. Homi Bhabha suggests that it is ‘complex strategies of cultural identification and discursive address that function in the name of “the people” or “the nation”’ to make these ‘the immanent subjects and objects of a range of social and literary narratives’ (Bhabha, p. 292). My concern here will be with the fusion of these two sets of narratives as embedded in the structure of the disciplinary framework of Scottish literary studies and as informing Scottish writing organized by a central concern with the nation. I will delineate the slippages and overlaps between the social imaginaries developed by critics and those informing writers’ work through a focus on the nationed discourses, namely‚ discourses ‘articulated around the signifier of the nation’ (Featherstone and Karaliotas, note1), that overdetermine both. The way in which in Scottish studies it is nationed social imaginaries that anchor nationed discourses speaks to Sinisa Malesevic’s insight that social discourses are key to naturalizing nationhood as the ‘self‐evident and only legitimate way of comprehending the world’ (Malesevic, p. 283). I will explore how this plays out by discussing how nationed social imaginaries underpin the cultural reproduction of the nation operated by Scottish literature as well as the ways in which the field imagines the reproduction of Scottish society and its relationship with the political reproduction of the nation. My purpose will be to highlight how the nationed social imaginaries that inform Scottish writing may resonate with, but are animated by different discursivities from‚ the banal nationalism, essentialism‚ and contextualism that define Scottish literary studies. The constitution of Scottish literature as a field of study is inseparable from the nationalization it performs of the social order represented in literary texts, and it is so in ways that reproduce the discursivities of what Michael Billig calls banal nationalism; instead, often Scottish writing similarly conjoins the national and the social but, when it does, does so with the purpose of unpacking the complexities of nationhood in a specific political conjuncture.



The Cultural Reproduction of the Nation in Scottish Literature: Nationed Social Imaginaries and Banal Nationalism

In Scottish literary criticism‚ all narratives are nationed because of the circularity that bedevils the definition of Scottish literature as a discipline underlined by Alex Thomson. For Thomson, ‘framed in national terms, the study of literature in Scotland will always tend to become the analysis of Scottish literature, and ultimately, of what is “Scottish” about that literature’ (Thomson 2007, p. 6). From this perspective, it is critics who constitute Scottish literature in defining their object of study as national: for Thomson ‘The writing of historiography in the national style does not describe the reaffirmation of national identity: it hopes to enact it’ (Thomson 2007, p. 5). If for Michael Skey ‘manifold practices, symbols, texts, objects and utterances form part of a wider social discourse that (re)produces the world as a world of nations’ (Skey, p. 11), in Scottish literature it is through the nationed social imaginaries that inform literary texts and criticism that writers and critics imagine and participate in the ‘ongoing (re) production and significance of nationhood’ (Skey, p. 9).

As far as Scottish literary criticism is concerned, the discussion of social order and composition of Scottish society is situated within a disciplinary framework that reproduces dynamics proper to banal nationalism. Billig introduces the concept of banal nationalism in order to stretch the term ‘nationalism’ to cover ‘the ideological means by which nation‐states are reproduced’ (Billig, p. 6). These are not registered because they reproduce nationhood at the level of everyday life through a ‘continual “flagging”, or reminding, of nationhood’ (Billig, p. 8), Similarly, nationed discourses in Scottish literary criticism render a nationalized history and collectivity the only history and collectivity relevant for refraction through Scottish writing and its reading. If for Étienne Balibar a social formation is reproduced as a nation through a network of apparatuses and daily practices that institute the individual as homo nationalis (Balibar, p. 93), it is the banal form of nationalism that attaches to the nationed framework of Scottish literature that allows its social imaginaries to contribute to the reproduction of the nation.

In post‐national times‚ Scottish literary criticism became imbricated with the discursivities of banal nationalism because many critics rejected nationalism but were unable to forfeit the nationed framework of the field. This occurred within a post‐national context defined by an intersection of political and cultural boundaries that made ‘The lazy assumption that “societies” were nothing more than “nation‐states”’ no longer tenable (McCrone, p. 2). For Berthold Schoene, for example, the validity of ‘Scottishness’ as ‘a useful quality marker’ had to be questioned as literature was ‘going cosmopolitan’ (Schoene, p. 8). During the independence referendum debate, the banality of Scottish critical nationalism was still kept up by critics that remained reliant on discourses typical of the post‐national moment in Scottish studies. Caroline McCracken‐Flesher asked ‘whether there [could] be a Scottish Studies after the recuperation of an independent Scotland. Lacking the political tension that has both threatened and produced its difference’ (McCracken‐Flesher2014, p. 1), while for Carla Sassi a central tension could be identified in Scottish literature ‘between the “national' and the “post‐national” paradigms’ (Sassi 2014, p. 1).

However, if the form of national literary history corresponds to Balibar’s nation‐form, attempts to overcome it encounter the same difficulties attending efforts to assert the end of the nation‐form. Balibar warns, with respect to the national paradigm, that ‘we cannot of our own accord escape this determination, which penetrates our categories of thought and action, in order to adopt an opposite point of view’ as it will still rely on the national reference (‘Homo Nationalis’, p. 12). And indeed, post‐indyref the primacy of the national focus of analysis has returned to be central to and owned by Scottish literary criticism, pointing to the wavering of its banal dimension. By 2018 Colin Kidd is comfortable with stating that a ‘literary anti‐unionism’ defines Scottish literature and this is evinced through the ways in which ‘by the time of the referendum campaign, the arts in Scotland were ranged decidedly, if just short of unanimously, on the side of an independent future’ (Kidd, p. 2). In a similar spirit, for Cairns Craig the political difference between Scotland and England is determined not by ‘the potentially “vast wealth and resources” of Scotland’s economy’ but by ‘the vast wealth of its cultural inheritance’ (Craig 2018, p. 22).

The effects of banal nationalism are also created by Scottish literary criticism through its reading of literary texts as refracting Scottish society and history in such a way that these can only be thought in relation to the nation. Kidd’s recent argument that while ‘a literary manifestation of “banal unionism”’ defined writing until the mid‐twentieth century the invisible core of Scottish culture is now ‘mundane workaday quotidian Scottishness’ (Kidd, p. 27) chimes with Fredric Jameson’s idea that all texts from the so‐called Third World can be read as national allegories, or texts in which ‘the story of the private individual destiny is always an allegory of the embattled situation of the public third‐world culture and society’ (Jameson 1986, p. 69): both naturalize a framework of analysis that nationalizes the social imaginaries of texts which are not thematically concerned with the nation. On the contrary, the nationed social imaginaries that occur in literary texts do not partake in the discursivities of banal nationalism: they are instead deployed specifically to draw attention to the nationed narrative frame they are setting up, thus performing an operation that enacts Jameson’s argument but departs from the banal dimension of the nationed overdetermination performed by it as well as by Scottish literary studies. This is achieved through the parallelism that is established between the development of the private individual journey and that of the nation, occasionally metaphorically rendered, in ways reminiscent of what Billig calls a nationalist ‘syntax of hegemony’ whereby ‘the part [claims] to represent the whole’ (Billig, p. 98).

When the metaphorical deployment of national development is considered, Alasdair Gray’s Poor Things (1992) is a case in point. It tells the story of how Bella Baxter, a Frankenstein‐like figure created by Victorian surgeon Baxter through the insertion of a child’s brain inside the body of a mature woman, develops into a ‘normal’ individual through contact with the social inequalities and ideologies that defined the Victorian era. Bella’s portrait shows her figure against a background consisting of a diversity of Scottish landmarks, which 'serves to introduce a metaphorical model of a woman as symbolic of a nation’ (Rhind, p. 2). Specifically, Poor Things metaphorically connects Bella’s progress towards normal embodiment and independence with the image of a Scottish nation underdeveloped but in the pursuit of political emancipation and a normal stage of development. Bella’s aversion to the idea of dependency is foregrounded throughout Poor Things. Writing back to Baxter and McCandless while still on her travels, Bella muses ‘How lovely, God, to waken all alone, and bath and dress alone, and eat alone’ (Poor, p. 122). And, in thanking the people who have helped her develop into a ‘normal’ individual, she values especially those she has to thank the least: she writes ‘Thank you for mending me, God, and giving me a hope that is not a prison. I will continue living here. And Candle, how good to have a man I need not thank at all’ (Poor, p. 232).

Nationed metaphors also organize Craig Smith’s The Mile which, written as a contribution to the 2014 referendum debate (Smith 2014), follows three friends’ pub crawl in company with Jock, an old man, in the run‐up to the referendum. The political sympathies of the three main characters represent all voting positions. The pro‐Yes position is occupied by Ian who sums up the differences between pro‐ and anti‐independence arguments as hinging on the oppositions ‘Negativity vs. positivity. Bitterness vs. hope’ (Mile, p. 11), while Stuart and Euan represent the undecided and the No position respectively. Jock too is involved in the debate both because to him belongs a box with a padlock whose combination is 2014, ‘The year of the referendum. The year of Scotland’s rebirth’, which contains a ballot paper on which Ian marks an X against ‘YES’ after Jock’s death (Mile, p. 158), and because he has planned the pub crawl to end outside the Scottish Parliament as a way of persuading Euan to vote yes (Mile, p. 130). Nationed metaphors frame the novel at multiple levels. On the one hand, the book takes its name from the Royal Mile, stretching from Castle to Parliament, which provides the setting for the characters’ journey, and, metaphorically, for Scotland’s. On the other, Jock stands for Scotland’s history and traditions and for their relevance to contemporary Scotland. Jock’s connection to Scotland is intimated as he peppers the account of his life with references to Scottish history: for example, talking about gambling, he remembers getting his tips from ‘a parcel o’ rogues’ and describes the horse on which he lost everything as ‘a useless bag o’ glue called Caledonia’ (Mile, p. 35).

It is the ideological battles of the referendum debate that are instead metaphorically rendered by Alan Bissett’s play The Pure, the Dead and the Brilliant (2014), which portrays the bogles, banshees, selkies‚ and demons of Scottish folklore getting involved in the debate itself. We witness an emergency congress being called to discuss the possibility that a Yes vote could turn Scotland towards reality and away from its past. Here the fairy folk agree to support the ‘Just Say Naw’ Better Together campaign of which Demon Black Donald is the only ardent proponent. However, Bogle, Banshee‚ and Selkie come round to a Yes vote after learning from an Oracle that should the Scots believe the case ‘made by a party known … as “Labour” that “nationalism” was a virus’, and should they vote, on this basis, ‘against ruling themselves’ (Pure, p. 134), together with Scotland ‘all the folk tales, songs, stories, languages, customs and poems which made the country distinctive’ would disappear (Pure, p. 135). The play concludes with Bogle’s hymn for the all those involved in the independence movement: ‘It was time. You were awake. The lights were going on. How could you unlearn what you had learned? … we stood up as a people and said YES!’ (Pure, p. 144).

Less straightforward is the imbrication between nationed metaphor and parallel development of national and individual journeys is Bob Cant’s Something Chronic (2013). This tells the story of how in Dundee Euan Saddler contracts a sleeping sickness after casting his vote in the 1979 devolution referendum and wakes up twenty years later, in 1999. The metaphorical rendition of Scotland’s interrupted development as a result of the failed 1979 referendum and its resumption of life post devolution in Something Chronic is rendered by how Euan ‘was to spend the next twenty years of his life asleep in an institution with very little contact with the outside world’ and the challenge now for him to ‘resume his life’ (Chronic, p. 4). This speaks to cultural and political discourses influential in Scottish studies. On the cultural level, Craig’s thesis that ‘The stasis of Scotland became a motif of Scottish novels in the years after 1979’ (Craig 2018, p. 220); on the political level, Tom Nairn’s that the 1707 Act of Union originated ‘the inveterate state of a nation never destroyed but permitted half‐life within relatively unalterable parameters’ (Nairn, p. 101). However, the direct metaphor is troubled by the possibility of their existing a natural explanation for Euan’s illness as on his return from Kenya in 1979 he had ‘complained of tiredness and headaches over a period of weeks’ before the vote (Chronic, p. 3).

The parallel development of national and individual journeys, devoid of metaphorical features, informs Jenni Daiches’ Borrowed Time. This tells the story of how Sonia, a year after the sudden death of her husband, leaves her Yorkshire home to live in a railway carriage in the Scottish Highlands, despite the worries entertained by her three grown‐up children. In Scotland she finds independence‚ and her story intersects with that of Scotland against the background of the prospect of Scottish independence made possible by the 2014 referendum. Sonia’s September 2014 diary entry recounts ‘I collect my voting slip, go into a booth and place my cross with the rather blunt pencil provided’ (Borrowed, p. 215). A twofold set of reflections follow, on history and independence. On the one hand we learn that ‘a man in a tweed cap standing quite still with a “yes” placard’ tells Sonia ‘We can make history today’, prompting her reflection ‘I like the idea of making history and am quite ready to believe that each of us can contribute to its shape. But at the same time I know that history makes us’ (Borrowed, p. 214). On the other hand she reflects about how there is ‘something anachronistic about the idea of independence’ (Borrowed, p. 215) and reaches a different perspective of empowerment in her life as based on connections (Borrowed, p. 216).

Sonia’s journey recalls that of the protagonist of James Robertson’s short story ‘The Right Thing’ (2014), part of a collection of 365 short stories, each written on a different day of 2014. In the story, tellingly dated ‘18 September’, the protagonist is portrayed as entering the polling place, and reflecting both on the opportunity she had been offered to make history: ‘How often did such an opportunity come along? To vote for – or against – your country’s independence? Once in a lifetime, they were saying, but it was rarer than that’. Crucially, like Sonia, she asks herself ‘What was independence? What did it mean in this crowded, connected world?’ and what matters to her is that one way or the other ‘she had made her mark. She felt she had done the right thing’ (‘Right’ p. 286). Robertson had already evoked the interconnection between the journeys of emancipation of individual and nation, with that of the former finding its meaning in that of the latter, in the short story ‘Republic of the Mind’ (2012). We learn that while his wife Kate would always get angry at politicians Robert, the protagonist of the story, ‘was beyond the politicians. Way beyond them … He was off already – gone. To the republic of the mind’ (‘Republic’, p. 131). This contains the same idea of momentous national transformation as a state of mind that informs the devolutionary poetry collection Dream State, which contained poems that served as ‘bulletins from, and memorials to, a transforming stretch of a small country’s history’ (O’Rourke, p. 131).



Imagining the Social Reproduction of the Nation in Scottish Literature: Nationed Social Imaginaries and Essentialism

The nationed framework of Scottish studies also refracts the discourse of essentialism. This in the field unfolds through the imagination of the desirable composition of the national society reproduced through representation and discussion in Scottish writing and criticism‚ respectively. Critics have foregrounded the necessity for essentialism to inform the definition of a Scottish literary tradition as a national tradition, whereby representative attributes testifying to its specificity are identified. Gerard Carruthers and Liam McIlvanney note that ‘essentialism’, or ‘taking a dogmatic view on what constitutes a culture and the criteria for belonging to a culture’, is inevitable in a Scottish context. This is because ‘with Scottish literature, (as with any other literature qualified by a national prefix) the problematic question of belonging or “canonicity” inevitably arises’ (Carruthers and McIlvanney, p. 11). In post‐national times, Schoene suggested that essentialism was inevitable in debating the possibility of a coherent literary tradition for a stateless nation (Schoene, p. 9). Post‐indyref, Kidd has contended that literary essentialism, or ‘the notion that there is a direct one‐to‐one correspondence between a nation and its literature, each understood as a singular entity’, has been a feature of the field since the inter‐war era (Kidd, p. 3).

Thus, if Jameson argues for a political unconscious capable of exploring ‘the multiple paths that lead to the unmasking of cultural artifacts as socially symbolic acts’ (Jameson 1981, p. 5), the political unconscious that informs the discourse of essentialism in Scottish studies develops in a nationed rather than Marxist framework his rejection of the distinction between social and political texts and those which are not (Jameson 1981, p. 5). And while for Jameson ‘the fundamental structure of the social “totality” is a set of class relationships’ which reification under capitalism obscures and which ‘a new realism’ would seek to reinvent (Jameson 1980, p. 212), in Scottish literature nationed essentialism naturalizes a way of thinking whereby the only social totality available for theorization is the national one. The social milieu that constitutes the nation is imagined as defined by a mosaic of individual stories and identities by a literary criticism that holds on to the ‘progressive metaphor of modern social cohesion – the many as one’ in reproducing its narrative of how the nation is disclosed in ‘everyday life; in the telling details that emerge as metaphors for national life’ (Bhabha, p. 294). It is the nationed essentialism of the field, before and beyond that of the novels that constitute its objects of study, that thus creates Benedict Anderson’s ‘imagined community’ by uniting individuals through the creation of the mental ‘image of their communion’ (Anderson, p. 6).

In post‐devolutionary times‚ Scottish literary criticism has witnessed the flourishing of positions sympathetic to cultural nationalism which have articulated concern over the construction of totalizing narratives and proposed a heterogeneous, if specific, literary tradition. What Sassi valued in Scottish literature was the way in which it is ‘dominated by the notions of fluidity and plurality’ (Sassi 2005, p. 3). Similarly, Craig’s literary tradition was one organized by a national principle which accommodated heterogeneity and fluidity (Craig 1999, p. 6). The recourse to notions of heterogeneity and fluidity within cultural nationalism did not satisfy critics who, voicing pluralist sensibilities, contested the very pre‐eminence of national specificity as the criterion for understanding Scottish literature as obscuring the cultural diversity Scottish writing embodies. This was exemplified by Eleanor Bell’s argument that ‘readings of Scotland that are dependent on cultural nationalist underpinnings repeatedly fail to accommodate the diversity and changing nature of Scottishness’ (Bell, p. 79) and prompted Scottish studies to address identities other than national ones. For example, James McGonigal and Kirsten Stirling sought to attend to the representation of communities which ‘need not necessarily be the nation’ in Scottish writing and therefore to Scotland’s ‘sheer diversity’ (McGonigal and Stirling, p. 10). This commitment spoke to wider critical trends which, at the beginning of the twenty‐first century, saw cultural critics champion ‘forms of national history writing which would maintain openness, diversity and tolerance by presenting the nation as a shattered mirror containing multiple reflections’ (Berger, p. 24). From a historical and sociological perspective, the determination to rethink the nation as plural belonged within the shift to scepticism regarding the possibility of ‘single civic nation with a homogeneous national identity’ that played out from the 1980s and 1990s (Smith, p. 3). From an anthropological and political viewpoint, it contributed to reflection around the question ‘What kind of community is the nation and what is the relationship of the individual to that community?’ (Smith, p. 8).

However, this happened within a Scottish context in which narratives of diversity in politics and criticism cannot be disentangled from nationed disciplinary frameworks; as Gavin Miller suggested, the ‘sustained attack upon the myth of Scottish cultural unanimity and homogeneity’ masks the fact that ‘cultural diversity itself is offered as the new essence of Scottishness’ (Miller, p. 138). This is because, as Thomson puts it, ‘if ‘to take Scottish literature as a starting point is itself a decision’, critics committed to pluralism want ‘national sentiment without the political decision which constitutes the nation as a group’ (Thomson 2006, p. 130), which is impossible. A pluralist identity politics in Scottish studies, concerned to theorize the discrete identity categories that make up the new, plural essence of the Scottish nation, is thus bound to reproduce the process whereby identity corresponds to the way in which we are parcelled ‘out into individuals, and the way we form or selfhood in response to a wide range of social relations’ (Haider, p. 11), which in the field are inevitably nationed. Thus, when critical discourse in Scottish literature in its post‐nationalist moment was struggling to move beyond its concern with the ‘nation as narration’, it was actually shifting the focus away from ‘the awkward question of the disjunctive representation of the social’, torn between ‘between the shreds and patches of cultural signification and the certainties of a nationalist pedagogy’ (Bhabha, p. 294), without diminishing its constitutive influence on the field: its nationed social imaginaries, in commenting on the patches of cultural signification, were actually reconstituting the certainties of a nationalist pedagogy.

The artificiality that resides in bringing together different social identities and individual stories as composing that of the nation, the hallmark of both Billig’s ‘syntax of hegemony’ and of the creation of Anderson’s ‘imagined community’, is not only the foundation on which the nationed essentialism of Scottish literature is based; it also features as a literary device in Scottish writing which is simultaneously concerned with the nation and with its social milieu. In engaging with the nation‚ novels often focus on the subjects which make up its social composition, voicing sensibilities reminiscent of those informing contemporary Scottish literary studies. Both Frank Kuppner’s A Concussed History of Scotland (1990) and Momus’ The Book of Scotlands (2009) connect through their very titles the impossibility to fix identity and the proliferation of truths respectively to the idea of the nation in ways that speak to Craig’s and Sassi’s arguments about the fluidity of Scottishness and its literary tradition. So does Jackie Kay’s Trumpet (1998), which, however, would also fit into the pluralist turn of Scottish studies. Trumpet deals with stir that the death of acclaimed jazz trumpeter, Joss Moody, causes in public and family life when it is revealed that his biological sex is female. Kay highlights the ways in which identity is performative and cannot be fixed according to the categories that organize society. This principle is enshrined in how Joss advises his son Coleman that it is not genes but relationships that matter, explaining ‘you make up your own bloodline, Coleman. Make it up and trace it back. Design your own family tree’ (Trumpet, p. 59). This involves gender as much as racial and national identity and results in Coleman’s refusal to embrace any national identity, including the Scottish one. He recounts how he got rid of his accent when he moved from Glasgow to London but Joss ‘clung on to his. Determined that everyone would know he was Scottish’ (Trumpet, p. 50). On the contrary, Coleman relates ‘My father kept telling me I was Scottish. Born there. But I didn’t feel Scottish. Didn’t feel English either. Didn’t feel anything. My heart is a fucking stone’ (Trumpet, p. 51).

The nationed essentialism of Scottish literary studies is also reflected in literary texts which discuss the composition of Scottish society in terms of what kind of Scotland is desirable. Andrew O’Hagan’s Our Fathers (1999) is a case in point as it encourages us to think about what Scotland we want through the three processes of ‘self‐reference – telling us who we are; differentiation – of us from others; and recognition – the struggle for affirmation against the negation of others’ (Elgenius, p. 2) which define the reproduction of nationhood and ‘repeatedly illuminate boundaries and raise awareness of membership’ (Elgenius, p. 3). On the eve of the establishment of the Scottish Parliament, Alan Bissett identified devolution as an attempt to create a new story which would inevitably clash with those stories of the past which have the power to thwart processes of ‘self‐mythologizing’ that seek to imagine ‘a powerful and alternative nation in the collective imagination’ (Bissett 2001, p. 1). Our Fathers captures this tension by telling the story of how James Bawn develops from childhood to maturity, haunted by the past represented by his father and his grandfather, respectively an alcoholic and a housing magnate in the Golden era of the welfare state. Our Fathers is organized by the tension between two Scotlands of the past, each predicating a different Scotland of the future and associated with the two lineages of Jamie’s fathers. On the one hand is the generation of Jamie’s ‘fathers’ represented by his grandfather Hugh and his pursuit of progress in Glasgow, where ‘you could believe the heart of progress was hereabouts’ (Fathers, p. 18). On the other hand, Jamie’s father Robert stands for the opposite lineage of Jamie’s ancestry, one marred by addiction and violence conducive to decline rather than progress. Jamie tells us ‘my father was an alcoholic. The kind that rages and mourns. He never meant well, and he never did well’ (Fathers, p. 6). Significantly, Jamie is described as belonging within his grandfather’s tradition, as encapsulated in his grandmother’s words ‘I bet you’ll end up planning houses like your granda. Your father was never good for anything’ (Fathers, p. 12), and disowns the Scotland of grief he associates with his father, as enshrined in his reflection ‘our fathers were made for grief … And where were our fathers? We had run from them’ (Fathers, p. 53).

Somewhat differently, Kieran Hurley’s Rantin (2014) engages with the run‐up to the referendum by representing contemporary Scottish society and its inequalities and by offering a blueprint for a future of independence and emancipation. An intense civic concern pervades Rantin: what different stories share is a focus on the experience of those displaced to the margins of citizenship, contrasted with that of individuals occupying a place of power under capitalism. Hurley quotes Hugh MacDiarmid’s reflection ‘Scotland small? Our multiform, our infinite Scotland small?’ to situate the play within a national framework which encompasses and celebrates diversity and multiple stories without imposing a single narrative: his is a ‘story that has multiple beginnings, an abundance of middles, and no clear end’ (Rantin, p. 9). The play opens with ‘MacPherson’s Rant’, a song on de‐industrialization and its consequences for a Scottish working class (Rantin, p. 7). 59‐year‐old Macpherson, introduced ‘in a small bar, doing his usual routine of getting absolutely blootered’ offers a narrative of how he has no place in society, of how ‘He’s moved from town to town’, in ‘Coatbridge, Motherwell. Now Methil. Looking for work and finding it. But like a spurned and jaded lover, the work just … packing up and leaving’ (Rantin, p. 12). By contrast with this, the second set of short stories is framed by the song ‘The Invisible Hand’, which voices the capitalist logic which allows Amanda, Holyrood MSP, to lie ‘soaking in Dead Sea bath salts, sipping cold white wine in a candle‐lit bathroom in the high‐ceilinged Georgian flat in Stockbridge in Edinburgh’ and Kim to think ‘this land is my land’ in the act of purchasing new build flats for private let’ (Rantin, pp. 35–36).

Robertson’s And the Land Lay Still (2010) too takes the ways in which different social identities and stories are articulated into the social composition and the history of the nation as its organizing theme. Its narrative is shaped around the characters that feature in the portfolio of the late photographer Angus Pendreich. Including individuals coming from a variety of social classes and walks of life, from conservative socialist Don Lennie, to a tramp captured outside the Dounreay nuclear plant in 1964, to ex‐soldier and fierce nationalist Jack and secret services agent James ‘Peter’ Bond tasked to keep an eye on the nationalists in the 1970s, And the Land Lay Still follows Scottish society as it develops from the postwar era through de‐industrialization to the 1997 devolution referendum. This social imaginary is rendered as nationed not only through the nationalist politics which are explicitly discussed as having been driven, in the run‐up to devolution, by discontent about existing social conditions alongside the wish for self‐determination as a national society. Michael ponders what was the cause the nationalist movement stood for: ‘It’s easy to remember what they stood against: Thatcherism, London rule, the destruction of oil industries, the assault on the welfare state, the poll tax‐ But what were they for? A Scottish parliament, of course’, a parliament ‘for saying, Look, listen, this is who we are’ (Land, p. 36). However, the social imaginary of the novel is also dramatized as nationed because Michael is introduced as selecting material to include in a new exhibition of his father’s work that brings together photographs produced between 1947 and 1997. While Angus ‘didn’t set out to sew a narrative tread from ne image to the next. He was creating a body of work but each image was supposed to stand alone, to contain its own story’ (Land, p. 642), Michael admits that in compiling the exhibition he could only, from the standpoint of the present, ‘see the route we came, to look back and see the trail clearly marked?’ (Land, p. 643). In his way the national story overdetermines the social imaginary that provides the material for The Land Lay Still and the development of Scottish society becomes that of the nation.



Scottish Literature and the Political Reproduction of the Nation: Nationed Social Imaginaries and Contextualism

If nationed social imaginaries drive the cultural reproduction of nationhood in Scottish literature, in turn national reproduction at the political level is seen as continuously powered by cultural reproduction, hence the contextualist dimension of the field which emphasizes the importance of national(ist) contexts in the study of Scottish writing in terms of the influence the two exert on each other. If nations are ‘work[s] in progress and nation building is ongoing and continuous’ (Elgenius 2011, p. 5), and if and national identities are ‘ideological creations, caught up in the historical processes of nationhood’ (Billig 1995, p. 24), Scottish literature appears to have been inevitably bound in their reproduction since the flourishing of the field in the 1980s. As Scott Hames has suggested, ‘for the past twenty years, it has been very difficult to locate the politics of individual Scottish writers (or their artworks) in any context separable from politicized national identity’ because after 1979 there originated the feeling that cultural autonomy could become a ‘crucial substratum’ for political autonomy ‘on terms shaped by artists rather than politicians’ (Hames 2012, p. 5). Schoene specifies that the success of Scottish writing produced between 1979 and 1997 depended on whether it ‘made – or could be construed as making – some kind of case for Scotland’ (Schoene, p. 7). This link of efficacy established between writing and Scottish nationalist politics means that in Scottish literature aesthetics is expected to revitalize the national context, while being in turn energized by its connection, in line with how the national style of criticism tends ‘to collapse aesthetics into the social by identifying the literary vanguard with the spirit of the nation’ (Thomson 2007, p. 1).

Post devolution, this critical narrative gained strength despite the rise of post‐nationalist currents in Scottish literature. McIlvanney’s famous statement that ‘by the time the Parliament arrived, a revival in Scottish fiction had long been underway’ as ‘Without waiting for the politicians, Scottish novelists had written themselves out of despair’ (McIlvanney, p. 183) is a case in point, as is Murray Pittock’s that ‘in the years following the devolution decade in 1979 … Scotland was achieving a form of cultural autonomy in the absence of its political equivalent’ (Pittock, p. 144). In a similar manner, Craig suggested that ‘in the stalemate of British politicians’ refusal to acknowledge it as constituting a political problem, Scotland posed to its writers and artists a fundamental cultural question – what could constitute the unconstituted nation they had inherited?’ (Craig 2001, p. 6) and for McCracken‐Flesher‚ Scotland’s Parliament has come about as part of a political development but ‘the forces underpinning it are also cultural’ (McCracken‐Flesher 2007, p. 9). The independence referendum further validated the culturalist account of Scotland’s constitutional development, as enshrined in Alexander Moffat and Alan Riach’s contention that ‘There is only one argument for Scottish independence: the cultural argument’ (Moffat and Riach, p. 25). This has been reiterated, post‐indyref, by Craig for whom ‘Cultural action, in effect, had become an alternative to the stalled nature of Scotland’s political life in the long hiatus between 1979 and 1997’ (Craig 2018, p. 174).

The fortunes of the culturalist account of Scotland’s constitutional development and its influence in Scottish literature are not going to wane because, as Hames has recently pointed out, after the 2014 No vote ‘devolution is Scotland’s indefinite future’ (Hames 2017, p. 22). Hames suggests that this offers an ‘opportunity to revisit the political self‐constitution of “Scottish literature” as a subject’ that should be welcomed (Hames 2017, p. 20). How this task will be difficult to avoid is illuminated by Pascale Casanova, who provides useful insights into the relationship between nationalist contextualism and national literatures by engaging with the contextual forces that perpetuate nation‐ness as a defining framework of national literatures. She delineates a scenario in which in the nation‐building stage literature is intertwined with politics (Casanova, p. 36). While Casanova’s interest lies in connecting the political order peculiar to the literary world with a literary geopolitics, in Scottish studies the relation of dependence of literature to the state has been seized upon to posit its potential to exert an active influence, whether positive or negative, on the development of Scotland’s constitutional status. Thus, delineating a divergence from Casanova’s chronology whereby gradually literature has ‘succeeded in freeing itself from the hold of the political and national authorities (Casanova, p. 37), in a Scottish context this emancipation of the literary from a national political context is made unthinkable by the active status of the pro‐independence drive. Thus, if Pheng Cheah aims to develop ‘a normative theory of world literature’ which ‘seeks to understand the normative force that literature can exert in the world, the ethico‐political horizon it opens up for the existing world’ (Cheah 2016, p. 5), the ethico‐political horizon that Scottish literature seeks to open up is overwhelmingly that of cultural reproduction of the nation in the pursuit of its political reproduction.

Scottish writers have actively contributed to sustain the nationalist contextualism of the field, taking responsibility for the cultural reproduction of nationhood as conducive to its national emancipation at the political level. In the run‐up to devolution‚ writers providing non‐fiction commentary showed a powerful concern with society as overdetermined by national issues and questions of national identity. Referring to the devolutionary poems collected in his Dream State, Daniel O’Rourke noted ‘these writings serve as bulletins from, and memorials to, a transforming stretch of a small country’s history’, pointing out that while ‘A substantial number of the poems are about the state of Scotland … there is nothing narrowly chauvinistic about them’ (O’Rourke, p. xvi). As Robertson remembers, ‘The role of writers, and of artists generally, in the broad‐based campaign for self‐determination in the 1980s and 1990s, was substantial and highly visible’ thanks to cultural groundwork carried out through magazines like Chapman, Cencrastus (Robertson 2012, p. 4). Gray himself in 1997 made the argument that Scots, namely ‘everyone in Scotland who is able to vote’, should be the ones ‘who elect the government of Scotland. But they don’t’ (Gray 1997, p. 1) in a pamphlet, Why Scots Should Rule Scotland, that was re‐published in similar form as Independence: An Argument for Home Rule in 2014.

In the run‐up to the 2014 referendum too‚ writers acted both as witnesses of the momentous transformation of Scottish society that the referendum debate had triggered and as participants in the independence movement. As early as 2012‚ Roberson asked ‘What else, in the next couple of years, are writers and artists going to be for? That is to say, how should they contribute to the independence debate?’, suggesting that they would be ‘Primarily for making their art and challenging people’s assumptions and prejudices and preconceptions through that art’ (Robertson 2012, p. 5). Bissett concurred that ‘The finest minds of our generation … are poised to reimagine Scotland from top to bottom: politically, economically, socially and culturally’, crediting Hames’ 2012 collection Unstated with starting this process of reimagination (Bissett 2013, p. 20). Unstated indeed proposed ‘to document the true relationship between the official discourse of Scottish nationalism, and the ethical concerns of some of the writers presented as its guiding lights and cultural guarantors’ (Hames 2012, p. 10). Post‐indyref, Andrew O’Hagan connected indyref with Brexit arguing that latter confirmed his perception, originated by the former, that a ‘re‐constituted Scotland was already in process’, adding however that his vision was neither that of unionism nor of nationalism but of Scotland as ‘the world’s strongest digital republics, a place whose institutions are daily enhanced and purified not only by the life of the country but by the life of all countries’ (O’Hagan 2017).



Conclusion

In this chapter‚ I have traced how in the discipline of Scottish literature national reproduction at the political level is seen as continuously powered by cultural reproduction, which relies on nationed social imaginaries to symbolically connect different, and selected, social subjects as making up the nation. I have suggested that while in Scottish writing nationed social imaginaries are deployed to sustain an overt engagement with the idea of nationhood, the study of Scottish literature as a national literary history places the social imaginaries that populate Scottish literary criticism in a nationed framework informed by a banal form of nationalism. This makes it necessary to foreground the persistent and banal reproduction of nationhood in the latter. Ann Laura Stoler argues the need for concept work to be deployed as a set of analytical and methodological exercises tasked to examine how the stability of concepts that are ‘made more stable than they are’ is achieved (Stoler, p. 17). In Scottish literature‚ this would involve making visible the continuous discursive reproduction of nationhood and its sociality. A ‘post‐indyref‐ perspective’ on Scottish literature, namely‚ a viewpoint informed by analysis of the cultural narratives that defined the national conversation in the run‐up to the 2014 independence referendum and their legacy, can open up a space for a form of concept work to be carried out. Rogers Brubaker suggests that by ‘Shifting attention from groups to groupness’ when approaching nations illuminates ‘moments of intensely felt collective solidarity’ (Brubaker, p. 12). It does so by bringing into focus nationed frameworks that were particularly visible during the indyref debate and its aftermath in ways that allow us an insight into the discourses which contribute to making the presence of nationalism in a Scottish context banal. This would also help further the challenges to the nationalist hegemony in Scottish literature that has animated the field over the past twenty years.

This hegemony has been troubled on two grounds by those critics who perceived the risk of certain literary narratives as well as contexts becoming less legible: on the ground of nationed essentialism itself, working to make it as inclusive as possible of social identities and different ways of representing these, in line with Bhabha’s suggestion that ‘counter‐narratives of the nation that continually evoke and erase its totalizing boundaries’ (Bhabha, p. 300); and on the ground of nationed contextualism, with Eleanor Bell and Hames’ arguing as a solution to the problem posed by the hegemony of nationalist contextualism to move beyond contextualism to theory (Bell and Hames, p. 3). However, on the one hand rather than retreat from context to avoid the nationalist framework that attends contextualism in Scottish studies‚ what may be needed is a form of critical enquiry that positions itself within alternative traditions of contextualism; on the other, we may want to shift our focus from overtly nationalist positions in the field to its nationed framework and the ways in which it ensures the continuous cultural reproduction of the nation. A post‐indyref perspective would move in both directions by responding to the current resurgence of political nationalism and its influence on Scottish culture as a lens which renders more visible the nationed structure of Scottish literature and the essentialist and contextualist discourses it grounds, dispelling the banal nationalism by which they are enveloped. It would help us both decouple the social from the national in our reading of Scottish writing and valorize those literary texts which do conjoin the two dimensions as participating, together with Scottish literary studies, in the imagination of the social reproduction of the nation on which its cultural and political reproduction are perceived to turn in a Scottish context.
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Welsh Writing in English

D.J. HOWELLS



That Welsh literature in its English‐language guise has shaken off the shackles of defensiveness and worries about identity is plainly evident in the writing that has emerged in the last quarter of a century or so. There is a confidence and vitality in its writers that matches larger literatures in the willingness to experiment with new forms and to say something significant about the world we live in. When Matthew Arnold scoffed at the idea of a separate American literature towards the end of the nineteenth century, concluding that ‘we are all contributories of one great literature – English literature’, he was clearly a hostage to fortune. Not only has the centre of gravity of the English language shifted since then, but many anglophone national literatures have established themselves and have manifestly been shaped by the history and experience of the people its authors belong to as much as the language in which they are expressed. Saunders Lewis, the leading Welsh‐language dramatist of the twentieth century, contended that only literature in Welsh could properly express Wales’ history and experience, as writers using English had abandoned their Welsh culture and identity and looked to an English audience. While his arguments were manifestly flawed (he accepted ‘Anglo‐Irish’ literature, for example, as the expression of an authentic Catholic peasant class, disregarding the baronial and landed‐gentry associations of the term and dismissed ‘Anglo‐Welsh’ as not representing anything Welsh), he was partly right in identifying an English‐directed gaze going back centuries. But even if some of his contemporary mid‐century writers, such as Dylan Thomas, did not seem to be overtly Welsh, there were enough novelists, poets‚ and playwrights who were. Lewis Jones’ portrayal of socialist struggle in Cwmardy (1937) and We Live (1938), Idris Davies’ indignation over working and living conditions of the South Wales coalfield in Gwalia Deserta (1938), and Emlyn Williams’ portrayal of the class conflict of north Wales working‐class ambition in The Corn is Green (1938) patently showed this. And even in Thomas’ case, later elegiac poems such as ‘Fernhill’ and the seminal Under Milk Wood are concentrated not just on Welsh subject matter, but have a volubility sometimes associated with Wales – despite this distinctive quality occasionally being viewed pejoratively, as in Alan Bennett’s The History Boys (2004), where to claim ‘a love of literature, [and] talk … of the lure of language, and [a] love of words said in that reverential way’ is belittled as ‘somehow … Welsh’ (p. 94).

This narrow (mainly Dylan‐Thomas‐influenced) perception is belied by the authors who have emerged since 1990. Far from riding on the coattails of both Thomases (Dylan and R.S.), or any other important writers from the English‐language Welsh canon (e.g. Emyr Humphreys, Dannie Abse, Gillian Clarke), there has been, arguably, as great a diversity of new writing published in Wales as that in England. The self‐consciously chic postmodernist entertainments in the novel, for example, from the ‘followers’ of Martin Amis, are matched in terms of experimentation with form by Lloyd Jones’ Mr Vogel (2004), Robert Minhinnick’s Sea Holly (2007) and Limestone Man (2014), and Horatio Clare’s The Prince’s Pen (2011), to take just a few instances. The salient feature of writing in all genres, though, is an eschewing of the defensive desire to explain ‘marginality’ or to indulge in the futile ‘identity’ questions induced by that uncomfortable nomenclature ‘Anglo‐Welsh’. This has partly been down to the impetus given by many writers and editors in providing a platform in the numerous literary periodicals (e.g. Poetry Wales, Planet, The New Welsh Review, Wales Arts Review) – particularly figures like Meic Stephens‚ whose masterly Oxford Companion to the Literature of Wales and Poetry 1900 – 2000: One Hundred Poets from Wales are indispensable to a comprehensive understanding of the subject. In the preface to the latter publication‚ Dafydd Elis‐Thomas states that ‘Wales is an open book with open borders, two and many more languages’ (p. iii). And Jan Morris, in subtitling her history of Wales as ‘epic views of a small country’, also gives a cue to the writers discussed in this chapter, who share the same expansive vision of Welsh experience. M. Wynn Thomas, who uses the Morris quotation at the beginning of All That Is Wales (2017) – itself a powerful testament to Welsh writing in English – shows how much more central to cultural life this writing is now and how it has been brought about by institutional change (it is studied in Welsh schools, colleges‚ and universities), by the emergence of indigenous publishers and by a fruitful (although ‘fractal’) symbiosis with Welsh‐language literature. He reveals how ‘surprisingly extensive and intricate [the] cultural contours [are] of a tiny area of negligible land’ (p. 1), a fact borne out by the briefest survey of contemporary writers.

The post‐industrial Wales of the late twentieth century, for example, is closely mapped in the novels of Christopher Meredith. In Sidereal Time (1998), the alienated teaching protagonists attempt to give meaning to the no‐man’s‐land that has replaced the once‐thriving steel areas. Duncan Bush’s Cardiff‐noir Glass Shot (1991) gives us a Wittgenstein‐quoting macho‐pumped tyre‐fitter as its unreliable narrator. John Williams too, in Cardiff Trilogy (2006), in an antidote to globalizing blandness – ‘when you close down all the dark and seedy places, what you’re left with is fake’ (p. 703) – anatomizes dockland Cardiff’s cast of outsiders. All attack received ideas and stultifying ideologies as to what is Wales. And for many writers their focus is simply elsewhere. Travel writing‚ in particular‚ is striking for its range and quality: Jon Gower is humorously acute in his observations of Chesapeake Bay in An Island Called Smith (2001); Owen Sheers’ anatomy of Zimbabwe then and now, as he traces a Victorian ancestor, is poetically rendered in The Dust Diaries (2004); John Harrison’s Inca journey in Cloud Road (2010) is infectiously enthusiastic; and Tom Anderson’s surfing odysseys through the most unlikely places on the planet in Riding the Magic Carpet (2005) and Chasing Dean (2011) offer a funny and scientifically enlightening Welsh perspective on the wider world. No longer is there an explicit apologia expounding Welshness to an outside audience. Robert Minhinnick points out in his survey of contemporary Welsh writing, Turning Tides (2004), that this obligation or ‘duty for the English‐writing Welsh is a dangerous concept … feel[ing] they have something to prove’ (p. 59). Although each of the writers discussed in this chapter has nothing to prove, it could be argued that there is still an implicit apologia in the focus on the landscape of Wales that occupies many of them.

This is probably least true for Sheenagh Pugh (b. 1950), whose attention in any case has lately been on the northern shores of the Shetland Isles and whose poems are sometimes more universally urban than specifically rooted in Wales. Since winning the Welsh Arts Council’s Prize for her Selected Poems in 1990‚ she has established herself as one of the foremost British poets of her generation, despite sometimes being strangely (and unfairly) slighted in Wales for being ‘accessible’. Far from being straightforward, though, the themes she explores with subtlety and brio are given added edge by the inventiveness with which she negotiates the suppositional space between reality and fiction. In a poem reminiscent of Donne’s ‘Twicknam Garden’ where a fountain in a park is transformed by his bleak mood, so in ‘Paradise for the Children’ the modern obsession with child safety transfigures a similar fountain and statue of ‘a bronze eternal boy’ (p. 50) in a Cardiff park. This emblem of innocence paradoxically prompts dark thoughts in the persona’s mind as she worries about her children and by the end of the poem even infects her thoughts about the sculptor – ‘Did [his] breath shake/ as he stroked your wax; indented your backbone/ with his fingers?’ (p. 51). Her tainted fancy concludes by contrasting the reality of the ‘unchallengeably young’ figure with the supposedly real children of her imagination who become ‘used or thrown away’ through their mothers’ or, more poignantly, society’s inattentiveness.

An earlier poem in the same selection, ‘Eva and the Roofers’, also probes this world of supposition while presenting the shimmering sexuality of a back garden sunbather enjoying the attention of men working on a roof opposite. As she ‘loosens a strap’ (p. 124), a ritual is set in motion: ‘All three play the game/ as gravely as the steps of a gavotte./ (‘I look to be on offer, but I’m not’/ ‘We’ve no intentions, but a man can dream’). Conventional social relations are ‘blurred’, and each character is released by ‘an undressing of shape’ into ‘an ocean of possibility’ all the while simultaneously ‘work[ing] on at their lives’ (p. 125). The voyeurism on display here is a repeated motif as Pugh’s speakers take on the role of spectators. In a later poem, ‘Toast’, the male gaze is replaced by a female one. Celebrating the builders of the Millennium Stadium, who are the ‘toast of Cardiff’ (Later Selected Poems 2009 – p. 125), the persona reverses the traditional trope of females being represented as food by observing how the men’s jeans are ‘fuzz stretched tight// over unripe peaches’, their bodies ‘golden and melting’ in the sun. And in a wry use of the pathetic fallacy at the poem’s end even the street participates in this admiration, the ‘closed … eyes’ of an empty building breathing in ‘sweat, sunblock, confidence’. The more ostensibly serious ‘Cameraman’ (Selected Poems – p. 145) is another poem which plays with the idea of the voyeur, with the detached recorder of harrowing events being condemned by the public for not showing distress. The series of injunctions directly addressed to the cameraman by the speaker of the poem warns against involvement or even revealing a human response – ‘do not turn the camera inward’ – as it is people in their armchairs who must do the feeling. In an ironic coda, it is the public who need to think ‘they were [the ones] there; so/ involved they condemn somewhat/ the remote likes of you’.

Watching and imagining the lives of others – both contemporary and historical – Pugh takes on the interior lives of an impressive cast: professional snooker players, castrati singers, booze‐weary football fans, sixteenth‐century spies, Norwegian kings, Victorian explorers‚ and famous scientists. The title poem of Movement of Bodies (2005), for instance, speculates about Isaac Newton’s emotional disorientation as he stares at a ‘young mathematician’ (the breakdown of whose actual friendship with him partly precipitated his well‐documented nervous collapse). His intense feeling disrupts his scientific preoccupations, which he desperately tries to hold onto as love’s gravitational pull transforms rational certainties. Pugh cleverly gives Newton’s empirical laws a twist of innuendo: ‘A body at rest remains so/ unless some force act on it’ Newton thinks when faced with a ‘pink tongue‐tip/ idly licking a finger’ (p. 10). Real facts are merged with conjecture as the moment of passion is created/recreated, the playful ending – ‘Legend will say he died a virgin,/ and never saw the sea’ (p. 11) – implying that the speaker knows differently. The anatomizing of the vicarious thrill is a technique employed too in the 1998 Forward Poetry Prize–winning poem ‘Envying Owen Beattie’, where the eponymous archaeologist discovers the ice‐preserved John Torrington, and in melting ‘the glass case’ is confronted with the ‘authentic/ Victorian adventurer’ (Stonelight 1999 – p. 21). The tender surge of ‘the reckless trust’ (p. 22) of love as Beattie picks the body ‘out of bed’ and feels the lashes of the ‘little time‐traveller’ on his cheek is consummately imagined as Pugh asserts the power of the fairy‐tale urge from the proximate ‘parted lips’: ‘how could you not try/ to wake him with a kiss?’ The world of fantasy continuously interweaves with reality in Pugh’s poetry as it does in everyday life. To ‘say the world/ different, to suit you’ is at the heart of storytelling‚ and the title poem in The Beautiful Lie (2002) powerfully shows this. The dramatic account of a four‐year‐old’s first lie demonstrating both the aesthetic pleasure of mendacity and the subtle ironies of creativity in the speaker’s wobbly contention at the end: ‘And I recall very well/ what he had done’ (Later Selected Poems – p. 84). In drawing attention to the way in which the imagination plays with reality‚ Pugh creates a liberating complicity in the reader’s consciousness in wonderfully Baudelairean manner.

Lloyd Jones (b. 1951) focuses more explicitly on Wales, but moves beyond the boundaries of a limited national consciousness in his quest to develop the ‘great Welsh novel’ and deliberately amplifies Harri Webb’s doubt (in the famous comic poem ‘Synopsis of the Great Welsh Novel’) ‘one is not quite sure/ Whether it is fiction or not’. With a form and a style that draw more on Flann O’Brien and Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy than anything indigenous, in both Mr Vogel and Mr Cassini (2006) Jones delves into Welsh history’s often uncelebrated heroes‚ shedding a light on questions of identity that are much more universal. Mr Vogel is, like its famous forebear which ends with the assertion that it is ‘a cock and bull story’, full of learned digressions and a narrative whose subtext is partly the pointlessness of such enterprises to capture a fixed meaning. So, while there are paeans to Welsh culture and landscape, these are consistently undercut by the unheroic meanderings of the narrator and his motley crew of characters, who in turn are partly invented and partly real. Such is its hybrid creativity that Jan Morris describes it as ‘one of the most remarkable books ever written on the subject of Wales’.

Like other modern writers, Jones is concerned to dispel the myth of Wales as pastoral idyll, the quaint border town of Hay‐on‐Wye, for example, being described by Mr Vogel’s narrator as ‘stilted and synthetic’ (p. 133). The ‘unhealthy infatuation with perfection’ (p. 290) is also deliberately opposed by the fates of the cast of ‘cripples’ from the children’s orthopaedic hospital being a main narrative thrust. However, in his journey around Wales‚ there are repeated responses to a kind of Wordsworthian sublime in the landscape with the authorial voice pointing out that we’d be in ‘constant pain’ if we weren’t ‘genetically programmed’ (p. 76) to like it. Jones gets ‘silly happy’ in the mountains because there’s ‘nowhere better to move around in time’ (p. 134) and ‘to revel in our microcosmic pulse inside the huge macrocosmic cloud of existence … before we become stardust again’ (p. 135). And this is one of the main arguments of the story: in the search for the seemingly mythical Mr Vogel, the walk represents an existential freedom to create meaning. The eponymous character at one point theorizes that all experiences are continuously replayed in the consciousness to ‘produce a version of our personal history … acceptable to the mind’ (p. 272). The narrator, too, in the course of his walk selectively edits his consistently entertaining stories about Wales and finds a style to conjure up ‘the quale’ of the nation’s history as well as that of Mr Vogel’s life (p. 252).

Jones’ style owes something to At Swim‐Two‐Birds and The Third Policeman. As well as direct references to the latter‚ there is an allusion to the character who exchanges molecules with his bike. We’re told how humans are not the people they used to be – ‘87% [is] less than ten years old’ (p. 160) – and the narrator is ‘a collection of other people’s memories and anecdotes, little else’ (cf. John Furriskey). But whereas the contingencies of existence are exploited for mainly comic purposes by Flann O’Brien, Jones often puts a melancholic slant on the accidents that can blight lives. One little girl is permanently incapacitated by momentary contact with the polio virus: ‘just one tiny second on the endless plain of time had kicked little Esmie’s legs from under her’ (p. 224) – the situation made worse by the painful irony that it is a nurse who causes it. The disappearance of possible and real lives is an almost nostalgic thread which links with the fate of Wales itself. Mr Vogel’s ‘tiny sadness’ (p. 296) in having the ‘last vestige of a memory’ of a vanishing world is unashamedly full of hiraeth or longing for another (lost) Wales. And with a nod to Dylan Thomas‚ he dreams romantically of walking along its ‘heron‐priested shores’ and swimming ‘like a fish’ in its ‘containable beauty’ (p. 297).

Robert Minhinnick (b. 1952) also homes in on landscape and shores, but often adopts a sardonic tone (sometimes bitterly so) in many of his essays and stories as he portrays worlds blighted by distant political forces and general neglect. His work generates an excoriating vision, often dream‐like in its intensity. In To Babel and Back (winner of the Welsh Book of the Year in 2006), although many of the pieces are leavened with laugh‐out‐loud humour, there is a concentrated poetic focus, often on unfulfilled lives and impending ecological disaster, which creates an uplifting unity in its insistence on the savage beauty of the various landscapes and people Minhinnick meets on his travels and in Wales. All the essays make postmodernist links between texts (or even modernist ones, such is the propensity to imagism at times), which illuminate and are often funny. ‘Antenna of the Race’ subversively looks at ‘the poet’s role’ (undercut elsewhere in the collection by the hospital patients in his mother’s ward rolling their eyes when she declares that her son is a poet) and ironically offers an academic interviewer’s hotchpotch of interpretation of the role – from Coleridge to T.S. Eliot – before finishing with the poet’s ‘Hey, don’t go over the top. That kind of bollocks could give us all a bad name’ (p. 86). This bathos is characteristic and, as well as marking a certain self‐deprecation, shows us Minhinnick’s sensitivity to what is important in the ordinary. In ‘Scherezade’, the mythical figure of the storyteller guiding him through a very real Baghdad shapeshifts at the end to a video camera. In ‘CCTV Elegy for Rebecca Storrs’, Minhinnick very poignantly transforms the image/memory of an awkward drama scene involving a murdered schoolgirl, whose poem he has lost after a school visit, into something almost redemptive. Through the medium of Christina Rosetti’s ‘Remember’ (read at the funeral in place of the lost poem), where the persona projects her spirit into the afterlife (‘gone into that silent land’), the drama class birth‐scene that the girl has tried to re‐create cleverly turns around Rosetti’s idea. The essay ends: ‘she pushed for the baby to come and she pushed for the baby to come, delivering that ghost of herself to the mercies of this world’ (p. 60). The spectral CCTV image comes back to plangent everyday life. This poetic, imagistic crafting is evident too at the end of ‘The Thief of Baghdad’ with its subtle exploration of what has been stolen, starting with the rubble of the site of the Tower of Babel and finishing with an image from a devastated civilian bunker. On its ceiling are curious shapes, which heartbreakingly turn out to be the desperate signs of escape from the incineration of a ‘smart’ bomb: ‘Black hands of the children of the mother of all wars’ (p. 21).

This presentation of the tragic and universal, an urgent human concern for lost beauty and promise, is often elliptical and sometimes rooted in specifically Welsh topography. Minhinnick’s snapshot of a young working‐class couple in the story ‘Paradise Park’ (both a literal and imaginative place) is filtered through the consciousnesses of both, dreaming ostensibly about the escape of a Saturday night out in Swansea, but in the female perspective transforming into something cosmic. The search for meaning is expressed by the male figure’s unfettered and comical interior monologue in the football changing room as he libidinously envisages the coming night’s ‘dancefloor traffic’ and opines ‘what’s it all about anyway if you haven’t got a chance’ (p. 39). By contrast, the conflation of images from astronomy with exploding cars and disappearing ferries in the woman’s thoughts reflects a more expansive frame of reference. Also thinking about nightclubs‚ she says she’d call hers The Singularity: ‘where it all ended up, space, time, the orange batter round the minicods … nothing so grand it didn’t get sorted by ultimate gravity’ (p. 38). Constricted lives, as often in Minhinnick, have the capacity to intelligently apprehend ideas and beauty. In ‘Gad Bless America’, he bemoans Bill Bryson’s ‘bry‐nylon’ prose, which he sees as smugly knowing and ‘reductive’. It chronicles (in his opinion) a world where it is difficult for ‘imagination [to] blossom’ (p. 32). Although there are moments in Minhinnick where elliptical expression may fragment understanding (very unlike Bryson, with whom ironically he has been paired on the Welsh A level English syllabus), he offers a vibrant vision of an extraordinary but damaged world. This is most conspicuous in Diary of the Last Man (2017), another Welsh Book of the Year winner, where similar themes are explored: ‘Amariya Suite’ revisiting the carnage of the Baghdad bunker, the title poem speculating on the future landscapes and cityscapes of an environmentally wasted Britain, and ‘Mouth to Mouth’ reflecting on the ‘unknowable’ dunes on his home patch and prompting almost an anti‐elegy about history and belonging: ‘But, like me, those ancestors did not belong. Even when they died and the sand packed their brainpans and whistled through their bones, they did not belong … The human condition is one of singularity’ (p. 38). Carol Ann Duffy’s endorsement of Minhinnick on the cover of this collection characterizes his poetry as ‘vital and visionary … cast[ing] an extraordinary light over our darkening landscapes’, and this bleak viewpoint is evident elsewhere in his prolific output.

The exploration of language and culture evident in Minhinnick’s use of the Tower of Babel symbol to represent a fractured world is present too in Gwyneth Lewis’ (b. 1959) use of related biblical myths in her first collection of poems in English, Parables and Faxes (1994), particularly in its opening poem, ‘Pentecost’ (chosen as one of the best poems in the Forward Book of Poetry of the same year). The acclamation of multilingualism in the Acts of the Apostles story, where the visitation of the Holy Spirit promotes their universal Christian message by enabling them to speak in tongues, is significant in Lewis’ case for its implicit rejection of linguistic purity. A poet with equal facility in Welsh and English, here she uses the traditional alliterative patterns of cynghanedd and the rhyming technique of proest alongside English idioms to celebrate travel, difference‚ and connection. The speaker, ‘a slip of a girl’, moves in mysterious, ghost‐like fashion through the checkpoints of Eastern Europe with only her ‘glossolalia’, her gift of languages, as her ‘passport’ on her mission to ‘save great Florida’ for ‘the Lord’ (p. 9). The tactile prosody of ‘I shall taste the tang/ of travel on the atlas of my tongue’, with its chiming consonants and assonance reminiscent of cynghanedd and half‐rhyming proest, symbolizes the coming together of words and the tangible experiences they signify. And this convergence on a kind of pre‐Babel ur‐language where things and names are united is part of the movement of the poem, where Florida will ‘look forward to [its] past/ and prepare [its] perpetual Pentecost’, where the metaphorical ‘sheet of time is rent’.

Navigating language(s), with its concomitant dangers, is a frequent theme in the collection. In the sequence ‘Welsh Espionage’, for example, the separation of language from an instinctive understanding is seen as part of the process of ‘how languages die’: its ending laments how ‘vital intelligence’ vanishes when ‘the tongue/ forget[s] what it knew by heart’ (p. 46). The perilous clash between two languages is dramatized at one point in a ‘fetishist quiz’ (p. 42) whereby a father teaches his daughter the names for body parts in English. This activity of things and words interfusing has a sinister overtone – ‘Let’s keep it from Mam, as a special surprise’ – which possibly reflects the discomfort and guilt of somehow spoiling the ‘pure’ Welsh (interestingly‚ the italicized English names are supplanted by italicizing the Welsh ones in the second half of the poem, suggesting a marginalizing of the latter language). However, with each part ‘touched’, the daughter is ‘thrilled’ with a new language discovery. Similar ambiguity is evident in ‘Mother Tongue’ – from Keeping Mum (2003) – where a humorous confessional statement is taken from a language addict. The conceit of the junkie needing more and more ‘translating’ to satisfy her needs (German umlauts exciting her sexually) ends with her murdering her own language: ‘If only I’d kept myself much purer, with simpler tastes/ the Welsh might be living …’ (p. 15). But at the end of the poem she still hankers after the ‘detective’ to whisper her some ‘Russian … and Japanese’.

Zero Gravity (1998) and The Sparrow Tree (2011), with their controlled metrical effects and humane (sometimes humorous) probing of central human experiences such as love, identity‚ and death, confirm Lewis’ status as a major poet. The title sequence of the former displays a syntactical terseness which invites a multiplicity of readings. Watching her American astronaut cousin take off to repair the Hubble Space Telescope is linked with the departures of her sister‐in‐law (in death) and the appearance/disappearance of the Hale‐Bopp comet (a many‐faceted symbol of love). The epigrammatic ‘Prologue’ addresses all three: ‘Distance/ is a matter of seeing;/ faith, a science// of feeling faint objects/… as we watch you go/ on your dangerous journeys’ (p. 13). The alliteration, allied to the enjambement of the stanza break, conflates the anxiety of waiting for the cousin’s return, keeping her late relative’s memory alive‚ and remembering a past love. In a similar way‚ symbols throughout the sequence carry emotional weight from different human spaces: speed, gravity, black holes‚ and dying stars are all imbued with emotional freight. The explosion of death, in one instance, creates a ‘supernova [which]/ sends joyous light/ out of her ending./ To our delight// we fell neutrinos/ from her ruined core …’ (p. 21) Echoing the detonation in Alun Lewis’ ‘Raiders’ Dawn’ (where a bomb attack ‘startle[s] Beauty’), the ‘stunning star’ leaves the bereaved as ‘neutrinos’, subatomic particles with almost zero gravity. In a digression from earthbound Wales‚ the voyage into space fruitfully generates new poetic territory. The Sparrow Tree also covers new ground in its mimetic appreciation of birdlife; form, syntax‚ and metaphor re‐create outwardly ‘real’ birds as an analogue to the interior lives of the poet and people who are important to her. ‘Birder’, an unusual elegy to her aunt (also known as ‘Sparrow’), follows her experiences of watching birds and her (characteristically Welsh?) metamorphosis into them at the poem’s climax. It begins with an evocation of the struggle for life mediated through bird noise in a snow‐bound mid‐West landscape – ‘geese in your breathing, oboe sighs’ (p. 17) – and remembers metaphorically human‐like displays of turkeys and juncos at her feeder. This averting of the eyes from death in a possibly shared memory between aunt and niece is brought to a literal end in the final part‚ where the birds will miss her aunt ‘first as a rendezvous missed,/ Then hunger’ (p. 20). In a beautiful reversal of ‘watching’ roles‚ her centrality to their lives is expressed as ‘no small thing to have lived your life/ In cardinals’ and tree‐creepers’ eyes’. The ‘scatter[ing]’ of the birds following the ‘final slam of the kitchen door’ is crafted elegantly to suggest a more painful diffusion of her ‘body’.

Many of Jon Gower’s (b. 1959) stories spring from an engagement with staple Welsh experiences – rugby, mining, farming – but instead of being bogged down in parochial matters of identity‚ they expand into a fabulous dimension which effervesce with inventive humour and weird savagery. The form they take departs from the quiet, introspective‚ and sometimes anonymous spaces that are the habitual terrain of short tales as they embark on adventurous flights of fancy that are designed to entertain rather than confound or puzzle in the manner of some shorter, postmodernist fiction. In ‘A Cut Below’, from Too Cold for Snow (2012), a modern Welsh rugby legend undergoes treatment for a sex‐change while still performing internationally. The flamboyant manner of his presentation throughout – for example, ’camp as a row of pink sequined tents’ (p. 73) – comically undermines conventional macho expectations, culminating in the greatest try ever being marked with ‘a careful curtsey’ (p. 85). The metamorphoses of the narrative are consistently exuberant, but also beguiling: Gower makes his protagonist, despite being viewed exclusively from the exterior, the object of the reader’s (as well as the rugby world’s) fascination. Strange and sometimes macabre transformations are a frequent trope. Davy Jones, the miner from the story ‘The Pit’, becomes a kind of Morlock terrorizing the subterranean coal seams after grotesque changes in his life. Krink, the Gwynedd‐based assassin in ‘Mission Creep’, is more the cause of alterations than the subject of them, but after a cocktail of hallucinogenic poison‐, Kalashnikov‐ and sword‐fuelled violence against a neo‐Nazi group, he too has an epiphanic moment of metamorphosis as he waits in the sunrise for the ‘tentative kiss’ after the assertive boldness of what precedes it (p. 166).

Perhaps the most arresting shapeshifting occurs in the anthologized story ‘Bunting’, which attests to the whole collection’s sensitivity to the fragile beauty of birds, here, as elsewhere, developed as a counterpoint to human emotion and destiny. Beginning as a tale about how the narrator’s mother’s dementia precipitates an astonishing ability in her to match a nightingale’s song, it abruptly reorients itself into an imaginatively recreated (and true) narrative of a French president’s gluttonous last meal. The plaintive coming of oblivion ‘mid‐warble’ (p. 1) for both the nightingale and the mother is given a twist in the parallel annihilation of both the president’s bizarre and almost barbaric ‘masticating’ of the cooked ortolan ‐ ‘the crunch of birdbone … the tiny organs bursting with a sherbet fizz’ (p. 10) – and his own imminent death. The craftsmanship with which Gower weaves the strands together on the last page or so of the story is reminiscent of the ending of Joyce’s ‘The Dead’ in its testament to the depth of human pity. Richard Ford’s appraisal of Gower’s work as possessing ‘a primal, almost savage formality’ beyond the scope of ‘the mitered short story’ is very evident here in the experimental development which melds ‘real’ content with a poetical response to the vanishing of human character in its different guises.

Niall Griffiths’ (b. 1966) work takes a distinct twenty‐first century turn in its reluctance to engage with ‘explanation’ of Welsh experience, its confident shaking‐off of the twentieth century apologia that sought to justify the existence of the ‘Anglo‐Welsh’ writer. The highly praised novels that appeared in the 2000s focus on marginal, disaffected lives and, on a straightforward level, merit the sobriquet ‘the Welsh Welsh’ in refracting everyday experience (albeit often drug‐taking and violent) through the lenses of the less privileged and damaged, giving us characters wrestling with their souls to make sense of a drab, conventional world. However, echoes of Trainspotting are less significant than those of other literary voices in Griffiths’ portrayal of a Wales which goes beyond the social, political‚ and linguistic to explore the wild forces of the landscape and their impact on identity.

In the precisely constructed Sheepshagger (2001), for example, the raw alienation of the lonely central character, Ianto, owes more to Cormac McCarthy than anything British. In a partial (and self‐confessed) riposte to the sentimentality of books such as How Green Was My Valley (one of whose main characters is also a Ianto), Griffiths gives us a Hardyesque vision of nature’s intransigent imperviousness to humanity and a chilling perspective on the petty squabbles of man‐made institutions. Ianto’s pristine consciousness is presented to us in its Neanderthal purity (William Golding’s The Inheritors springs to mind) at a variance with the squalid descriptions of his ‘friends’: ‘the world’s best inbred backwoods feeb psycho mong’ or ’like a sub‐species’ (p. 155). Among the mountains Hardy’s Immanent Will is absorbed by Ianto – the ‘immense space and …. Vastness … will not afright him’ (p. 198) – and his identification with wild creatures plumbs the profundity of an aeons‐old instinct. Watching a pair of peregrines his being apprehends completely that they are ‘perfect and quintessential … killers that live in and for vast tracts of space’ (p. 219). This empathy with nature is at the heart of the novel and is contrasted with the superficial pretentiousness of the invading yuppies and innocently hapless hikers whose nebulous and clichéd responses to the mountains’ ancient stone circles is possibly what seals their devastatingly gruesome demise – ‘just exist in this place … feel its ancient power’ (p. 202) they say sententiously. Although the dispossession of Ianto’s ancestral, semi‐derelict hovel by the English could be seen as the sparking point for the descent into violence, there is a much more primal movement which the novel’s structure recursively emphasizes. The brief perspectives of his growing up as well as the poetically charged real‐time narrative display Ianto in quasi‐epic manner. He is ‘snake‐twined and standing to inherit the splitting earth’ (p. 28), the ‘brutal beauty’ of which he is connected to by an ‘umbilicus unseen never to be snapped’ (p. 195). The usurping incomers are conversely unaware and unconnected, treating the landscape as a playground. So when following the first murder the omniscient voice, in lyrically declamatory manner, asks – ‘Might the mountains need and demand this, the unacknowledged harrowing of those that cling to their immense flanks like lice?’ (p. 88–89) – the stylish and unusual metaphor encapsulates both the triviality of human scrabbling and the jaggedly dangerous natural order.

Both Sheepshagger and Grits (2001) – and to a lesser extent Kelly + Victor (2002) and Stump (2003) – share this anti‐pastoral view of landscape, but they often do so in a way that is highly patterned and lyrical. When Ianto declares ‘Fucking belong yer I do’ it is after an alliterative sequence that could have come from Under Milk Wood – ‘when the moon was other and the sky was else, when house‐high horned beasts were sucked lowing into this slurping swamp and rock rang to their bellows’ (p. 26) – the lyrical patterning undercutting the primeval threat. At times what seems to be offered to us is a demented version of Llareggub. A cry of anguish is presented as ‘pain estranged from blood and bone, bouncing off mountain and vast valley’ and cosmic force can ‘snuff in an eyeblink all fevered dreaming of this soil … contracting like living lungs’ as the consequence of everything being ‘indeed slave to the fickle benedictions of the foremost frantic star’ (p. 215). At other times, other (Welsh?) voices echo through the charged prose. A kestrel which is described as ‘paradigm of hunt and harry, paragon of patience and plummet and rend and survive’ (p. 36) holds resonances of G.M. Hopkins’ description of the same bird. Griffiths’ achievement, though, is to make this poetic vision relevant and urgent and, most importantly, integral to the characters and plotting of the novels, which are so much more than an exploration of ‘psychogeography’ (and so much more than the fulfilment of Harri Webb’s ‘Synopsis of the Great Welsh Novel’).

The Welsh landscape plays an important part in the work of Owen Sheers (b. 1974), too, though in his case it is sometimes used self‐consciously to explore aspects of liminality: geographical borders, shifting identities, changing relationships, growing up‚ and death. The central metaphor in the Somerset Maugham Prize–winning poetry collection Skirrid Hill (2005) is the mountain on the Wales/England border whose Welsh name Skirrid Fawr translates as ‘shattered mountain’, the first word being a corruption of ysgariad, meaning ‘divorce or separation’ (p. v). Locally, the myth goes that at Christ’s crucifixion ‘that cleft of earth/ [was] split … by a father’s grief/ at the loss of his son to man’ (‘Farther’ p. 12), which Sheers adapts (using the lowercase for the personal nouns) to the angst of the more general separation that occurs when boys grow up. The walk with his father on the hill has the son/persona struggling for ‘some kind of purchase/ … a shallow handhold’ as they reach the ‘tipping point of their ages’, where each step takes him farther away. In ‘Hedge School’ (with its neat play on the idea of rudimentary education), the threshold crossed is the young persona’s coming to terms with latent aggression, the darkness within. The sensuous innocence of blackberry‐picking and tasting is transformed with the adolescent instinct to crush the berries in his fist, ‘emerging from the hedge and tree tunnel/ [his] knuckles scratched and [his] hand blue‐black red,/ … bloodied’, knowing ‘just how dark he runs inside’ (p. 14). The ploughed‐up graves of ‘Mametz Wood’ (the name of the most prominently remembered battle of World War One involving Welsh soldiers) also links with this symbolically fractured terrain. The bones of ‘the wasted young’ erupt into the fields like ‘a broken mosaic … their jaws … dropped open’ as their story is ‘only now’ delivered to us ‘from their absent tongues’ (p. 1). The discordant transmutation of lives is a theme returned to in ‘Border Country’, where a quarry of disused cars becomes a melancholic graveyard of youthful games, the violence of which builds up to ‘that day/ when life put on the brakes/ and pitched you, without notice,/ through the windscreen of your youth’ (p. 11). The barbed elegy to ‘playing at war in the barn,/ dying again and again/ under its gap‐toothed roof and broken beams’ (p. 10) is modulated very poignantly to a tragic death and lost childhood. Liminality in the shape of broken relationships with women is another strong feature of this collection, with Sheers delineating their painful fragmentation with an unflinching focus. In ‘Valentine’, the linking of the sound of a girlfriend’s departing high heels to the insistent drip of ‘water torture’ in a startling conceit ‘emptying before me down that Paris street/… the channels of our hearts’ (p. 6) has an intuitive power which brilliantly conveys a lover’s visceral emptiness. Similar figurative language is used in ‘Flag’, where a wind‐wrapped national banner on ‘a horizontal pole’ is seen as a ‘Chinese burn of red white and green’ (p. 25). Sheers wryly views the Welsh dragon as a symbol of self‐absorption and the dragon’s repeated slaying in all the old myths as ‘staunching the dreams of what might have been’. The inertia of self‐inflicted wounds thwarts ‘an old country pulsing to be young’.

Sheers’ 2007 novel Resistance also uses Welsh mythology, this time of sleeping princes and secret armies. The story is also deeply determined by its setting in a remote Black Mountains valley with the characters’ fates profoundly affected by their connection to the land. In possibly the best fictional version of an alternative history of World War Two, where the Germans have repulsed the D‐Day landings and conquered swathes of southern Britain, the farmwives of this small enclave are left to fend for themselves after the disappearance of their husbands to the underground resistance movement. The enigma of a small German patrol in such a setting during the snows of a bleak winter and the women’s response to the alien intruders has an allegorical feel that relates back to the Mabinogion. But although there is a (historically real) Welsh dimension to the theme of resistance, it is the universal themes of transcendental connection to the land, distrust of ‘the other’, and the survival of love and civilized values during the barbarism of war that make the novel resonate. The Oxford‐educated German captain comments on the impossibility of escape from history and circumstance: ‘there were a thousand other vagaries beyond his own decisions that held more sway over the spun threads of these men’s lives. Blocks of wood pushed across a table in Berlin. Arrows drawn on a map … at Southern UK Headquarters. The Fuhrer’s toothache’ (p. 33) – a point echoed later when he states that he has ‘no power to shape his future’ (p. 230). And the denouement of his friendship with the main female character, the young farmer’s wife, Sarah Lewis, in the form of an elopement to America, suggests the futility of escape in the seemingly predestined choice she finally makes. Sheers implies it is the power of the Welsh soil and culture, despite the depredations on its identity ‘where the ornate Welsh was rounded and buffed to the simpler shapes of English’ (p. 65), that ultimately holds sway.

Tom Bullough’s (b. 1975) 2016 novel Addlands, as did his earlier The Claude Glass (2007), also explores the nexus between landscape and identity by focusing on the ways in which the modernizing changes of the last seventy years impact on his fictional Radnorshire village of Rhyscog. The postmodern idea that boundaries/edges define us is suggested in the title (a corruption of ‘headlands’), which is a dialect word for ‘the border of plough land which is ploughed last of all’. Bullough’s fastidious detailing of farming life in border country is shot through with the local language in a way that authenticates at the same time as making strange. Drawing on a tradition which includes Raymond Williams, R.S. Thomas‚ and Alan Garner‚ his purpose is to capture the paradox of its marginality, its separateness from both Wales and England (neither of which is mentioned in the novel) but also its centrality to its own people.

This is reflected too in the paradoxical nature of the Funnon farm, home for three generations of Hamers: it is both ‘the source’ (as in the Welsh meaning of ffynnon), but also ‘a place on the edges by any definition’ (p. 146). The central character of Oliver Hamer is a development of Iago Prytherch – R.S. Thomas’ ‘prototype’ farmer – whose fame (principally for fighting) in his immediate locality is mythical, but who ‘could no more crawl out of [his] valley and live than he could crawl out of his own skin’ (p. 225). His responses to the changing world are poetically rendered, as are those of his mother, Etty, whose ambiguous response to the coming of electricity metaphorically filters it through the cosmos. She watches the ‘stars [appear] on the ground … with wonder, with envy … until every contour the length of the valley had a constellation of its own’ (p. 114). Her decision‐making in response to new developments in farming – buying the ‘Border Leicester ram’ and the ‘New Holland baler’ (p. 183) – attests to the growing importance of women in the public sphere even in this remote place. Indeed, the heft of precise, painstaking detail furnishes this remoteness very convincingly, although the narrative tendency to give the reader only what the rurally conditioned characters observe somewhat undermines clarity, as it isn’t always clear what is being described. Sometimes, too, there is a failure of tone, for example‚ in the repeated anachronistic use of ‘back in the day’ (p. 54 & p. 161) by mid‐twentieth‐century characters. However, the evocation of the sacredness of the landscape and the subtleties of its inhabitants is well done and never dwells in simple elegy for disappearing ways of life. Oliver Hamer’s response to a student of his former partner’s ‘post‐pastoral’ poetry trenchantly refuses to accept simple definitions: ‘Post‐pastoral? We in’t done yet, girl’ (p. 248).

A very different approach to Welsh subject matter is taken by Rachel Trezise (b. 1978), who is (self‐confessedly) not bothered with landscape other than as a backdrop to character and plot. An original voice in the ironic tradition of Caradoc Evans and Rhys Davies – the latter humorously referenced in the title story of Fresh Apples (2005) – her stories, like theirs, focus on the marginalized as well as the ordinary, but whereas Evans satirizes the subjects of his stories (and beyond them the mercilessly religious society they are victims of), Trezise delves into the consciousnesses of her (usually) damaged characters to present us with poetically nuanced interior lives. And unlike her Rhondda valley forebear, Rhys Davies, whose lacerating observations of the mining communities, even in the 1920s and 1930s and certainly now, sometimes lack authenticity (particularly in their dialogue) in their desire to present the idiosyncrasies of Welsh life to an outside readership, Trezise gives us slices of life that are visceral in accuracy and intensity. Often by adopting the personas of her young subjects‚ we see beyond ‘the valley where poverty surrounded you like a neck brace’ (‘But Not Really’ p. 17), beyond the effects of deprivation and stultification and are shown transient lives that are sharply sensitive to the day‐to‐day vicissitudes in post‐industrial South Wales.

The stories in Fresh Apples take us further than simply a traipse through glue‐sniffing, domestic abuse, damaged septums and ‘blood piping out of nostrils, black and congealed in ear holes’ (‘The Joneses’ p. 43) to the subtle gradations of emotion in young, often inchoate, lives. Indeed, their often wry endings turn the reader’s perception in little epiphanies reminiscent of James Joyce. The mention of Dubliners as a comparison by the chair of judges, Andrew Davies, for the inaugural Dylan Thomas prize in 2006, which Trezise won, was not misplaced. Joyce’s definition of epiphany as ‘a sudden spiritual manifestation … in the vulgarity of speech … or memorable expression of the mind’ is consistently evident in the way Trezise captures evanescent moments. The ‘black and sticky’ oil on a pair of jeans which symbolizes a failed suicide attempt (‘It isn’t easy to be sixteen, see, and it isn’t that easy to die’ – ‘Fresh Apples’ p. 11) is worked through to the end of the story in a masterly epiphanic way. At the end of ‘Chickens’, a daughter’s bathetic response to her absent mother’s return – when she requests ‘an omelette’ (p. 40) – makes the reader re‐evaluate the disturbing details of the child’s life with her grandparents.

As ‘spots of time’, to borrow the Wordsworthian phrase, the stories are certainly ‘renovating’ (The Prelude XII ll. 208‐10) in that their fresh, almost lyrical look at the seamier side of life are filled with such pathos. In Trezise’s description of a girl drinking a can of soda (in ‘But Not Really’) – ‘the skin of her face tight, white paper under a thick, wet layer of sand colour concealer, already developing the silvery impact of a fist, her eyes pink, like a soft albino animal’s’ (p. 18) – the imagery draws our attention meticulously to the shades of colour on the girl’s face, the fragile ‘tight white paper’ of her skin a palimpsest for further layers of vulnerability. The simile provides the final pathetic touch. Another instance from the same story of a ‘renovating’ use of the pathetic fallacy comes when a wife‐beating (among other things) ex‐husband is driving his car over the mountain: ‘His tyres whipped on the black road as it curled and sloped unfathomably, like a stray pubic hair’ (p. 21). The scrupulous Joycean use of the verb ‘whipped’, given the contours of the story, as well as of the road, feeds into the inscrutable nature of the man’s actions. This is emphasized by the adverb ‘unfathomably’, reflecting his emotional state as well the road’s waywardness. The simile to finish is not gratuitous, but emblematic of the emotional chaos of the story. Trezise’s second collection of stories, Cosmic Latte (2013), continues to concentrate on disorientating (but more globalized) experiences of people crossing geographical and moral boundaries, including in one instance infanticide. ‘The Milstein Kosher Liquorice Co.’, although ending up in the Valleys, convincingly portrays the Jewish migrant experience of the early twentieth century and angles it through two strong women. The ironic humour renders the Lithuanian immigrant and local midwife as iconoclastic figures ‘capable of meaningful and powerful things’ (p. 104) as they take control from the ‘klutz’ males. As in Fresh Apples, laughter is never far away from the sad and even tragic events that overtake the characters.

Another young writer with less of a concern with the Welsh countryside than its politics, Dai George’s (b. 1986) The Claims Office (2013), published when he was in his mid‐twenties, manifests a youthful acerbity about modern life allied to an impressive craftsmanship in its use of metaphor, syntax‚ and form. While his subject matter is not so manifestly forged by the identity politics of previous generations of anglophone Welsh writers, there is an oblique but penetrating engagement with society and its structures which revivifies the reader’s perception. And while, like Dylan Thomas, George’s recourse to symbol and figurative language is nearly always present, there is no declamatory attitudinizing. Indeed, the voice that occasionally echoes is the quieter one of Larkin. In ‘Tyndale’, for example, irritation at the fatuous (often online) babbling of atheists is released by the well‐judged enjambement across the two sections of the poem into a patient philosophical encomium to the Protestant reformer who has brought religious freedom to the common man: ‘but instead of argument// comes the thought of him … unravelling/ the Pentateuch’s secret so that soon/… a ploughboy may know God’s Fiat lux/ in the ragged light of his own tongue’ (p. 32). The modulation and symbolism of ‘High Windows’ has been used to masterly effect. Similar technical accomplishment is shown in ‘Mergers and Acquisitions’, where the visual form mimics the title‚ and the reader is presented with how new experiences connect and coalesce into older ones. The speaker’s personal lament of ‘being born/ too near technology’s final coup’ in an age when ‘the Web/ started up its racket in the Logos slums’ (p. 8) is not, though, straightforward diatribe. The ‘hostile’ takeover of life’s ‘botched conjunctions … acronyms and bumf’ (p. 9) is transformed at the subtle symbolist end to the poem into the possibility of a better (fairer) existence. In the same way that, emblematically, Tutankhamun's golden mask revealed or ’clarified’ ancient Egyptian society, our modern symbolic gold will ‘melt away and leave/ the bullion of our livelihoods; warm bread, purchased homes, and money a neutral liquid’ (p. 9).

Although the enigmatic narratives evident in ‘Claimant’ and ‘The Claims Office’ owe something to a modernist American influence, their elliptical politics stem from old working‐class Welsh notions of betterment and justice. The satirical stance of the speaker in the former poem insidiously undermines his bosses’ reductive assumptions about the claimant. Ostensibly deferential – he addresses these corporate heads as ‘your worships’ (p. 25) – he seems to sympathize with them concerning the claimant’s nuisance value, but then artfully detonates their complacency about his lowly status. The shorthand definitions (‘Commoner. Groundling … Tenant’) are superseded by the menace of the speaker’s more detailed appraisal – not only is the claimant seeking ‘truth’ and ‘redress’ but he ‘spots the subtle, barefaced flaw/ in logic that protects you’. The claimant’s (or maybe the speaker’s) cool calculation of the bosses’ entitlement – he has ‘eyes that size your privilege’ – develops a religious dimension too – there is a suggestion of the Second Coming in that he has risen ‘from the cattle shed/ and Sunday school’. Until he is heard he is going to stay on their property – ‘Where your gate/ is shut as he occupies the lawn. Where his ballast/ at the base was the condition of your height’. The subtle change of tense in the last line implies that hierarchical structures may have had their day (however much those in power try to ignore it), and the ordinary man’s time is at hand. But this is only one possible reading: George’s style provokes alternatives at many junctures. ‘The Claims Office’, too, has an oblique polemic, the ‘claims’ in question having a wider reference than social security, resonating ultimately with the claims that poets (and also people in general) make about the world in their interpretation of it. Using an Audenesque ‘Us and Them’ bifurcation (with a similarly clueless ‘they’ and an ineffective ‘we’), the speakers in the poem inhabit an ‘asphodel’ underworld in the ‘dead centre’ (p. 40) of a typically depleted high street as they ‘sift [and] purge’ the claims of ‘their pragmatic world’ (p. 41). In ‘iss[uing] our futile counterclaims’, though, there is a suggestion that there is a possibility of redemption from our pusillanimity, ‘that God is a steel mould into which we pour/ molten yearnings, and where the two meet/ there rises an inflammable gas’. This arresting (and explosive) metaphor is characteristic of George’s religious overtones and his ability to craft a telling climax.

To conclude, it may be contended that contemporary Welsh writing in English, with its more confident embrace of concepts of identity, tradition‚ and landscape and a more pervious (and less defensive) relationship with Welsh‐language literature, has dispensed with the apologia that was present in earlier incarnations. The vigorous and inventive output of this new dynamic crop of writers heralds its emergence as a literature ready to take its place with other literatures in the modern world in whatever language.
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Eccentrics, Gentlemen, Officers‚ and Spies: Englishness and identity in the Contemporary British novel

ELSA CAVALIÉ



As Julian Barnes once put it, ‘it’s characteristic of Englishness not to think what Englishness is’ (2008) and although no one would nowadays dispute that Englishness is a central theme in contemporary British literature, academic interest in the notion only properly began from the late 1990s. Very much in keeping with Britain’s empiricist tradition, Englishness has always been recognized as a prevalent element of English identity without being properly defined, in line with the concept of ‘myth’ as Roland Barthes defines it. In Mythologies, Barthes indeed explains, how China and ‘Sininess’, although very different both testify to the complexity of identity as experienced and/or recognized by individuals, and how the very fleeting nature of identity called for a (then) new concept:


As I said, there is no fixity in mythical concepts: they can come into being, alter, disintegrate, disappear completely. And it is precisely because they are historical that history can very easily suppress them. This instability forces the mythologist to use a terminology adapted to it, and about which I should now like to say a word, because it often is a cause for irony: I mean neologism. The concept is a constituting element of myth: if I want to decipher myths, I must somehow be able to name concepts. [….]

China is one thing, the idea which a French petit‐bourgeois could have of it not so long ago is another: for this peculiar mixture of bells, rickshaws and opium‐dens, no other word possible but Sininess. Unlovely? One should at least get some consolation from the fact that conceptual neologisms are never arbitrary: they are built according to a highly sensible proportional rule.

(Barthes 1972, 119)


Considering Englishness as a ‘mythical’ concept in the sense of Barthes, that is to say escaping any fixed signification and working variably throughout history, will thus spare the critic the seemingly impossible task of lending a definition to Englishness, while still acknowledging its presence as an ideological force. It is then possible to analyse the recurring elements associated with the notion of Englishness while being aware that, as mythical concepts, they are only ‘real’ insofar as they are recognized as such. Indeed, the belief that the English possess certain moral qualities that other peoples lack (especially a sense of restraint and honour and the ability to remain calm under extraordinary circumstance) and the existence of quintessentially English elements (such as the English countryside, English manners‚ or English sports) are staple aspects of the literature of Englishness. It might be added that this particular literature also entertains a strong relationship with the past: the novels dealing with Englishness are very often set in the late nineteenth or early twentieth century and usually have a strongly intertextual dimension.

When trying to delineate the time(s) when Englishness becomes a leitmotif, two main periods emerge: first‚ the beginning of the twentieth century, when authors such as E.M. Forster, Evelyn Waugh, Ford Maddox Ford‚ or D.H. Lawrence more or less explicitly explored the notion, and then the late twentieth century, from the 1990s onwards. One could‚ of course‚ argue that L.P Hartley’s The Go‐Between (1953) deals with the substance of Englishness, or that Kingsley Amis’s Lucky Jim (1954) paints the archetypal portrait of an awkward English literature lecturer very much in keeping with Forster’s Leonard Bast. Larkin’s 1960s poems similarly cast a critical glance on the limitations of Englishness and its relationship to the pre‐war era (see ‘Annus Mirabilis’, ‘Going, Going’, or ‘MCMXIV’). However, one would be at pains to find more than a few isolated examples in each decade. Indeed, the rise, or return, of Englishness in British literature has been closely connected to the fag end of Thatcherism, if only because the Etonian upper and middle class that had been derided by Forster and whose demise was lamented by Waugh1 still seemed to be very much in control of the country. Thus, a direct relation emerges between Mr Wilcox in Howards End, whose map of the colonies transparently symbolizes colonial and industrial money, and Jonathan Coe’s Winshaws, or Alan Hollinghurst’s Feddens in The Line of Beauty. The connection between Britain’s past and its present, the notion that British society has calcified into a rigid class system harking back to the nineteenth century and its exploitation of the Empire might then very well be explanations for the resurgence of the past in the contemporary novel.

However, the apparent sense of disturbing social immobility prevailing in the late twentieth century has paradoxically been shaken by momentous political disruptions such as the devolution processes: ‘the devolution of political power to Scotland and Wales, accelerated by Tony Blair’s first Labour government, has been significant to the ongoing awareness amongst the English of their national identity’ (Winter and Keegan‐Phipps 2013, 106). In his most recent work on Englishness, The Idea of Englishness, National Identity and Social Thought, Krishan Kumar evokes two instrumental factors in the somewhat puzzling survival of Englishness: Euroscepticism and globalization. As Kumar explains: ‘growing Euroscepticism was therefore, both before and after devolution, one of the forces driving the revival of interest in and concern for English national identity’ while ‘at an even higher level of generality, there was the impact of globalization. Some time ago, Eric Hobsbawm (1977) had pointed out that globalization had had a peculiar and paradoxical effect on nationalism’ (Kumar 2015, 18). Rather than being closed in upon itself, it appears that the (re)definition of English and British identities through Englishness is contingent on external forces that may be perceived as threatening their very existence. The search for Englishness may therefore be likened to a (sometimes misguided) form of resistance to a perceived threat of assimilation (in the case of Euroscepticism but also devolution processes) or standardization (in reaction to globalization).

Furthermore, the changes in late‐twentieth‐century Britain also gave birth to new literary takes on Englishness and Britishness, that is, novels exploring Englishness from without. The new point of view could stem from the geographical displacement of English people out of Britain, for instance‚ in Zadie Smith’s On Beauty (2005), a rewriting of Forster’s Howards End pitting the seemingly archaic Englishness of Howard Belsey against an ever‐changing, globalized world,2 and thus painting the picture of the concept as an obsolete calcification of identity. Within Britain, the decentring movement3 could also operate by casting an exterior, or foreign glance on the concept: in 2003, Monica Ali’s Brick Lane turned the Orientalist conceit on its head when presenting traditional, working‐class Englishness as exotic and foreign (for example‚ in the strikingly comical scene when Nazneen and Chanu Ahmed visit Dr Azad and meet his English wife). However, those novels do not analyse Englishness as much as acknowledge it as a recognizable element of English and/or British identity. It is British rather than English identities which are explored in novels written after the postcolonial turn‚ such as Hanif Kureishi’s The Buddha of Suburbia (1990) or Stephen Kelman’s Pigeon English (2011). For the purposes of this study‚ I will thus make a distinction between Britishness and Englishness and consider British identity (and therefore Britishness) as a primarily political construct based on one’s belonging to the United Kingdom, and thus allowing for the possibility of a multicultural identity: feeling British while having for instance Indian or Jamaican origins, and, therefore, a partly Indian or Jamaican culture.4 In contrast with the inclusive nature of Britishness, Englishness therefore appears to be essentially exclusive, for a myriad of elements, from jus soli to class, manners, or even gender might exclude an individual from being ‘truly English’ as Kumar explains: ‘there still seems something exclusive about Englishness, if less so Scottishness or Welshness. Being British meant, at one time, being virtually a citizen of the world, a member of the world‐wide British empire’ (2015, 17).

A last, albeit crucial element pertaining to the concept of Englishness appears to be its connection to masculinity, for the stereotypes of Englishness are almost systematically associated with men: whether one thinks of gentlemen with bowler hats, of fair play‚ or one’s ‘stiff upper‐lip’, those clichés are masculine ones. In a sense, that might not come as a great surprise, for the great majority of British history, women were deprived of social, financial‚ and political power, consequently making femininity synonymous with weakness. Britain therefore pictured itself (or ‘herself’, ironically enough) as essentially masculine, as Linda Colley explains:


There was a sense at this time – as perhaps there still is – in which the British conceived of themselves as an essentially ‘masculine’ culture – bluff, forthright, rational, down‐to‐earth to the extent of being philistine – caught up in an eternal rivalry with an essentially ‘effeminate’ France’.

(2005, 252)


As a consequence, novels chiefly dealing with Englishness are very often centred on men. There are strikingly few ‘Englishness novels’ whose protagonists are women, although Ian McEwan’s most recent works, such as Atonement (2011), On Chesil Beach (2007), and Sweet Tooth (2012), provide interesting counterexamples. Englishness primarily appears to be a masculine performance whose codes are so deeply engrained in the English gentlemen’s minds that they constitute what Bourdieu would describe as habitus. Yet, although Englishness seems to be pre‐eminently performative, it hides as much as it reveals. Repression then becomes an essential component of it, thus opening the way for the return of the repressed, be it feelings, sexuality‚ or even history. Interestingly enough, the figure of the spy, which has recently been ubiquitous in contemporary British literature, may constitute a stimulating hyperbole and/or metonymy of the gentleman who needs to hide its true nature in order to blend into traditional society; the spy might represent the epitome of Englishness. However, dissimulation may also consist in hiding the absence of something rather than its shameful presence. Englishness as a concept should then ultimately be rethought of as existing under the aegis of absence rather than loss.



Decentring Englishness: The Rise of the Ex‐Centric

Written more than thirty years ago, The Remains of the Day seems to have both started a trend in contemporary British fiction and created a yardstick against which all novels dealing with Englishness and its relationship to the Edwardian (and Georgian) period would be measured. The novel indeed now appears to be the first of a seemingly never‐ending flow of novels recreating the first half of the twentieth century in order to debunk the myth of Englishness. Published in 1989, it resonates with the vision of England the Conservative government was then defending and marketing,5 based on the fantasy of Britain as a green and pleasant land where the English country house was perceived as a metonymy of the land itself, concentrating the impalpable qualities the English countryside possessed:


The great country house, it is claimed, is a natural excrescence. It has not been built so much as grown by organic process from the English soil. It is not a social phenomenon, but gives the impression of being out of time, ‘as if it had always been there’. Thus, it is as much part of England as the rocks and stones and trees.

(Kelsall 1993, 6)


Dwelling on nostalgia and the belief that modernity was endangering Englishness, that perception of British culture, or culture in Britain, may then have been subsumed under the term ‘Heritage’, as Ryan S. Trimm explains:


Heritage in fact came into its own as signifier for the social imaginary of the United Kingdom in the 1970s and 1980s. As Raphael Samuel has charted in Theatres of Memory, these decades witnessed a proliferation of museum openings, calls for preservation of historic buildings, and a burgeoning interest in signs of the past ranging from country houses to antique jars. In addition, a seemingly endless series of costume dramas, most set within a decade or so of World War I, appeared on television and at the cinema. Politically, Thatcher's reign was associated with the advocacy for a return to ‘Victorian values’ and with calls to save the legacy of the country house through government intervention.

(Trimm 2005, 2)


The Remains of the Day indeed seems to be a reaction against those very ‘Victorian values’, and the notion that the Victorian social structure of Britain should be the model after which contemporary society should be shaped. It also presents one of the most characteristic features of the works dealing with Englishness: the return to the past as a way of putting the present into perspective.

Ishiguro’s novel is set in the 1930s, as Lord Darlington, an upper‐class gentleman, tries to meddle in international affairs by encouraging the British Government to conduct a policy of appeasement with Hitler. Blindly following his master, Stevens loses his only chance at a personal life and love with the housekeeper, Miss Kenton. In the novel, the methodical deconstruction of the gentlemanly habitus is operated, as often in contemporary fiction,6 through decentring and the recourse to an individual, whom Linda Hutcheon calls an ex‐centric,7 that is to say one who does not belong to the upper‐ (or even middle) class, in this case, Stevens, the butler to Lord Darlington. As the ideological pendulum was swinging back in the late 1980s, social classes that had until then been excluded from Englishness novels were put to the fore, echoing E.M. Forster’s famous, albeit eminently ironic statement in Howards End: ‘We are not concerned with the very poor. They are unthinkable, and only to be approached by the statistician or the poet’ (Forster 1989, 58). In the late twentieth century, (re)thinking the poor and inscribing them into the nation’s literature seemed to have become a necessity, and novels such as Ian McEwan’s Atonement (2001), Graham Swift’s Mothering Sunday (2016), or Jo Baker’s Longbourn8 (2013) made the hitherto invisible visible.9

Illustrating that deliberate reversal of focus, Sarah Waters’s main protagonist in The Little Stranger (2009) comes from a domestic background, and, like Stevens in The Remains of the Day, Dr Farraday has no first name, thus emphasizing both characters’ emblematic function as working‐class individuals, as well as the depersonalization arising from menial work. Farraday’s mother was a housemaid at Hundreds Hall, the grand and threatening house belonging to the Ayres family nearby to which he still lives. But while The Remains of the Day operated a radical decentring (or re‐centring), focusing on Stevens’s thoughts and emotions, (albeit in a veiled and oblique manner) and leaving Lord Darlington a hazy and opaque character, Sarah Waters’s novel seems to more consciously acknowledge the ever‐present fascination contemporary audiences feel towards the British aristocracy.10 As both a witness and a participant in the tragic events unfolding in the novel, the narrator recounts how Roderick Ayres, having inherited the country house, is incapable of cancelling the debt attached to it and gradually descends into madness, and how his mother is precipitated towards suicide as she believes she is being haunted by the spirit of her deceased daughter. In the last movement of the novel, Caroline, her other daughter falls, from the top of the house after having broken off her engagement with Dr Farraday. In a novel teeming with literary references (one might think of Du Maurier’s Rebecca, but also, if only because of the names, of Jane Eyre), Sarah Waters seems to approach the notion of decentring quite differently from Kazuo Ishiguro: in Stevens’s tale, exterior events were filtered through the butler’s consciousness, their remoteness being a reflection of his inability, or unwillingness to engage with his master and, by proxy, history. In The Little Stranger, Dr Farraday’s own opacity gives the reader hints that his role in the unfolding of events might be malicious, for it is possible that he is the one who pushed Caroline to her death. In a typically postmodern reversal of the balance of power, the hitherto dominated individual, the son of a housemaid, takes the power back in order to take revenge on the oppressor. However, the novel does not in any way attempt to right historical and social wrongs in order to achieve a more socially balanced re‐purposing of power, but rather elicits revenge in a stereotypical manner: the oppressors are killed and the oppressed becomes, quite literally, ‘king of the castle’.

In novels that do not grasp the past in order to obliquely criticize the present for its ill‐founded nostalgia of Englishness, ex‐centric protagonists are still very much present, often through the representation of working‐class men. In Jonathan Coe’s Winshaw novels, What a Carve Up! (1994) and Number 11,11 the ex‐centric, or outsider characters are used in order to intensify the satirical dimension of the novels. Functioning as the readers’ eyes and ears, they offer a naïve glimpse into the world of the super‐rich aimed at arousing the reader’s indignation. In What a Carve Up!, Michael Owen, an aspiring novelist12 who documents the ‘Winshaw legacy’, ends up being deliberately killed in a plane accident by one of the Winshaws, as if the toxic relationship the family entertained with the rest of society was not fundamentally different from the one the Victorian upper class had with the working class. More than twenty years later, Number 11 indeed ponders on the contradictory impulses of the working class, still fascinated by nostalgic TV shows such as Downton Abbey, touting the paradoxically seductive permanence of a Victorian conception of society:


Like the rest of the country — like the rest of the world, it sometimes appeared — they were fascinated in particular by Downton Abbey, ITV’s big‐budget soap opera following the changing fortunes of the Crawley family in post‐Edwardian England. Faustina and Jules never missed an episode, and once a week would surrender themselves to the show’s high production values and its quiet, insistent, endlessly reassuring message. At the heart of this message, it seemed, was the absolute necessity of the existence of both a master and a servant class. It was understood that the master class, in particular, would always conduct itself with decency and generosity; and that although the hierarchy dividing one class from another was absolute, fellow‐feeling and respectful, amicable contact between the two were not unknown. Every Sunday evening, Faustina and Jules would retire to bed having been reminded that this was the natural and indeed inevitable order of things, as much in the London of 2015 as in the troubled years between the two world wars. Whether they ever remarked upon the absence of such fellow‐feeling and amicable contact in their own relationship with Sir Gilbert and Madiana, Rachel could not say.

(Coe 2016, 292–293)


In a society where God has apparently been replaced by television, the Sunday mass according to Jonathan Coe consists in being indoctrinated into believing that Victorian society is the only viable social model, with the premise that it ensures the well‐being of all classes. Caught within the social avatar of laissez‐faire capitalism, individuals seem to be at the mercy of toxic nostalgia.

Written in the interval between What a Carve Up! and its follow‐up, Alan Hollinghurst’s The Line of Beauty (2004) represents the ex‐centric as the aptly named Nick Guest, slowly ingratiating himself with the upper‐class Fedden family in the late 1980s. The novel culminates in what could be described as the literalization of this irruption of the ex‐centric into the upper‐class society, as a drugged Nick Guest dances with Margaret Thatcher at a party: ‘All Nick's training with Miss Avison came back, available as the twelve‐times table, the nimble footwork, the light grasp of the upper arm; though with it there came a deeper liveliness, a sense he could caper all over the floor with the PM breathless in his grip’ (Hollighurst 2004, 253). At this point, the novel seems to function on two symmetrical impulses: as the ex‐centric Nick Guest makes his way up into the upper‐class world, the hitherto disincarnated epitome of Conservative society, referred to as ‘The Lady’, becomes a flesh‐and‐blood woman, Margaret Thatcher, enthralled by the primitive power of dance. In a carnivalesque move, the irruption of the ex‐centric disrupts the traditional organization of society in order to expose the shallow foundation on which Englishness is built.

 

Performing Englishness: Gentlemen and Spies

As it has been explained, the ex‐centric literally and figuratively hovers over the centres of Englishness, and offers the reader original standpoints through which traditional figures of Englishness are re‐assessed. Among those figures, the English gentleman occupies a central place, for it represents the model of masculinity against which other men are systematically judged. Yet, it remains an unattainable model, whose perfection ensures the failure of those who try to emulate it. As Mark Girouard explains: ‘All gentlemen knew they must be brave, show no sign of panic or cowardice, be courteous and protective to women and children, be loyal to their comrades and meet death without flinching’ (1981, 7). Interestingly enough, the gentleman is evoked in terms of behaviour rather than identity, for although it is relatively easy to know what he must do, what, or who, he actually is, remains hard to identify, an ontological instability opening the way to multiple definitions, as Christine Berberich observes:


The term gentleman is highly ambiguous and amorphous, and consequently almost impossible to pinpoint. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Hazlitt wrote that ‘what it is that constitutes the look of a gentleman is more easily felt than described. We all know it when we see it; but we do not know how to account for it’.

(2007, 4)


Thus, the proteiform ambiguity of gentlemanliness metonymically connects it to what was earlier described as mythical Englishness according to Barthes, a recognizable element of English identity stubbornly eluding definition.

In The Remains of the Day, the tension between the surface and essence of gentlemanliness is transparently developed throughout the pervading sartorial metaphor. During his journey through the South of England to meet Miss Kenton, Stevens is wearing second‐hand suits that have been passed on to him by his former master:


I am in the possession of a number of splendid suits, kindly passed on to me over the years by Lord Darlington himself, and by various guests who have stayed in this house and have reason to be pleased with the standard of service here. [..] But then there is one lounge suit, passed on to me in 1931 or 1932 by Sir Edward Blair – practically brand new and almost a perfect fit.

(Ishiguro 1999, 11)


The irony in the extract naturally lies with the qualifiers ‘practically’, and ‘almost’. Despite all his efforts, Stevens cannot be more than an ‘almost‐gentleman’ and is later recognized as such by the butler of the house he visits: ‘Couldn’t make you out for a while, see, cause you talk almost like a gentleman’ (Ishiguro 1999, 119). In the novel, clothing is time and again used as a metaphor for various crucial elements to Stevens’s definition of his own ideal identity, whether he calls it professionalism, decency, or professional demeanour, the most famous instance of which being in the passage about butlers only existing in England:


It is sometimes said that butlers only truly exist in England. Other countries, whatever title is actually used, have only manservants. I tend to believe this is true. Continentals are unable to be butlers because they are as a breed incapable of the emotional restraint which only the English race is capable of. Continentals – and by and large the Celts, as you will no doubt agree – are as a rule unable to control themselves in moments of strong emotion, and are thus unable to maintain a professional demeanour other than in the least challenging of situations. If I may return to my earlier metaphor – you will excuse my putting it so coarsely – they are like a man who will at the slightest provocation, tear off his suit and his shirt and go about screaming. [..] They wear their professionalism as a decent gentleman will wear his suit: he will not let ruffians or circumstances tear it off in the public gaze; he will discard it when, and only when, he wills to do so, and this will invariably be when he is entirely alone.

(Ishiguro 1999, 44)


The sartorial metaphor seems to point at the fact that the essence of gentlemanliness lies, paradoxically enough, in its appearance. Gentlemanliness and Englishness are thus represented as simulacra, which Baudrillard defines as being ‘no longer a question of imitation, nor duplication, nor even parody. It is a question of substituting the signs of the real for the real’ (1995, 4). Being English consists in merely continually presenting the appearance of Englishness to the rest of world, for despite Stevens’s best attempts, and much to his dismay, he never manages to truly look like a gentleman.

By ironically hinting at the fact that Englishness operates through surface rather than essence, The Remains of the Day also broaches an important characteristic of the concept, that of the repression of feelings, as attested by Stevens’s insistence on ‘emotional restraint’. In the novel, the two occasions in which the butler starts to cry are indirectly evoked,13 as if in his attempt to impersonate the English gentleman, Stevens had (almost) successfully dissociated intellect and feelings, in the manner Forster described it sixty years before: ‘When a disaster comes, the English instinct is to do what can be done first, and to postpone the feeling as long as possible. Hence they are splendid at emergencies. […] And when the action is over, then the Englishman can feel’ (Forster 1953, 7–8).

Many contemporary novels indeed expand on the apparently still relevant disjunction between social behaviour and emotions, such as Julian Barnes’s The Only Story, in which the twenty‐year‐old hero’s incapacity at voicing his feelings, and his subsequent passivity are at the root of the tragedy his love affair becomes: ‘But for anything beyond this, we did the thing enjoined upon the English middle classes for generations. We internalised our rage, our anger, our contempt’ (Barnes 2018, 173). In a more explicit way than Ishiguro, Barnes emphasizes the fact that although emotion is very much present, Englishness and English education14 are the forces suppressing its expression, which in turn often brings the individual to sentimental, and sometimes existential dead‐ends (the end of the novel describes the protagonist gradual descent into sterility and lifelessness). Set in the same period (the 1960s), Ian McEwan’s On Chesil Beach, similarly paints the portrait of two young lovers whose inability to voice their emotions seems to be so engrained that their existences become unwittingly locked into the fulfilment of various natures (Edward’s is professional and emotional‚ while Florence’s is emotional and sexual).

One of the contingencies of the Englishman’s ingrained emotional repression is the feeling that language gradually becomes depleted, as humour, banter, or irony become pervasive elements whose duplicity (explicitly saying one thing while implicitly meaning another) echoes the rift Englishness creates in one’s identity. Edward St Aubyn’s Never Mind indeed draws attention to the English tendency to mask vulnerability with irony:


He felt tainted and exhausted by a summer of burning up her moral resources for the sake of small conversational effects. She felt she had been subtly perverted by slick and lazy English manners, the craving for the prophylactic of irony, the terrible fear of being ‘a bore’, and the boredom of the ways they relentlessly and narrowly evaded this fate.

(St Aubyn 2012a, 135)


Described as ‘prophylactic’, irony is thus presented as a defence against the danger expressed emotions might become, for irony allows for the disjunction of the word and its meaning. Just as the gentleman was the metonymy of Englishness, irony represents its language, for it unhinges appearance and essence, and smothers emotions under what Oscar Wilde would call a ‘shallow mask of manners’.

Evoking the crossroads of emblematic gentlemanliness and of the use of irony interestingly conjures up another relatively new gentlemanly figure, that of the British spy, and especially its most famous incarnation, James Bond. Although spying was thought of as eminently un‐English in the nineteenth century, ‘the objection was not to intrusion into the life of the individual so much as the manner in which it might be done. Secret investigations were the essence of un‐Englishness’ (Langford 2000, 96); the figure of the spy, or the inadvertent spy, has recently been given pride of place in British novels.

Indeed, all the aforementioned gentlemanly characteristics, such as self‐restraint and the repression of emotion, the use of irony, and (even) the impeccable suit cannot but make one think of Ian Fleming’s überspy. As Sam Goodman explains, James Bond is closely connected to the modern ideology of Englishness as it was expounded in the novels and then the films:


Further, the city becomes the location from which Fleming’s ‘ideology of Englishness’ is repeatedly articulated, reinforcing the commitment of the spy to preserving the codes of honour, duty, and patriotism that Fleming’s wartime and Cold War rhetoric embodies.

(2015, 175).




However, what is of interest here is not so much the hard‐boiled professional spy of the James Bond type, but rather the ‘ordinary’ Englishmen turning, or being turned into spies. One of the first instances of it may be found in Ian McEwan’s The Innocent (1990), whose blatantly ironic title (for the hero very quickly loses his innocence and descends into violence) nevertheless suggests that its protagonist does not choose to be a spy so much as it is forced upon him.

Interestingly enough, the rise of the Englishman as a spy is even more conspicuous in the last decade. To mention but a few, Ian McEwan’s Sweet Tooth (2012), Jonathan Coe’s Expo 58 (2013), William Boyd’s Any Human Heart (2002) and Waiting for Sunrise (2012), Alan Hollinghurst’s The Sparsholt Affair (2017), or Kate Atkinson’s Transcription (2018) all feature ordinary Englishmen (and women) who become spies, either reluctantly or enthusiastically. The primary reason for that emerging trend may stem from the general drive of British novelists to methodically (or so it seems) revisit Britain’s past, which started in the 1990s with Pat Barker’s Regeneration trilogy, and then developed into countless novels revisiting the British twentieth century. British fiction now appears to be recreating the 1950s and 1960s, a period in which the Cold War was starting, thus making the figure of the spy contingent to the rewriting of history.

Metafictionally, the emergence of the spy testifies to the contemporary drive to shed light on the darker corners of British history, or to return to our earlier metaphor, of bringing the ex‐centric event to the fore, be it the involvement of the British upper class with Mosley’s black shirts, or the pitiful reality of the Dunkirk retreat (Atonement). Thus, the British novelist becomes a spy himself, an adversary to the national identity, masquerading as ‘one of us’, to quote Conrad, in order to denounce the failure(s) of Englishness.



Locating Englishness: Identity in Absentia

As British novelists infiltrate apparently quintessentially English places and settings, the reader gets a sense of the concept as defined by absence rather than presence, repression rather than expression. Contradicting the popular nineteenth‐century notion that Englishness is quintessential to the true Englishman (‘a true gentleman has no need of self‐command; he simply feels rightly on all occasions’ (1863, 281) Ruskin once said), the contemporary novel presents it as a myth sustained by the power of the collective belief in it or, as Barthes would put it, a myth which ‘immobilize[s] the world: [it] must suggest and mimic a universal order which has fixated once and for all the hierarchy of possessions’ (1972, 156).

In Pat Barker’s Regeneration trilogy, another ex‐centric character, Billy Prior, whose mother belongs to the lower‐middle class while his father is a tough working‐class man‚ helps the contemporary reader decode the myth. Prior’s hybrid social background endows him with the ability to slip from one class to another while casting a bitingly critical glance at the upper classes, and thus making him a sort of anti‐Stevens.


Oh, and then there’s the seat. The Seat. You know, they sent me on a course once. You have to ride round and round this bloody ring with your hands clasped behind your head. No saddle. No stirrups. It was amazing. Do you know, for the first time I realized that somewhere at the back of their … tiny tiny minds they really do believe the whole thing’s going to end in one big glorious cavalry charge. ‘Stormed at with shot and shell, /Boldly they rode and well,/ Into the jaws of death,/Into the mouth of hell …’ And all. That. Rubbish.

(Barker 1992, 66)


As Prior quotes Tennyson’s ‘Charge of the Light Brigade’, it is the distinctly Victorian quality of those values which is emphasized, a stiff upper lip that seems to be translated here into a stiff upper body while riding a horse, a fitting metaphor of Englishness as a calcification of outdated values that informed both the early‐twentieth‐century society and the late 1980s. The performance of Englishness is thus closely connected to the military ethos. In the tradition of Waugh’s Officers and Gentlemen (1955), or of Ford Maddox Ford’s Parade’s End (1924–1928) and The Good Soldier (1915), Barker’s trilogy paints the portrait of the British upper class as imprisoned by the military code of conduct, which puts duty and conformity above all. Similarly, Cecil Valance, the main character in Alan Hollinghurst’s 2011 The Stranger’s Child, seems to embody the perfect specimen of a soon‐to‐be‐lost species. ‘He’d told them already how much he liked killing, and clearly Germans would represent an exciting advance on mere foxes, pheasants and ducks’ (Hollinghurst 2011, 53). Valance’s absurd enthusiasm for the war hinges on its being confused with another shooting party, in a manner closely echoing that of Lord Darlington’s musings on his friendship with a German man in The Remains of the Day.

As a war poet closely modelled on Rupert Brooke, Valance incarnates quintessential Victorian and Edwardian Englishness, steeped in an almost laughable attachment to the family country house and served by a literary style closely imitated after Tennyson:


‘The lights of home! the lights of home! / Clear through a mile of glimmering park, / The glooming woods, the scented loam, / Scarce seen beneath the horse’s feet / As through the Corley woods I beat / My happy pathway through the dark.’ The effect was so far from modest, Cecil chanting the words like a priest, and with so little suggestion of their meaning, that Freda found herself completely at a loss as to what he was talking about.

(Hollinghurst 2011, 65)


Yet, as Michele Mendelssohn and Dennis Flanery explain, the Tennysonian quality of Cecil Valance goes further than a parody of his style: ‘Cecil Valance becomes Tennysonian not so much in his poetry as in the way his absent presence functions in the lives of those who knew him’ (2016, 84). In a manner not unlike that of Woolf’s Jacob’s Room, Valance is never fully realized, and always obliquely perceived, making him an emblem of Englishness. The reader cannot know who Cecil Valence is/was, just as he cannot know what Englishness is, for both the character and the concept seem to be spectral projections of the country’s ill‐advised nostalgia. Englishness thus functions as a mirror held up to the nation, reflecting Britain’s desire for stability in a world shaken by globalized upheaval.

In a more blatantly ironic way, Julian Barnes’s 2005 Arthur and George also denounces such self‐defeating attempts at locating Englishness. The novel focuses on yet another ex‐centric character, the young George Edalji, a law clerk in early‐twentieth‐century England born of a Parsee father and a Scottish mother, who is accused of mutilating cattle and, after having being convicted, calls Sir Arthur Conan Doyle for help. George is eventually released from prison, thanks to the famous novelist’s vigorous press campaign. The novel dissects the complex relationship between George’s own sense of identity, his self‐perceived Englishness, and the way other people see him, in short, his foreignness. As the novel starts, the reader is cleverly hidden the fact that George is not white and might be surprised at the ‘catechism of Englishness’ his reverend father works on him:


‘George, where do you live?’

‘The Vicarage, Great Wriley’.

‘And where is that?’

‘Staffordshire, Father’.

‘And where is that?’

‘The centre of England’.

‘And what is England, George?’

‘England is the beating heart of the Empire, Father’.

‘Good. And what is the blood that flows through the arteries and veins of the Empire to reach its farthest shore?’

‘The Church of England’.

‘Good, George’.

(Barnes 2005, 17)


Just like Forster’s Howards End, Arthur and George connects the notion of Englishness with the Empire, as if Englishness was the flipped face of imperialism. As Ian Baucom explains: ‘Englishness — even in the decades in which England possessed little more than a hypothetical empire — emerges as something that can be spoken of only in relation to imperialism, as something entirely, but schizophrenically, “involved” with questions of Empire’ (1999, 25).

In this case, George seems to be an almost too perfect product of the Empire, for the young man feels a quintessential Englishness other people do not see in him, as illustrated in the conversation he has with two fellow clerks:


‘George, where do you come from?’

‘Great Wriley’

‘No where do you really come from?’

George ponders this. ‘The Vicarage’, he replies, and the dogs laugh.

(Barnes 2005, 34)


The passage debunks the modern idea of an identity based on jus soli (‘birthright citizenship’): Englishness cannot be acquired through culture and education but rather constitutes a racial heritage such as Kipling envisioned it. Tellingly, the rest of the conversation is the moment when the reader understands George is not white, thus creating an explicit link between the attachment to Englishness and a racist drive:


‘I say, George, there’s one question we have to ask you about Dora. Is she a darkie?’

‘She’s English just like me’.

‘Just like you, George? Just like you?’

(Barnes 2005, 35)


Furthermore, George’s deeply engrained sense of his own Englishness and his failure at perceiving why other people do not consider him as ‘truly’ English are pitted against a seemingly quintessential Victorian English identity, as embodied by Arthur Conan Doyle. Ironically enough, the roles are reversed in the conversation between Arthur and George, for the young clerk once again seems to be at odds with another’s perception of his identity. For Sherlock Holmes’s creator, it is un‐Englishness that connects the two men, while it was precisely official Englishness that George was looking for:


‘You and I, George, you and I, we are … unofficial Englishmen’. George is taken aback by this remark. He regards Sir Arthur as a very official Englishman indeed: his name, his manner, his fame, his air of being absolutely at ease in this grand London hotel, even down to the time he kept George waiting. If Sir Arthur had not appeared to be part of official England, George would probably not have written to him in the first place. But it seems impolite to question a man’s categorization of himself.

(Barnes 2005, 217)


The two personal pronouns, ‘you and I’ offer a grammatical link between the two men that British society denies them. Ironically enough, the profusion of italicized words connoting appearance seems to coyly draw the reader’s attention to the fact that Englishness only exists through its appearance and performance. While George feels properly English, he is not recognized as such by his peers, whereas Arthur Conan Doyle appears as quintessentially British to George but strives to break free from the limitations he feels in his own Englishness. Like in England, England (published seven years earlier), Julian Barnes’s take on Englishness is radically ironic. The two symmetrical portraits of Arthur and George point to the fact that defining Englishness is a self‐defeating prospect, for it hinges on mental representations of identity rather than any tangible properties.

In a more blatantly satirical way, Edward St Aubyn’s Never Mind stages the ironic inversion of the English and the foreign, as an Eton‐educated Indian philosopher, Vijay, tries being more English than the English and only succeeds in ironically establishing casual racism:


A little Indian guy being sneered at by monsters of English privilege would normally have unleashed the full weight of Anne’s loyalty to underdogs, but this time it was wiped out by Vijay’s enormous desire to be a monster of English privilege himself. ‘I can’t bear going to Calcutta’, he giggled, ‘the people, my dear, and the noise’. He paused to let everyone appreciate this nonchalant remark made by an English soldier at the Somme.

(St Aubyn 2012a, 46)


St Aubyn rewrites familiar staples of Edwardian Englishness, that is, the blasé reaction to the horror of the trenches,15 in order to suggest the fact that Englishness only really consists in being oblivious to anything except oneself. Once again, and ironically enough, the most English character is actually Russian: ‘Alexander Politsky, whose extreme Englishness derived from his being Russian, was perhaps the last man in England to use the term “old bean” sincerely’ (St Aubyn 2012b, 58).

Rather than a definable concept, Englishness is then represented as a force immobilizing what English identity is thought to be, thus seemingly fixating the social order (as the above quote from Number 11 suggests). Rather than delving into the intricacies of complex identities, many novels stage the aporia of Englishness in order to ironically denounce its maddeningly ever‐present influence on conceptions of upper‐class identity.



Conclusion: Englishness as a Symptom of Nostalgia, or the Confusion between Absence and Loss

Reading the Englishness novels of the last thirty years, it seems that the aporetic quality of Englishness becomes the source of its ability to survive despite everything, and makes nostalgia paradoxically both contingent and absurd. Englishness may ultimately be described as functioning on the confusion between absence and loss, as defined by Dominick LaCapra:


The difference (or non‐identity) between absence and loss is often elided, and the two are conflated with confusing and dubious results. […] it threatens to convert subsequent accounts into displacements of the story of the original sin wherein a prelapsarian state of unity or identity, whether real or fictive, is understood as giving way through a fall to difference and conflict.

(LaCapra 2001, 47–48)


What has, in fact, never existed (the existence of a stable English identity constituting the essence of Englishness) is often perceived as lost rather than absent, because, as we explained it in our introduction, momentous political and social changes provoke reactions of self‐protection which hinge on the quest for that aforementioned stability. As LaCapra explains it, the displacement caused by that confusion often creates contingent nostalgia, for the novelists’ attempts at debunking the notion of a prelapsarian state of ideal Englishness are mistakenly read as the very proof of its existence and consequently its loss: Englishness, rather than the cause, or object, of nostalgia, should eventually be understood as its symptom.
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Notes


	1 Probably too soon, as Waugh wryly noted it himself in 1959: ‘a panegyric preached over an empty coffin’ (Waugh 2003, 8).

	2 William Boyd’s novels also provide interesting examples of that movement. See‚ for instance‚ A Good Man in Africa (1981) or Any Human Heart (2002).

	3 For an extensive study of decentred approaches to Englishness‚ see David James, ‘Decentring Englishness’, in The Oxford History of the Novel in English, Volume VII: British and Irish Fiction since 1940. 2016. Ed. Peter Boxall and Bryan Cheyette (Oxford: Oxford University Press), 435–449.

	4 The distinction is borrowed from Sylvia Mergenthal (2003, 37).

	5 That trend would not stop with New Labour but rather be amplified. The Lottery money substantially funded films that marketed Englishness, in a blatantly nostalgic manner, such as the Merchant‐Ivory films and their numerous afterlives.

	6 The trope is used in Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited or L.P Hartley’s The Go‐Between and more recently, in Sarah Waters’s The Little Stranger.

	7 ‘And, from the decentred perspective, the “marginal” and what I will be calling […] the “ex‐centric” (be it in class, race, gender, sexual orientation, or ethnicity) take on new significance in the light of the implied recognition that our culture is not really the homogeneous monolith (that is middleclass, male, heterosexual, white, western) we might have assumed’ (Hutcheon 1988, 12).

	8 A retelling Pride and Prejudice from the point of view of the servants.

	9 Although one could argue that this drive was already very much present in the great realist novel of the end of the nineteenth century, Dickens being, perhaps, the most famous instance of such a project. The difference may lie in the fact that the realist novel aims at presenting a comprehensive vision of society‚ while the postmodernist one deliberately puts the upper class in the background.

	10 Contemporary TV shows like Downton Abbey testify to the puzzling persistence of that fascination.

	11 It should be acknowledged that the Winshaws occupy minor roles in Number 11; however‚ their discreet presence (Josephine Winshaw is one of the victims of the basement creature) testifies to the fact that little has changed in the British structure of power since the 1980s.

	12 It is interesting that many of the aforementioned ex‐centric characters double up, to varying extents, as writers. It is true of Robbie Turner in Atonement, of Jane Fairchild in Mothering Sunday, or Nick Guest in The Line of Beauty.

	13 ‘Stevens, are you all right?’
‘Yes, sir. Perfectly.’

‘You look as though you’re crying.’

I laughed and taking out a handkerchief, quickly wiped my face. ‘I’m very sorry, sir.

The strains of a hard day’ (Ishiguro 1999, 109–110).


	14 As John Rutherford, quoting critic Emil Reich, puts it: ‘From the very earliest childhood the English boy is subjected to methodical will culture; he is soon trained to suppress to the uttermost all external signs of emotion’ (1997, 22).

	15 Although the quote to which it refers is actually difficult to attribute. See https://www.lrb.co.uk/v20/n22/letters for a discussion of its potential origins.
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Introduction: 1990

The age of consent between men in the United Kingdom was 21 (but 16 for heterosex); sex between men was illegal in Ireland. Margaret Thatcher stepped down as UK Prime Minister. A wave of homophobic attacks and murders in London prompted the formation of OutRage!, notorious for outing establishment figures (Lucas 1998). One narrative from 1990 to the present is of victory in legal battles such as marriage equality, a move from cultural fringes to mainstream acceptance – though the story is more complex than straightforwardly one of progress. Change, though fiercely resisted, has been far‐reaching; nevertheless it remains provisional, uneven.

Hanif Kureishi and Neil Bartlett’s debut novels, published in 1990, anticipate preoccupations of the queer politics and literatures that followed. Kureishi’s The Buddha of Suburbia, set in London at the end of the 1970s, questions identic authenticity with respect to race, class, religion, and sexuality, via the narration of self‐absorbed, seventeen‐year‐old bisexual, Karim. Examining different ways in which people are ‘leading untrue lives’ (Kureishi 1990, p. 265), the text also questions the authenticity of the solutions to which people turn to try to live truly. It ends in 1979 as Thatcher is elected Prime Minister. The legacies of her politics are a recurrent concern in the texts considered here: encapsulated in her claim that ‘there is no such thing as society’, but rather ‘there are individual men and women, and there are families’ (Keay 1987), this anti‐collectivist politics, rooted in individualism and the nuclear family‚ is what contemporary queer fiction can question. Revealing conceptual frictions between individuals, families‚ and subcultures, such texts can also demonstrate that the forging of queer communities and the self‐actualization of the LGBT individual are not always reconcilable.

Throughout The Buddha of Suburbia, Karim is frequently at odds with his sometime‐lover Jamila, an outward‐looking activist. She berates Karim over his inauthentic intimacies (‘You’re not close to each other. It’s fake, just a technique’ (Kureishi 1990, p. 169)), and his self‐absorption, characterizing him as ‘basically a selfish person, uninterested in anyone else’ (p. 170). The text ends with a blackly ironic optimism: Karim ‘thought of what a mess everything had been, but that it wouldn’t always be this way’ now that he is ready to ‘locate’ himself relationally and look outwards to ‘the people he loved’ (p. 284). This is undercut by a reader’s knowledge of what follows politically during the 1980s and the text’s implication that an attitude like Karim’s which had focused on the individual and fostered a disregard for wider social ties is precisely what enables it.

One of the most targeted anti‐gay legacies of the Thatcher governments, Section 28 prohibited Local Authorities in the United Kingdom from promoting ‘the acceptability of homosexuality as a pretended family relationship’. I suggest that this particular logic – the irreconcilability of queerness with the family – significantly informs contemporary literary LGBT representations. Bartlett’s (1990) Ready to Catch Him Should He Fall ostensibly structures a relationship between Boy and O along a normative narrative: ‘Single’; ‘Courtship’; ‘Engagement’; ‘Marriage’; ‘Family’. Set primarily in a vividly depicted community in ‘the Bar’, it depicts many of the (camp) rituals through which queers build their space apart from the London which attacks them. In 1990‚ legal same‐sex marriage was not an inevitability (nor necessarily a campaigning focus), but when excluded from ritual structures such as marriage and the family‚ we often develop our own: camp and drag subcultures refashion this exclusion as resistance through parody and excess. When Boy discovers it, ‘he learnt all the signs and conventions’ (p. 35), and eventually he and O are ‘married’ in a new kind of ceremony of their own. Bartlett’s co‐opting of the heteronormative narrative structure from ‘single’ to ‘family’ in the queer space of the Bar works to imagine new ways of being‐in‐relation.

1990 also saw the marrying of ‘queer’ with ‘theory’ when Teresa de Lauritis used the phrase to title a conference at the University of California; Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble and Eve Sedgwick’s Epistemology of the Closet were published in the same year. These important analyses of gender performativity and the hetero/homo binary developed key axes along which would develop queer theory as an activist and academic discourse which informs LGBT fiction. One key move in queer theory has been to destabilize the identic bases of sexuality struggles. This built on Foucault’s (1998) The History of Sexuality, which argued that the proliferation of discourses around sex in the nineteenth century produced ‘a new specification of individuals’ (pp. 42–43), as perverse acts were incorporated into the individual as an inner nature. Accordingly, in the new sciences of sex, ‘sex was constituted as a problem of truth’ (p. 56) and articulating or ‘confessing’ this truth perceived, at least by the time of the twentieth century’s liberation movements, as emancipatory. But Foucault suggested that ‘the obligation to confess […] is so deeply ingrained in us, that we no longer perceive it as the effect of a power that constrains us’ (p. 60). Lesbian and gay writing in the 1970s and 1980s had often focused on personal accounts giving voice to experiences previously silenced, and as Robert L. Caserio (2006) notes, on the coming‐out narrative, as ‘part of a concerted movement toward full‐scale public acceptance of homosexuality’ (p. 209). In the foreword to The Faber Book of Gay Short Fiction, Edmund White (1991) notes that the main impulses behind the genre to that point had been ‘avowal and self‐discovery […and] sexual affirmation’ (p. xii). Thence when ‘gays tell each other – or the hostile world around them – the stories of their lives’ it is ‘not just reporting the past but also shaping the future, forging an identity as much as revealing it’ (p. ix).

These dynamics are at play in Jamie O’Neill’s (2001) At Swim, Two Boys, which explores the necessary secrecy of same‐sex desire in early‐twentieth‐century Ireland, and ways of finding a past, a language‚ and articulating queerness into a more liberal future. Analogising colonial and homophobic suppression, the text, set around the Easter rising against British rule, describes a search for the ‘nation of the heart’ : ‘Irish Ireland’ will ‘find out its past … [since] only with a past can it claim a future’ with ‘pride’; so too will the queer protagonists ‘plunder the literatures for words they can speak […] name the unspeakable names of […their] kind and in that naming […] falter a step to the light’ (p. 329). Here, examples of same‐sex desire in the past give a language through which to name the present and so articulate a supressed truth:


There was something altogether tantalizing about truth. One burnt to tell it, for it to be known […] He thought of that phrase from Wilde: What one has done in the secret chamber one has some day to cry on the housetop. Wilde had meant in confession. Was it conceivable to cry out with pride?

(pp. 320–321)


But informed by Foucault’s critique of a constraining confessional discourse by which we are compelled to tell the supposedly authentic truth of our sexuality, queer theory from the 1990s on set about unpicking sexual‐identity‐based narratives. Just as lesbian and gay fiction was becoming recognized (and marketized) as a distinct and emerging genre with literary value (Caserio 2006), so the new avenues of queer criticism and theory were questioning the vary bases of its foundation. What contemporary queer fiction might be about then, is, yes, articulating marginalized voices, understanding the histories (and presents) of same‐sex desire, non‐normative gender experiences, activism, and legal and representational changes, but also expanding the possible ways of being‐in‐relation, and of telling sex, intimacy, kinship‚ and desire, beyond any particular identity categories.



Literature, Community, History

As legal and cultural shifts make more space for (some) LGBTQ people to be represented in mainstream discourse, the necessities and shapes of marginal fictions (and indeed their marginality) also shift. White describes the development of ‘post‐gay writing, in which one or two characters might be gay but […] are inserted into a more general society’ than before (White 2012). In British fiction, something like this trajectory is exemplified in the novels of Alan Hollinghurst and Sarah Waters. Hollinghurst’s first four novels (from The Swimming Pool Library (1988) to the Booker Prize–winning The Line of Beauty (2004)) focused primarily on gay men – often having frequent and explicit sex (prompting the Daily Express headline, ‘Gay Sex Wins Booker’). His two subsequent novels The Stranger’s Child (2011) (which I have elsewhere argued marks a shift from gay to bisexual storytelling (Ronan 2016)), and The Sparsholt Affair (2017) still feature central LGB characters, but their sexualities are often less determinable, and focus is more equally on the straight characters they appear alongside. Hollinghurst suggests that ‘gay writing is already dissolving into the main body of writing’ (Mcgrath 2011). But this shift met, he claims, resistance from sections of his audience – specifically ‘a particular kind of gay reader’ desiring specifically gay texts (Baron 2012). Waters’ historical novels such as Tipping the Velvet (1998) and Fingersmith (2002) have worked partly to speak lesbian experience in time periods whose own literature was not able to articulate it explicitly. So, when The Little Stranger (2009), the first of her novels not to feature lesbian characters, was published‚ she similarly claims that some readers ‘really did hate me […and] felt let down. […] I kind of understand that. To feel you are losing somebody who had been your representative’ (Allardyce 2018). This anger indicates that such texts do not just represent communities but help to make them (or the illusion of them). These historical fictions ‘document’ hidden community histories and thereby inform, by way of connection to fictive antecedents, contemporary experiences of marginal identity and community. Moves away from this can therefore expose anxieties around the place and continuing need for lesbian and gay fiction in the supposedly more inclusive twenty‐first century.

Related to ‘post‐gay’ manoeuvres, texts like Ali Smith’s Artful (2012) and Hollinghurst’s The Stranger’s Child (2011) also respond to a new queer literary‐theoretical landscape. Hollinghurst’s examination of literary reputations, biography‚ and criticism makes a pointed joke by including a writer of ‘milestone works in Queer Theory’ who people might ‘be pleasantly surprised to find […,] could talk in straightforward English when necessary’ (p. 528). Artful (2012) however, while not referencing queer theory directly is formally an altogether queerer affair – folding literary lectures, close readings, and essays on etymology into a narrative of love, loss‚ and haunting. A discussion of Virginia Woolf’s belief in ‘art’s capacity both to change things for us and to make visible crucial changes to us’ (p. 124) gives way to a lengthy exploration of edges:


Edges involve extremes. Edges are borders. Edges are very much about identity, about who you are. Crossing a border is not a simple thing. […] Edge is the difference between one thing and another. It’s the brink. […] There’s always an edge, in any dialogue, in any exchange. […] Edges are magic, too; there’s a kind of forbidden magic on the borders of things, always a ceremony of crossing over, even if we ignore or are unaware of it.

(p. 125–126)


Here, the queer focus on boundaries, fluidity, transgressions, and spaces between and around fixed identic positions is aligned with magic and ceremony, in a text which itself forges a new kind of text in the blurring of existing forms. Hollinghurst’s text critiques literary culture, positioning literature and criticism against each other; Smith’s allows those boundaries to become more permeable, so the fictive and the personal merge with the critical and theoretical. This expands the possibilities for reading the intimacies represented beyond certain kinds of relationship structures and into a freer realm of intensities and connections. Language and literature themselves become the ways in which queer intimacies (impossibly, magically) play out.



Language and Identity

As it becomes more possible to articulate dissident sexualities and gender identities, so emerge questions around the language used to do so and who is in‐/excluded from the identic spaces terms demark. This has coincided with a focus on discrimination and/as speech in deployments of ‘political correctness’ in public discourse – and the resultant backlash. Medicalized language such as homosexual gives way to ‘proudly’ claimed gay, lesbian, or bi identities. Weaponised language such as queer is appropriated and redeployed (although not always embraced by those it sometimes claims to speak for). Trans writing and activism reframes tabloid ‘sex change’ narratives through language which more accurately reflects and speaks to contemporary trans identities and experiences – though these moves are frequently resisted. C.N. Lester (2017) describes a contemporary ‘trend to describe all trans‐related language as somehow “made up”, difficult, and too PC to be allowed’ (p. 8). Although activist work has facilitated the dissemination into the mainstream of language to describe, identify‚ and differentiate trans and cis struggles and experiences, when trans issues are engaged with in mainstream media, a reactionary politics of language still often determines how they are framed. Lester suggests that


by implying that trans people are faddish and difficult about words, writers can cast aspersions on the validity of our language – and of our selves. By claiming that our words are too hard to understand, the media perpetuates the idea that we are too hard to understand, and suggests that there’s no point in trying.

(p. 9)


Language itself here is the site through which a transphobic culture perpetuates its marginalizing of trans communities by denigrating modes of articulation. Other language changes seek to speak for identic locations or experiences not accounted for in previous, supposedly inclusive terms, since umbrella terms often mask exclusions; biphobia and transphobia are still prevalent in supposedly ‘LGBT’ spaces. Different groups use variations on this acronym (e.g. LGBTQ+; or LGBTTQI+) to indicate inclusion, and to highlight histories of exclusion and erasure, but also model in their etceterizing gestures the limits of such an attempt. Further, the need as a corrective to recognize marginalized experiences within what was once supposed inclusive also merges in some potentially unsettling ways here with a pervasive ‘privatization’ which under neoliberalism extends anti‐collectivism to encompass ‘everything from state industry to personal “choice” of sexual orientation’ (Caserio 2006, p. 209). The acronyms (used by queer groups but readily incorporated into institutional language) model a friction between the queer individual and queer communities by which the community becomes more inclusive but by means of further individuation.

In a ‘post‐gay’ context, LGBTQ+ is taken up in ‘the discourse of diversity’ which, Sara Ahmed (2012) has noted, ‘is one of respectable differences […] that can be incorporated into the national body’ so ‘the adoption of the language of diversity by mainstream gay politics can be a means of maintaining rather than challenging privilege’ (p. 151). This re‐institutionalization of minority sexual identities through the discourses of diversity and inclusion characterizes a ‘queer liberalism’ focused on individual institutional access rather a dismantling of their strictures (see Duggan 2003; Eng 2010; Puar 2007).

The works of Ali Smith, and recent texts by Olumide Popoola and Eley Williams share similar preoccupations about the language used to identify queer experience. Reminiscent of the deconstructivist strain in queer theory‚ their narratives (which represent a range of different (and often ambiguous) sexualities and gender identities), are punctuated by etymological excursions which establish a context of shifting definition behind the unarticulated or uncertainly articulated sexualities.

Popoola’s (2017) When We Speak of Nothing is set in London around the riots of 20111, and in Nigeria. The narrative is frequently interrupted to define words pertaining to representability, bodies, relationality, and desire. These definitions, beginning with ‘Representation’ (p. 8) seem straightforward (as if representation were itself straightforward), but swiftly the boundary between the dictionary form and the narrative voice break down (as when ‘Bond’ ‘could be described as teaming up if you wanted to’ (p. 96)), so not only specific definitions but the act of defining, and indeed the authority with which one does so, are questioned. Coming out in anticipation of sex, protagonist Karl explains: “‘I’m trans […] Transgender. Some say I was born a girl. I don’t agree with that, but anyway, it’s complicated’ (p. 172). The anxiety is not in Karl’s identity itself, but in others’ potential reactions and the capability of mainstream languages to accommodate trans experience – the explanation that Karl reaches for in order to be understood is one he immediately rejects. Not a struggle for self‐acceptance but rather a depiction of the ways in which newly self‐actualized and self‐determining queers negotiate broader social environments. In 2018‚ the UK government ran a public consultation on proposed changes to the Gender Recognition Act (2004), which would allow trans people to change the sex on their birth certificate without undergoing extensive assessment. This possibility for self‐determination has been the available in Ireland since 2015. For Karl, as in the text, it is not his identity itself that is at stake, but rather how identities are misunderstood, misrepresented, mistold, or denigrated by other people or other narratives.

Eley Williams’s ‘Smote (or When I Find I Cannot Kiss You In Front Of A Print By Bridget Riley)’ (2017), constellates queer activism, far‐right homophobic protest‚ and individual anxiety with the problematics of un/fixable definition and language transformation. ‘To kiss you should not involve such fear of imprecision’, the narrator opens. After all,


loads of people – have staged kiss‐ins in Sainsbury’s and in Southbank cafés precisely in solidarity with my freedom to kiss you. […]

When that historian shot himself in Notre Dame two years ago, when Larousse dictionary mooted changing the definition of marriage, he was not thinking about me tarrying in this gallery’ gift shop […].

Larousse dictionary’s colophon is a woman blowing at a dandelion clock. Have I used the word colophon correctly? Where are you?

Dandelion comes from the French dent‐de‐lion, lion’s tooth. […]

A lion would not baulk at kissing you, toothily. (45–46)2


Recent instances of homophobia and queer protest background the anxieties of a particular relationship – experienced as both connected to but separate from these political/public events – manifest in shifting language. These texts dramatize contemporary fears of ‘imprecision’ (or of ‘getting it wrong’ in our use of terms or pronouns (Lester, 2017 p. 9)) and the im/possibilities of claiming an identity in language, as well as the fact that identic claims are necessarily relational acts. They may remind us that, as Alan Sinfield (1998) suggested, for queer struggles ‘the task is not to discover the “right” word but to deploy, tactically, terms that will be effective at the moment’ (p. 11).



Pretended Family Relationships: Standing on Ceremony

At the start of Ready to Catch Him Should He Fall, Boy, after having sex with men, imagined


actually sleeping, sharing a bed with them for the night. And then Boy could imagine having a cup of coffee with them in the morning, but he couldn’t imagine anything else after that.

(Bartlett 1990, p. 20)


Relationships rendered unthinkable not by legal barriers but imaginative ones. But if Boy cannot yet conceive life together beyond sex, the narrator can, appropriating marriage: ended relationships are ‘failed marriages’ (p. 112), a lover is a ‘husband for the night’, a ‘husband‐to‐be' (p. 49). At least since the Molly Houses of the eighteenth century in which men would cross‐dress, use female names, stage ‘marriages’, and retire to the back‐room ‘chapel’, such performances have played a role in the imaginary of gay subcultures (Bray 1982, pp. 81–114). The narrator’s language reproduces a community language, and points to generational change: ‘Of course, Boy would never have used that word, husband, that’s my word. But then, I’m old‐fashioned, I mean. We used to talk like that all the time. What word do you use then?’ (p. 49). Bartlett invites (queer?) readers to see themselves both within and outwith this community (it is a familiar gay bar, made unfamiliar in its strange and magical particularities) and to question the language through which desire manifests and is communicated as historically, generationally contingent.


I have always wanted to get married, not for always, but just for once in my life I wanted to live out my love for a man like they did. I suppose you think I mean I want to walk down the aisle in white with my friends watching, but that’s not it […]. Or not all of it, because of course I would love to do that. But that’s easy to laugh at. What I want is to hold his hand in public. And what I want then is to hold his hand in front of the television for several evenings a week […]

You dream about marriage the same way you dream about someone coming down your throat; it’s not something you’re going to actually do, not these days, but that doesn’t mean you don’t dream about it.

(pp. 113–114)


Marriage here is not about longevity but a way of connecting a public and private self‐in‐relation. Linking a dream of an impossible marriage with that of a now‐fraught sexual practice also gestures to the AIDS crisis as one vector by which marriage became a public focus of LGBT activism. Through what Lisa Duggan (2003) calls ‘a new strain of gay moralism’ in the 1990s, ‘attacks on “promiscuity” and the “gay lifestyle” accompanied advocacy of monogamous marriage as a responsible disease‐prevention strategy’ (p. 182). It is in this context that marriage is here reconceived and eroticized as a phantasmic feature of a promiscuous queer imaginary.

Boy and O’s marriage, while drawing on the phantasmic (it is, as we shall see, a locus of queer haunting), is distinct from the other ceremonies held in the Bar marked by camp ‘outrage’: ‘Boy was not in drag […], this being an actual ceremony and not some party or parody’ (Bartlett 1990, p. 207). This remove from camp register is precisely what unsettles the narrator as it aligns with ‘real’ marriages:


The vows were read very slowly, as if there could be time enough in those long pauses for us all to think about what those famous and infamous words might really mean on this particular occasion, and how you could make them mean what you wanted them to mean […] but still it was so hard to hear those words spoken […] all I could think of when they made the vows was, Oh my mother said that. My grandmother said that, I don’t know what this means any more. […] I no longer know what love means; I cannot show any good reason why they should not lawfully be joined together, but if this is the answer then why did my Mother live like she did, and why did my Father talk like he did.

(p. 209)


The un‐realness of a camp ceremony allows it to critique and ironize but defined precisely by never being ‘real’ it might escape implication in patriarchal histories that characterize these queers’ experiences of the normative family. Boy and O’s ceremony is suddenly something indefinable. Bartlett anticipates some of the emotional and imaginative landscapes over which same‐sex marriage debates have ranged, and the conflicts between equality‐based and anti‐assimilationist approaches. The focus on gaining access to such institutions is what Duggan (2003) calls homonormativity: ‘the sexual politics of neoliberalism’ which


does not contest dominant heteronormative assumptions and institutions but upholds and sustains them while promising the possibility of a demobilised gay constituency and a privatized, depoliticised gay culture anchored in domesticity and consumption.

(p. 179)


Thus‚ LGBT equalities discourse can rest on the same logic that allowed then UK Prime Minister David Cameron (2011) to say, as a supposed corrective to his party’s earlier positioning of same‐sex relationships as pretended families, ‘I don't support gay marriage despite being a Conservative. I support gay marriage because I'm a Conservative’.

The narrator’s problem is also definitional, and anticipates inversely arguments against same‐sex marriage which claimed that it changed the definition of marriage. Here‚ rather than same‐sex love being a linguistic threat to marriage’s definition, marriage becomes a threat to same‐sex love. Afterwards, when ‘O and his Boy made love just like a married couple […] they felt like they were doing it for the very first time’ (Bartlett 1990, p. 217). But ‘neither of them looked up and saw, hovering over that white and isolated bed […] a crowd of fifty or sixty men. […] These were the ones who had come before’ who make ‘emblematic gestures of contact and love’ (p. 218). This marriage is haunted by histories of same‐sex desire: connection across time through ritual queer impossibility. It is this perhaps that leads Caserio (2006) to suggest that the novel itself can also ‘serve as a rite of passage for gay (and gay‐friendly) readers into a polysemous queer future’(p. 220), as the text establishes these connections (including between reader and narrator) in a changing linguistic landscape.

In 1990‚ the possibility of marriage for same‐sex couples was implausible. By 2002, legal changes in the United Kingdom had equalized the age of consent, removed prohibitions from military service, and repealed Section 28 in Scotland: marriage was now becoming a distinct possibility. Lisa, the lesbian narrator of Jackie Kay’s ‘Married Women’ (2002), details her illicit relationships with several women married to men. Central to the erotics of these relationships is ‘Secrecy. I loved the danger’ (pp. 194–195). But while she prefers married women because ‘they did things that dykes didn’t’ (p. 201), marriage itself she initially detests (‘What a dull stupid business it all is: choosing tiles and carpet colours and curtains and wallpaper’ (p. 207)). There is a shifting deployment of the word ‘wife’ which connects to a shift in the imagined possibility of marriage. When Lisa first humorously refers to women as her ‘wives’, it points to the illicit thrill. But when one woman, Isabel, offers to leave her husband and says ‘I could be your wife. Wouldn’t you like a wife?’ Lisa realizes she does (p. 208). But while the building of a life (and kitchen) together is enough for Isabel to consider Lisa her wife, Lisa, once so damning of marriage, realizes that for her, ‘ceremonies are important’ and so ‘the minute the law changes, I will be down there […] saying I do’ (p. 210). The story sites itself alongside fights for legal recognition, as both an argument that it is due and a hopeful (or provoking) statement of its inevitability. What it also does though, is reduce Lisa’s earlier rejection of marriage to having not yet met the right person. What begins as a lesbian destabilizing of the institution of marriage in a playful series of intense intimacies which best heterosex, is now bound in the homonormative terms of institutional access. By implication, the queer narrative which rejects, mocks‚ or critiques marriage itself is recast into something near‐adjacent to the argument which posits marriage as a way to contain gay ‘problem’ promiscuity.

Five years later, two years after the introduction of civil partnerships for same‐sex couples in the United Kingdom, Ali Smith’s Girl Meets Boy (2007) stages another imagined marriage. It retells Ovid’s tale of Iphis and Ianthe, relocated to contemporary Scotland and focusing on the relationship between Anthea, and Robin who ‘had the swagger of a girl […] blushed like a boy […] had a girl’s toughness [… and] a boy’s gentleness’ (p. 84). Anthea explains:


Reader, I married him/her.

It’s the happy ending. Lo, and behold.

I don’t mean we had a civil ceremony. I don’t mean we had a civil partnership. I mean we did what’s still impossible after all these centuries. I mean we did the still‐miraculous, in this day and age. I mean we got married.

(p. 149)


Described at joyous length, this fantastical ceremony, in which Venus, Cupid, the Loch Ness Monster, and Anthea’s drowned grandparents appear, ostensibly has its realness undercut: ‘Uh‐huh. Ok. I know. In my dreams’ (p. 159). What there is instead is storytelling (which is ‘what happens when things come together’) and the truth that ‘things can always change, because things will always change, and things will always be different, because things can always be different’ (p. 160). Same‐sex marriage is cast as a not‐yet‐possibility, but the text does not pin itself as Kay’s does to call for a specific legal change but rather to revel in the joy and affirmation of brilliantly impossible queer storytelling and trans/formation.

Marriage, cultural‚ and legal change have thus proved key loci through which writers, queer and otherwise, have sought to represent LGBT+ lives. In Bernardine Evaristo’s Mr Loverman (2013), Barrington, who, in Antigua, had ‘been under such pressure’ as ‘a young man showing no‐interest in girls’ that he married Carmel, to allay his fear of ending up with ‘electric volts destroying parts of my brain forever or in the crazy house pumped full of drugs’ (pp. 34–35), maintains a secret 50 year relationship with Morris in London. To Barrington, marriage is ‘such a softly seductive word – but such a spiteful reality’ (p. 189), which necessitates a life ‘spent in hiding’ (p. 103). His coming out causes the marital breakdown: family and queerness are opposed‚ although in this case it is the straight marriage that has been ‘pretended’ (by Barrington, if not Carmel). The text explores the consequences of bigotry and secrecy, before leaving its characters in a reshaped family with access to new public worlds in which such secrecy is no longer necessary. In one sense‚ it presents ‘pretended’ family relationships like Barrington and Carmel’s as cruel if understandably once necessary – though no longer. But ‘progress’ is punctuated by the continuing realities of homophobic violence. In 2010, Barrington will ‘still get flashbacks to what happened’ one night in the 1980s when someone was shot dead for ‘cheating on his woman with a “batty” man’ (pp. 113–114). He uses this as justification: ‘No wonder I couldn’t leave Carmel back then’ given ‘the dangerous world we was living in’. The past tense is swiftly corrected: ‘Still living in. Just last year that fella got beaten to death in Trafalgar Square’ (p. 114).3 Barrington recognizes that though much has changed and electroshock therapy or incarceration no longer an immediate threat to him, steps towards ‘equality’ do not override those dangers.

Morris wants to formalize their own union, since ‘today we even got civil partnerships’. He situates this legal change in a gay history from Quentin Crisp to ‘gay liberationists […] educating the masses and getting us our freedom’ (p. 139). Although both Barrington and Morris avoided involvement in these struggles (in part because of the racism they also faced), Morris, more comfortable with the idea of himself as a gay man, sees himself as their constituent and beneficiary. Barrington rejects civil partnerships, which to him requires identification with gayness: ‘I ‘ain’t no homosexual, I am a Barrysexual!’ (p. 139). But there is discord between his investment in these ideas and what the text posits as his ‘real’ self. He knows he cannot be the ‘brave warrior’ like his daughter’s ‘lesbian and proud of it’ friend, despite his wish to reveal his ‘commensurate feelings’ and ‘to spill the beans about who I really was’ (p. 132). The text thereby explores ways the closet still features in contemporary queer lives but remains invested in the emancipatory force of coming out of it into a supposedly authentic self.

Legislation in 2014 led to same‐sex marriage being recognized in England, Wales, and Scotland; this was extended to Northern Ireland in January 2020. In 2015, Ireland held a public referendum on same‐sex marriage; with 62% voting in favour‚ it became law. Following this referendum‚ Sebastian Barry’s Days Without End (2016) was published. Set during the American Civil War, the text is narrated by Thomas McNulty, who has escaped famine in Ireland. In America he meets John Cole; eventually they marry.


There’s a half‐blind preacher in a temple called Bartram House and I don my best dress and me and John Cole go there and we tie the knot. Rev. Hindle he says the lovely words and John Cole kiss the bride and then it’s done and who to know. Maybe you could read it in their holy book, John Cole and Thomasina McNulty wed this day […] In the euphoria of war’s end we reckon a craziness is desired.

(p. 204)


Distinct from the fantastical, or awaited marriages in the texts above, this pretended marriage, though set in a period when it was not possible (but written in a context in which it has just become so), is ‘real’ (albeit only through deceit). Following the new legal possibility for same‐sex marriage in Ireland, Barry’s text reaches back into the past and finds a way to forge the same possibility there. Barry publicly supported the Yes campaign in the referendum and described ‘a secret mission’ he had with his gay son Toby (who provided the model for the central relationship) to reflect the referendum result in the novel. When Barry speaks in interviews of his son’s role in its conception, the fiction thus marks and responds to specific social change, and becomes part of the culture surrounding it: this specific family is then a publicly performed model of the shifting nature of acceptance within the contemporary family in Ireland.

This remains rooted in a model of society fundamentally shaped around the normative family unit as its model of validity. Barry suggested that ‘the important thing for me about Thomas and John Cole is that […] they’re still alive with Winona [a Lakota child they informally adopt]. They’ve created a family, which is the only proper outcome for the world’ (Jordan, 2016). As Thomas returns to them‚ he ‘don’t desire nothing but to reach’ their farm ‘and witness the living forms of John Cole and Winona step out to meet’ him, desire for the family itself usurping all others (Barry 2016, p. 300). While recent legal changes have allowed the family to be reshaped somewhat to better accommodate LGBT individuals, such victories necessarily reinforce the centrality of the family unit itself, and so also exert pressures on queer communities to reshape to better fit the structure that once excluded them. And yet, though the family awaits, the text closes without the ability to articulate what that will go on to be. Thus‚ Thomas in some ways shares with Bartlett’s Boy (before his rites of passage in the Bar enabled a gay imaginary), a limit at the edge of what is conceivable, articulable – no language yet for what this family could be.



Pretended Family Relationships: Christmases and Classrooms

Forging new queer kinships can stem from exclusion from the family: a fact often brought home by Christmas. The narrator in Ready to Catch Him Should He Fall uses Christmas to represent everything of the families and backgrounds of the Bar‐goers that remains unspoken – definitionally outwith their queer life in the Bar: ‘you know nothing at all about that part of their lives; you see them go home for Christmas and that’s all you see’ (Bartlett 1990, p. 235). For Eve Sedgwick (1993), ‘the depressing thing about the Christmas season – isn’t it? – is that it’s the time when all the institutions’, the Church, the State, commerce, the media‚ and so on, ‘are speaking with one voice’ and ‘the pairing “families/Christmas” becomes increasingly tautological, as families more and more constitute themselves according to the schedule, and in the endlessly iterated image, of the holiday itself constituted in the image of “the” family’ (p. 5). Thus‚ for those who don’t fit into normative family patterns, Christmas becomes a locus whereby all the daily exclusions coalesce into a one‐voiced monolithic reminder of the irreconcilability of our queerness.

Similarly, in Bartlett’s Mr Clive & Mr Page (1996), set in 1956 (in the lead up to the Wolfenden Report, which recommended the partial decriminalization of homosex), its gay narrator Mr Page suggests that ‘one of the worst things about the weeks before Christmas […] is being obliged to hear discussion of everybody’s Plans. Plans for the Festive Season’ (p. 12). His colleagues patronize him with sympathy that he will be ‘alone again’ for Christmas. But in fact, he does ‘things all the year round that they can’t possibly imagine me doing, not that nice Mr Page from Banking’ (p. 13). Mr Page moves through a world hidden from heterosexuality: the sauna, the codes of street cruising – reading in gestures and signals a language and erotics to which the straight mainstream is oblivious. Queerness is also a language opposed to the family in Colm Toibin’s House of Names (2016), a re‐encounter with the Oresteia. Electra, whose sexuality is repressed, has ‘an intimate relationship with silence’ (p. 144). But Leander and Orestes‚ whose queer relationship, while not public is more self‐accepted, ‘possessed a set of references that were like a private language’, although ‘they had to restrain themselves when the family was there’. Only the also‐queer Ianthe ‘seemed to understand or appreciate how […they] spoke’ (p. 186). The rest of the family worked instead on ‘disrupting the private way […they] had of communicating’ (p. 187). Thus questions key to queer criticism and theory about the articulatibility of identity, of queerness as a form of language in a disruptive relationship with the family, underpin this re‐inflection of classical myth. Smith’s response to Ovid, and Toibin’s to Aeschylus both refract through contemporary understandings of sexuality the queernesses that were always present in these myths but which have not always been allowed to mean as such. Contemporary queer writing here then becomes an unpacking, or a revealing, not of an authentic gay truth, but rather of the truth that sexuality, gender‚ and desire have always been more fluid, contingent, amorphous, startling, strange‚ and queer than a normative narrative has allowed itself to allow.

Against Christmas, Sedgwick (1993) asks ‘what if instead there were a practice of valuing the ways in which meanings and institutions can be at loose ends with each other?’ (p. 6). Queer thinking and writing then becomes a way of unpicking that single institutional voice, and of unhooking meanings, leaving them open. Smith achieves something like this in Winter (2017). While the narrative regularly shifts in time and focus (and pauses to chase words down etymological tangents), its ostensible plot concerns a haunted family Christmas. Art, accompanied by Lux (a lesbian he pays to pretend to be his girlfriend), visits his mother and estranged aunt. Lux learns the truth of the marriage of convenience that his mother had with the (gay) man Art believes to be his father. This family is multiply ‘pretended’. The novel ends with words Donald Trump delivered in July 2017 to the Scouts of America. Drawing on the supposed ‘war on Christmas’, he claimed that during his presidency ‘you’ll be saying Merry Christmas again when you go shopping, believe me’. Smith’s reading of this is that ‘in the middle of summer it’s winter. White Christmas’ (p. 321). Christmas is reinscribed as an institution central to the racist, misogynistic, homophobic‚ and transphobic politics represented by Trump. Winter, with its linguistic and represented ghosts, polyvocality and formal and representational queernesses through which it values other ways of relating and remembering, sets a queering of the tautological family/Christmas against the one‐voicedness of a Trumpian White Christmas founded on an appeal to those ‘traditional values’ which reinforce interlocking systems of oppression.

Trump’s address was made to children; the child is central to normative notions of marriage, the family, the Church‚ and Christmas. Debates about same‐sex marriage were frequently structured along the axis of ‘reproductive futurism’ (Edelman 2004), and its ‘threat’ was not just to the institution (by redefining or devaluing), but to children themselves (who ‘should have a mother and a father’). The injunction to protect children from queerness is dependent on denying their erotic lives and experiences and maintaining the fiction that children themselves cannot be (or aren’t always) queer. This was the logic behind Section 28, which arose after moral panic around children’s literature – and particularly Danish photobook Jenny Lives with Eric and Martin by Susanne Bosche (1983). Although it wasn’t stocked in UK school libraries, the lie that it was persisted‚ and headlines such as Sun’s ‘Vile Book In School: Pupils See Pictures Of Gay Lovers’ (4 May, 1986) fuelled a public outcry which eventually led to legal prohibition and new atmospheres of silence in schools throughout and beyond the 1990s.

This atmosphere is captured in Jackie Kay’s taut short story ‘Physics and Chemistry’ (2002) about two teachers whose lesbian relationship cannot be acknowledged. The silence in the school extends to their own home life – where another iteration of an internalized discourse of the pretended family relationship is marked by the ‘fake gas fire that attempted to look like a real one, but never really fooled anybody’ (p. 215). This space is not a respite from the homophobia and insinuation of their workplace, but its extension: the culture of silence they work in insinuates itself into their domestic scene and ‘the weight of all the things they’d listened to in silence moved around them’ (p. 215). When spending evenings in the company of another lesbian couple, none of them ‘ever mentioned the nature of their relationship to each other’ (p. 217). Even when alone Physics and Chemistry ‘never discussed’ nor identified their relationship: ‘not a word. Not a single word was ever spoken […]. Physics had never ever said the dreaded word out loud for fear of it’ (p. 219). Not the thrilling secrecy of ‘Married Women’ nor an eroticized furtiveness a la Hollinghurst or Bartlett, but the consequence of a culture which denies opportunities to articulate desire: fearful inarticulability, a privatizing and internalizing of the (lack of) public discourse. However, their lives are ‘altered completely and forever’ when they are fired because ‘the school gossiped’ and ‘it is a delicate business, working with young people’ (p. 221). This injustice becomes liberatory: outside the silencing school ‘their new life became experimental, unpredictable’ (p. 222). Once public they can reshape their private.

Though the child is still the site for moral panics regarding sexuality and gender identity,4 there are also more possibilities for texts for young people which address LGBT+ lives. When Paul Magrs’ Strange Boy (2002) was published‚ it was ‘thought to be the first “gay book” aimed at the youth market’ since the introduction of Section 28 (Wells, 2002). Set in 1979 in the North of England‚ Thatcher is again an absent presence. The depiction of ten‐year‐old narrator David’s sexual encounters with fourteen‐year‐old Jonathan caused some controversy. ‘All we’ve got to do is touch each other’s dicks’ David explains to Jonathan. Naked in the woods they ‘lie like this for a while’ (p. 11). Unsurprisingly the Daily Mail proclaimed that this ‘Wretched Book Robs Children of their Childhoods’ (25 June 2002). The novel’s editor Stephan Cole argued ‘that the real controversy […] lies in the fact that it's not making a big deal out of having a gay child as its protagonist. It's just a given. […] This is not an 'issue' book’ (Wells, 2002). Cole’s statement indicates a shift in representational possibilities, in which space is available for texts in which gayness is not an ‘issue’. But that this is raised at all as a defence, reassurance‚ or marketing strategy is telling.

When Jonathan warns David that no one must know because ‘they think it’s weird. They think it’s queer’ (p. 227). David decides to prove that the ‘special powers’ they claim to have to explain their outsiderness, are real: a masturbation to orgasm is euphemized through fantasy, bathing Jonathan in ‘gentle and white, slowly brightening light’ which ‘comes off both […David’s] hands’ and heals Jonathan’s wounds from a homophobic attack, in a moment of queer magic. But David knows that ‘making it real is going too far’ for Jonathan (p. 228). There are striking parallels here with Bartlett’s narrator in the discomfort caused by the encounter with the ‘too real’ and the fantastically queer.

In Margot and Me, Juno Dawson (2017) charts the progresses of anti‐racist, anti‐homophobic‚ and feminist struggles via a teenage girl’s textual encounter with her grandmother Margot’s past. In the present, Fliss secretly reads Margot’s 1947 diary. This prying back in time leads to cross‐generational understanding in the present as Margot adds new entries in response to Fliss’s written questions, and they pass the book between them. Dawson is also known for non‐fiction titles on LGBT+ issues for young audiences, such as This Book is Gay (2014) and What is Gender? How Does It Define Us? And Other Big Questions for Kids (2017), and this text perhaps exhibits similar awareness‐raising impulses in the parallels drawn between marginalizations. Constellating experiences of racism, sexism‚ and homophobia, the text demonstrates to its young audience that systems of oppression are implicate and through intergenerational storytelling reveals the secrets and compromises into which marginalized people have been compelled.

Just as in the fiction of Hollinghurst, Waters, Bartlett, Popoola‚ and Smith, storytelling in the present finds queer belonging in the past, even if that belonging is uncertain, the progress tentative and provisional. Things which could not be said are spoken even as the language we have for affirming them is brought into question. Identity becomes easier to claim but harder to define. Thus‚ these texts demonstrate the importance of rescuing, telling‚ and retelling queer stories, as well as the anxieties around the exclusions and restrictions that are imposed if the language we have for doing so becomes fixed.
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Notes


	1 These followed the police shooting of Mark Duggan, in Tottenham, igniting existing tensions between the police and black communities, before spreading across London and to other UK cities..

	2 ‘That historian’ was Dominique Venner, whose suicide note claimed that measures such as same‐sex marriage would ‘destroy the anchors of our identity, including the family’ (Sage 2013).

	3 A reference to the killing of Ian Baynam in September 2009. His teenaged attackers shouted ‘fucking faggots’ as they kicked him to death.

	4 During 2019, a school in Birmingham was the centre of a fresh wave of protests against LGBT inclusion in relationships and sex education, and the arguments and media narratives were strikingly reminiscent of those which led to Section 28. Such attacks also frequently focus on trans children’s access to puberty‐blocking drugs.
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Introduction: Cool Britannia

In 1996‚ a sheep became the first cloned mammal; the sheep was named Dolly and was presented to the world by Scotland’s Roslin Institute in 1997. The landmark event that was Dolly caused instant turbulence as ‘most people immediately assumed that humans could now be cloned’ despite the fact that the technology involved is remarkably different and the legalities surrounding such a development are more complex (Sherlock and Morrey, 2002, 1). One potential cause for the uproar following the announcement of Dolly’s birth was ‘a diet of previous cloning scare stories and pulp fiction’ (Colman, 1999, 14). Alan Colman explores the intimate connection between fiction and science and how this unique combination can shape public perception of innovation. By ‘pulp’ fiction, Alan Colman is talking about magazines like Amazing Stories (launched 1926), Science Wonder Stories (launched 1929), and Astounding Stories (launched 1930), to name just three, all of which have their fair share of cloning narratives and many of them dystopic. For example, Science Wonder Stories published A. Connell’s ‘The Duplicate’ in 1936 in which Dr Green is cloned without his knowledge. In the short story, cloning is described by the scientist responsible as ‘Science and genius’ but to the aghast protagonist the breakthrough is ‘Mad […] but real’ (Connell, 1936, 940). In the late 1980s and early 1990s, British writers contributed to the cloning theme as seen in Fay Weldon’s The Cloning of Joanna May (1989), Anna Wilson’s Hatching Stones (1991), and Michael Philip Marshall’s Spares, published the same year as Dolly’s birth.

After the news of Dolly was made public, the cloning theme gained greater currency in the science fiction genre (SF). With the cloning breakthrough occurring so late in the century, there was a convergence of the Dolly spectacle with the dawning of a new millennium. The same year Dolly was unveiled to the world, the Labour Party led by Tony Blair under the banner of ‘New Labour’ gained control after nearly twenty years of Conservative government. With New Labour came a vision for a ‘new’ and ‘modern’ country as promoted by the slogan ‘New Labour, New Britain’. ‘Rule Britannia’ made way for ‘Cool Britannia’ as the media pushed the sentiment of a cool, modern, and progressive London and country. And, what is cooler than the new millennium? Many millennium‐themed initiatives were financed; one very visual element being the (rather controversial) Millennium Dome (completed 1999). Ben Ruse, Millennium Commission spokesman, attempted to explain the enthusiasm Britain showed for the millennium by claiming ‘Britain feels a particular affinity with the millennium because of the meridian which runs through Greenwich and through England’ (BBC, 1998). On millennium night, Queen Elizabeth II and Blair celebrated the year 2000 at festivities in the Millennium Dome. The millennium was to be the time of rebirth, as Blair said during the 1999 Labour Party Conference, ‘Today at the frontier of the new Millennium I set out for you how, as a nation, we renew British strength and confidence for the 21st century’ (BBC, 1999). The rhetoric of rebirth combined with ‘Cool Britannia’ was, in part, responding to concerns that ‘foreigners regard Britain as backward‐looking’ (The Economist, 1998). The mixture of landmark scientific advancements, like Dolly, and dreams of the millennium combined to ‘prove’ that Britain was not ‘backward‐looking’ but forward thinking. The millennium would mark a ‘departure point’ and the future of Britain was very much positioned as one of scientific and technological innovation. As Blair noted, for better or worse, the millennium saw the endurance of ‘[a] spectre [that] haunts the world: technological revolution’ (BBC, 1999).

In the 1990s, American futurist Faith Popcorn coined new terms to describe the technological innovations that were impacting social existence. ‘Socioquake’ was one term ushered into existence by Popcorn, who declared in The Popcorn Report ‘These are bizarre times’ and continued that life in the 1990s was a time of considerable change:


Once in a great while, events or innovations electrify the world in a full‐swing way that permeates and transforms everyday life. The Industrial Revolution. Wars, plagues. The invention of the car. Television. Or the micro‐chip. These are changes you can’t see coming.

Another kind of a change is germinating today.

(1992, 3)


While the new millennium was certainly positioned as a pivotal moment, any decade can claim to linchpin a century. For example, the 1940s saw accelerated progression in which landmark war technologies like the V2 ushered in other awe‐inspiring developments such as the early origins of the Space Race. The 1940s also saw the birth of the nuclear weapon, Oswald Avery’s advancements in DNA research, and the first electronic programmable computer. The 1950s introduced FORTRAN (computer programming language), the launch of Sputnik, and the contraceptive pill. The 1960s presented the first heart transplant, and, of course, the first man on the moon. The 1970s welcomed the first computer virus (Creeper) and the first test tube baby (Louise Brown). And the 1980s brought us the horror of Chernobyl and President Reagan’s proposed ‘Star Wars’ initiative. Decades, and even centuries, are not isolated nor self‐contained. As H. G. Wells narrated:


In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries the story of mankind upon this planet undergoes a change of phase. It broadens out. It unifies. It ceases to be a tangle of more and more interrelated histories and it becomes plainly and consciously one history.

(2017, 19)


Although Wells penned this in his SF novel The Shape of Things to Come (1933), the idea of ‘one history’ in terms of an evolutionary development in the last two centuries is interesting‚ and in that vein, we can see how the 1990s do not necessarily mark a radical and unprecedented time. However, the 1990s are of interest because this decade did mark a very notable literary turning point. What Dolly suggested was that nature was ‘far more malleable than ever it was in the nineteenth century’ (Smith, 1998, 270). The latter part of the twentieth century confirmed what science had suggested for a while: that all aspects of life, even the very rudimental elements of existence – DNA – can be engineered. Alongside the rise of computing and the introduction of the World Wide Web by British computer scientist Timothy Berners‐Lee, there was a renewed sense that the future was technological. As the twentieth century made way for the twenty‐first century‚ the SF imaginings of malleable life gained intensive scrutiny‚ especially in the genre. Previously fictionalized ideas of hybrids, artificial intelligence, and nanotechnology were seen as achievable‚ as the imagined binaries between nature/technology and artificial/real became more complicated than ever before. From time capsules and celebrations to fears over end of the world predictions and the ‘Y2K’ bug, it seemed like the world was bracing for the year 2000 whether this be with optimism or dread. While cloning demonstrated mastery over technology, Y2K fears suggested technology could master us. Oscillation between technological wonderment and apprehension defines this moment and the SF produced during the decades immediately surrounding it. If, for Wells, the nineteenth and twentieth centuries ‘unify’, then the twenty‐first century was imagined as a departure, a fission, a moment of split and transformation. SF, often described as ‘technology fiction’, became the perfect medium through which to debate and challenge the speculative future which was suddenly positioned not as occurring in the distant future but as a closer millennial concern. Here, British SF speculatively exploring and anticipating seismic shifts in how technology and the human are defined and represented will be discussed alongside the contextual influence of the new millennium.



New Millennium and Technology Fiction

Adam Roberts, a prolific British SF writer and critic, suggests that the SF genre ‘is better defined as technology fiction’ (2016, 19). However, the relationship SF has with technology is more complicated than simple reference to spaceships, weapons, and advanced computers; when Roberts speaks of ‘technology fiction’, he is talking about technology ‘in a Heideggerean sense as a mode of enframing the world, a manifestation of a fundamentally philosophical outlook’ (2016, 19). The philosopher Martin Heidegger challenged the growing dominance of technology and how it can affect the authenticity of the world and the subject. Technology itself is not a threat, Heidegger suggests; it is how it is employed and viewed by us that is the problem. As Leslie Paul Thiele explains, in regards to Heideggerean philosophy, ‘The real question, in any case, is not how we define technology but how technology comes to define us’ (1997, 517). Technology defining humanness and human experience was partly the concern Blair was articulating when he referred to the ‘spectre’ of technology as he noted ‘10 years ago, a fifteen‐year‐old probably couldn't work a computer. Now he's in danger of living on it’ (BBC, 1999).

SF visits the extreme of possibilities; while Blair worries about living on computers today, SF worries about living in computers tomorrow. The extreme of SF revolves around exploring the various ramifications of scientific and technological innovation. The innovation of Dolly sparked much concern that the technology would pave the way for human cloning. Time Magazine even issued a special report on the event asking, on the front cover of the March 1997 edition, ‘Will There Ever Be Another You?’. Dolly was not only a clone, she was a point of debate on a much larger scale than Somatic Cell Nuclear Transfer as she provoked discussion on the ethics of human reproductive cloning and therapeutic cloning. Dolly represented many ‘what if’ questions – chiefly ‘what if we cloned a human being, what then?’ The question ‘what will happen if’ underpins the genre of SF. This is something Arthur C. Clarke seems to comment on when talking about the connection between fiction and foresight:


C. P. Snow ended his famous essay ‘Science and Government’ by stressing the vital importance of ‘the gift of foresight’. He pointed out that men often have wisdom without possessing foresight.

Science fiction has done much to redress the balance. Even if its writers do not always possess wisdom, the best ones have certainly possessed foresight.

(2000, x)


In many respects, SF attempts to ‘pre‐empt’ scientific ‘wisdom’ (advancements) with fiction‐based foresight. Therefore, it is of no surprise that many popular British SF texts were set during the speculative new millennium. For example, Clarke’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) is set during and after the new millennium, as is Childhood’s End (1954). Stephen Baxter’s Titan (1997) and Simon Pearson’s Total War: 2006 (1999) are set in the early twenty‐first century. William Olaf Stapledon’s Last and First Man (1930) and H. G. Wells’ The Shape of Things to Come also speculate on the future by tracing human development from 1930s into the far future. Stand on Zanzibar by John Brunner (published 1968) starts in May of 2010‚ and the initial description of this world is technologically focused: ‘For toDAY third of MAY twenty‐TEN ManhatTEN reports mild spring‐type weather under the Fuller Dome. Ditto on the General Technics Plaza’ (2011, 3).

The genre of SF sought to help guide readers through this millennial hinge moment. As John Cook and Peter Wright comment, SF helps audiences work through cultural issues: ‘analysis of past “visions of the future” can very much help us to understand the preoccupations, hopes and fears of the society and culture which produced them at particular points in time’ (2006, 3). Although talking about SF television, this statement is applicable to all forms of SF. Even books for children and young adults were tasked with helping the youth navigate the twenty‐first century‚ such as Ali Sparkes’ Frozen in Time (2009), which introduces a cryogenically frozen 1950s family to the new millennium; Helen Fox’s Eager (2003), featuring the robot EGR3 who embarks on a quest to discover what life means; and Philip Reeve’s Mortal Engines (2001) on the evolution of technology; as well as themes of eternal life (Gemma Malley’s The Declaration (2007)), global warming (Julie Bertagna’s Exodus (2002) and sequels) and planetary exodus (Adrian Tchaikovsky’s Children of Time (2015)). Many Doctor Who novels (in addition to television episodes) were published in the twentieth century but set in the early part of the twenty‐first century such as The Seeds of Death (1986), The Mutation of Time (1989), and Cat’s Cradle: Warhead (1992). Although the Doctor Who television series ended in 1989 (with a television special in 1996), the series was revived in 2005; the new millennium was seen as an ideal time for Christopher Eccleston to take over the role of The Doctor. The rebirth of the BBC’s most iconic SF show in the first decade of the new millennium highlights how the world ‘needed its Doctor back to guide his mass of viewing companions through the uncertain future’ (Halden, 2014, 246). Further, the tagline of the Torchwood spinoff series (2006–2011) reads ‘The 21st century is when everything changes’.

One prophesied change widely discussed in the 1990s was the looming advent of the Technological Singularity. Although the Singularity has roots in the 1980s, Vernor Vinge’s ‘The Coming Technological Singularity: How to Survive in the Post‐Human Era’ (presented at VISION‐21 Symposium) in March 1993, defined and established the Singularity: ‘Within thirty years, we will have the technological means to create superhuman intelligence. Shortly after, the human era will be ended’ (1). Broadly speaking, the Technological Singularity refers to a moment, loosely indicated as around 2030, during which substantial technological breakthroughs will occur that will change the course of human history and human experience. Ideas of the Singularity are explored in Warwick Collins’ Computer One (1993), Ken Macleod’s 1990s Fall Revolution series and Newton’s Wake: A Space Opera (2004), Charles Stross’ Singularity Sky (2003) and Accelerando (2005), to name just a few. The Singularity is predicted to manifest through one of the following breakthroughs: artificial intelligence, intelligent networks, the merging of organic and artificial ‘interfaces’, and biological engineering to boost organic intellect (Vinge, 1993, 2). For our purposes here, we might loosely interpret this as having two broad strands: the transmutation of the human being, and the rise of machines. An overview of key texts dealing with posthumanity, artificial intelligence (AI), and nanotechnology will be useful in order to explore the ways in which some authors writing at this turning point imagine how humanness could fall under pressure.


Transmutation: Posthumanity

Exceeding the limitations of the human body is one of the principal ambitions of much British fiction from Gothic tropes of vampires (Bram Stoker’s Dracula, 1897) and monsters (Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus, 1818), fairy stories of elves (J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, 1954), and mythic stories of Gods (Neil Gaiman’s American Gods, 2001), to superheroes and immortals (BBC’s Doctor Who), and magic users (J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter, 1997–2007). Becoming something ‘more’ is an intoxicating theme in fiction with the posthuman character representing a more ‘modern’ version of a very old theme. Many SF texts of the period under scrutiny here explore how the human race might transition from ‘traditional’ humans to future new millennium posthumans. The transition from one century to another seemed to articulate an ideal time for such an investigation. An interesting example of the shift from human to posthuman can be seen in Automated Alice by Jeff Noon (1996). Noon’s text is a sequel to Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865) and Through the Looking‐Glass (1871). Carroll’s nineteenth‐century Alice is a young human girl who finds herself struggling to adjust to the fantastical world beyond the rabbit hole. In Noon’s Automated Alice, contemporary Alice is significantly altered from her early incarnation. Here, fantasy is fused with SF as Alice journeys through a clock and into the future in which Carroll’s anthropomorphic animals experience a metamorphosis and become computers, robots, hybrids‚ and cyborgs. Carroll’s original text, reviewed in 1893 as presenting a fantastical world of ‘indisputable reality for every child’ (The Journal of Education, 243), is replaced in the 1990s with a new ‘indisputable reality’ for every human – the world of technology. Noon’s succession of Carroll marks a tangible shift from nature to the artificial, from human to posthuman, from a world of fantasy to a world of technology.

Aside from Noon’s text, many British SF novels deal with the numerous possible manifestations of the posthuman. Texts like Clarke’s 3001: The Final Odyssey (1997) explore the posthuman ‘goal’ of enhancing the body so that illness, fatigue, ageing‚ and other ailments are extinguished. In 3001, the posthuman ‘Holy Grail’ of defeating death is explored as Clarke reanimates a character originally seen in 2001: A Space Odyssey – Frank Poole. In 2001, Poole is murdered by the artificially intelligent HAL 9000 computer but is revived almost a thousand years after this death in Clarke’s sequel. Poole is the quintessential imagining of the ‘posthuman’. 3001’s Poole is significantly enhanced; he has a Braincap which allows him to connect his mind to technology and download knowledge. The description of Poole being fitted with a Braincap is described like a moment of genesis: ‘he was an embryo, floating in a featureless void, though not in complete darkness’ (Clarke, 1997, 40). The Braincap activation is akin to a religious experience, symbolic of a deity communicating with Poole: ‘From a great distance a voice spoke out of the immense void that now seemed to surround him. But it did not reach him through his ears: it sounded softly in the echoing labyrinths of his brain’ (Clarke, 1997, 40). Poole discovers that not only have his senses been enhanced but that it is possible for his entire self to be uploaded and restored through nanoassembly – effectively ensuring the eternal longevity of Poole 1000 years after his original expiry. In The Last Theorem (2008) by Clarke and Frederik Pohl, the ‘magic’ of life extension is also dealt with when character Myra Subramanian’s consciousness is uploaded into a machine. Myra’s last words are ‘See you in the next world’; however, as posthumanity promises in many SF texts, the next world – the afterlife – may never need arrive (Clarke and Pohl, 2009, 407). In texts like Neal Asher’s Dark Intelligence (2015), death is vanquished through numerous avenues: ‘Some plumped for insertion into a virtual world, to live out eternity in fictions of their choosing. Many chose resurrection in AI crystal placed in a Golem chassis. Others wanted to inhabit drone bodies, ships and even static planetary AIs, but most chose revival in bodies cloned from their own DNA’ (2016, 47). Iain M Banks’ Feersum Endjinn (1994) also deals with reincarnation through technology, as does his Culture series (1987–2012).

While the ‘Holy Grail’ might be the achievement of immortality, the posthuman ideal also involves engineering intimate links between human and machine‚ especially in terms of intelligence sharing and enrichment, and the potential uploading or migration of consciousness in other bodies/vessels (such as a machine or clone). In 3001, Poole is not the only character who has undergone an extreme transformation; Dave Bowman, also from the 2001 odyssey, is discovered to have merged with the AI HAL to form an entity known as Halman. Such a merger fulfils the transhuman aspiration of human/machine intelligence conversion; however, the text works through the significant anxiety and unrest caused by such a radical transformation. Dave’s merger with AI is not presented as a positive advancement. While Dave benefits from immortality and an expansion of intellect, the metamorphosis comes at a price‚ for Dave is now described as ‘mechanical – impersonal’ (Clarke 1997, 189). In Justina Robson’s Natural History (2003), hybridity is explored through numerous incarnations, not just human/machine, but animal/human/machine transmutations. While the term ‘human’ is retained and used frequently‚ it is clear that the term itself has metastasized: ‘“We’re all human”, she corrected him. “But what kind?”’ (Robson 2003, 113). Boundaries are entirely breached in this novel with characters like Tupac occupying many classifications often conceived as binary opposites: ‘Tupac was an enigma: machine, animal, plant, person’ (Robson 2003, 112). In Natural History (2003), humans are now considered to be ‘monkeys’, ‘primates’, ‘ordinary’, ‘Unevolved’.

However, we need not necessarily speak of bioengineering and implants when we imagine the posthuman. After the apocalyptic events of Stephen Baxter’s Flood (2008), which saw climate change propel the human race into pure survival mode as the landmass became gradually consumed by the sea, the remaining few members of the human race survive in vessels known as arks. Baxter’s sequel Ark (2009) sees colonists desert the failing planet to seek shelter on another. Although a long‐tested theme in SF, migration away from planet Earth is no shallow motif. The importance of Earth to the consideration of what it means to be human is best articulated in Hannah Arendt’s philosophical work The Human Condition (1958). Arendt argues that ‘the earth is the very quintessence of the human condition’, an assertion based around the idea that human life is shaped by our planet (1998, 2). In Primo Levi’s ‘The Moon and Us’, published days before the moon landing in 1969, he wonders ‘we are about to take a great step: whether or not it is too long for our legs for the moment escapes us’ (1989, 24). Levi’s question ‘Do we know what we are doing?’ highlights uncertainty regarding the future of humanity in new environments. By exceeding nature (whether through genetic engineering or through emigration away from our planet), we adjust, or even distort, the human condition as shaped by our natural environment because even with terraforming, the new world can never be the same as Earth. This adjustment and distortion is witnessed in Ark as the novel unites several strands of anxiety as the new millennium approaches – chiefly what it will mean to be human in the near future if the planet becomes significantly compromised. With many passages reflecting on the initial days of the crisis in the early twenty‐first century, it is not hard for the reader to imagine the destruction of their present selves:


‘Here’s the Earth as we knew it before the inception of the flooding, back in 2012’. It was an image of a cloudless world, with the familiar shapes of the continents brown‐grey against a blue ocean. ‘And here’s where we live now’. She pressed a control. The seas glimmered and rose, and the land melted away.

(Baxter 2009, 29)


Baxter’s book – like Maggie Gee’s The Ice People (1998), Ray Hammond’s Extinction (2005), Ian McEwan’s Solar (2010), and Alastair Reynold’s Blue Remembered Earth (2012) – responds, to various extents, to the dark imaginings of environmentalists of the early 1990s and the increased intention of the climate change debate since the Framework Convention on Climate Change (FCCC) of 1992. Since the 1990s, attention to climate change has increased rapidly, not only in science but in fiction. Ark uses the theme of climate change and apocalypse to push the reader to view the human not just as posthuman but as post‐planet.

While posthuman discourses are linked to utopian ideals of living forever and the expansion of human intellect and ability, much work produced in SF post 1990 explores the potential negative ramifications of the ‘posthuman dream’. Poole finds himself reintroduced to life 1000 years after his death‚ and while Poole represents the wonder of such life extension technologies, the sad fate of Dave mechanized as Halman is hard to miss. While in Natural History, the Forged are positioned as an improvement over the Unevolved humans, there is a sense of monstrosity associated with the hybridized:


The Forged were all humans, that was true, in the definition as it had been founded upon their creation. But the fact that many of them looked like other creatures, machines or monsters made many Unevolved incapable of treating them as such.

(Robson 2003, 102)


Significant alterations to the human species through enhancement and hybridization can lead on one hand to extinction narratives (Charles Stross’ Saturn’s Children (2008) and Neptune’s Brood (2013)) and on the other to eugenics. The horror of selective evolution is covered in Clarke’s 3001, in which Poole appreciates that while the human race has advanced through technological enhancements, the strategic shaping of the human race has led to eugenics:


Yes, the human race had undoubtedly improved. The Braincap had not only helped to weed out misfits, but had enormously increased the efficiency of education. Yet there had also been a loss; there were very few memorable characters in this society.

(Clarke 1997, 219)


In fact, the characters readers have enjoyed in Clarke’s previous books would not have been included in this population‐controlled future society – this is something Poole reflects upon with ‘wistful memory’ (Clarke 1997, 219). Memory, it is suggested in many texts, certainly those covered here, might be all that remains of the human race as we know it in the twenty‐first century.



The Rise of the Machines: AI and Nanotechnology

‘Intelligence was something that could be measured and, in some forms, perfectly copied into artificial minds … up to a point’, it is stated in Asher’s Dark Intelligence (2015, 4). The idea of an intelligent machine – of duplicating intelligence – has been around for a long time. In the 1950s, English computer scientist and mathematician Alan Turing proposed an intelligence test for computers which would become known as the Turing Test: ‘I propose to consider the question. “Can machines think?”’ (Turing 1990, 40). Turing claimed that by the end of the twentieth century ‘one will be able to speak of machines thinking without expecting to be contradicted’ (1990, 49). In the 1990s, futurist Ray Kurzweil published The Age of Intelligent Machines, a non‐fiction text that examined the human brain and the man‐made computer as comparable future examples of machine intelligence through the enhancement of the brain alongside the development of AI. There has always been symbiosis between human and computer, which has linguistic roots as the term computer can be traced back to the Victorian era in which the word referred to ‘an occupation’ (Campbell‐Kelly and Aspray 1996, 9). Before computational machines entered our world, the term ‘computor’ referred to human operators who would ‘compute’ (Davis 2000, 148). In the twentieth century, computer technology replaced many human computors in favour of more accurate artificial processors. Computers minimized the ineffectiveness of the human workforce and consequently, in 1942, John Mauchly argued that artificial computers should replace computors (Campbell‐Kelly and Aspray 1996, 83). Computers were marketed as the logical alternative to the limits of human competence; they were presented as faster and smarter than the human. Thus, when the ‘Man of the Year’ title by Time magazine was awarded to a computer in 1983‚ it seemed that the computer had become superior to the human (Campbell‐Kelly and Aspray 1996, 1). While robots and androids were often penned as potential replacements for the human body (including replacement of labouring and the replacement of work and jobs), AIs are often conceived as potentially replacing the human race as intelligent beings. AIs are viewed as different to computers, for they do not merely calculate and perform functions, they are imagined as rational and sentient entities. Alan Garnham defines AI as the ‘science of thinking machines’ (1988, XIII). For Stuart J. Russel and Peter Norvig, the AI field ‘attempts not just to understand but also to build intelligent entities’ (2010, 1). Kurzweil states that AI encourages the human to think: ‘Can machines have emotions? Can machines be self‐aware? Can machines have a soul?’ (2010, 123). For Garnham, AI asks ‘can a machine (really) think?’ (1988, 226). In SF, the most interesting question is ‘what happens if a machine can (really) think? What are the ramifications of this evolution for the human?’ (McCorduck 1979, 305).

Such questions are explicitly addressed in Noon’s Automated Alice. In Noon’s story, the child’s inanimate doll Celia gains sentience‚ and the identity of Alice is split between Automated Alice (as represented by the doll) and Real‐life Alice. The artificially intelligent Celia (Automated Alice) has evolved beyond Alice’s control. The question of what is ‘real’ lies at the heart of the text as Alice comes to realize that everything is an invention‚ and Automated Alice embarks on a philosophical quest for self‐realization: ‘Automated Alice, are you real or nureal? Is there such a thing as an artificial intelligence? Basically, the question … can a mechanical being be deemed to live?’ (Noon 1997, 187). Noon’s book suggests that in the future artificial doubles await us and that the questions of self will only become more complicated. Importantly, the iconic character of Alice from Carroll’s nineteenth‐century classic is no longer the girl of focus in the future. Noon’s title is Automated Alice, and the narrative is therefore more about the living doll than the travelling human girl – if by the end such a distinction even exists.

In the Odyssey series, intelligent technologies are rife and not limited to Halman. Clarke introduces readers to ‘monoliths’ – intelligent machines created by extraterrestrials. It is through monoliths that Halman exists; in fact, Halman lacks physical form and exists as intelligent software known as ‘emulations’ (Clarke 1997, 215). Further, in 3001, AI is given respect and welcomed within society as an extended part of the family:


[M]ost of the human race had found it impossible not to be polite to its artificial children, however simple‐minded they might be. Whole volumes of psychology, as well as popular guides (How Not to Hurt Your Computer’s Feelings; Artificial Intelligence – Real Irritation were two of the best‐known titles) had been written on the subject of Man‐Machine etiquette.

(1997, 164)


Yet, to Poole this seems ‘illogical’. Poole is the reader’s representative, exploring this new world and encountering new forms of life alongside us; thus, there is an instinctive reaction, perhaps, in both reader and protagonist to reject uncanny mergers like Halman. Poole’s animosity is of no surprise considering that the AI Hal posed considerable danger previously. For the reader too, the dominance of apocalyptic‐themed AI texts arguably villainizes AI in an almost standardized way. Such concerns over rogue AI have a long history as the ancient idea of the Golem from Jewish mythology is widely considered to be an early articulation of an animated artificial being. Despite the longevity of the ‘wicked AI’ theme, it was really in the mid‐twentieth century that concentrated work occurred on the rise of dangerous AI‚ and arguably this ensued due to the connection the world of computing had with heinous war acts. Although computers had an incredibly positive impact during the Second World War (e.g. decoding machines like the Bombe and the Colossus are credited with shortening the duration of the war (Atkinson 2010, 30)), early responses to computers were not entirely positive. In fact, concerns over the computer were linked to war atrocities and errors. For example, Herman Hollerith’s Tabulating machine was employed by Adolf Hitler to formulate a new German census in 1933 (used to locate Jews) and catalogue prisoners in concentration camps (Hally 2006, 218). The Second World War illustrated that although the machine was neutral, it could be adopted and adapted by both the Axis and the Allies for good or ill. As computer technology developed, additional fears of robotics emerged‚ and soon after came the related fear of the potential rise of AI. Even in hard SF texts like Natural History, where the human race is profoundly altered through hybridity, AI is viewed with suspicion and, at times, animosity: ‘Try as he might, Corvax couldn’t like the idea of sentient technology […] AI creeped him out’ (Robson 2003, 34). There are different strains of AI in Robson’s novel‚ and while Corvax can tolerate Abacands, ‘which were just chipsets loaded with free‐running personality programs’ because he considered them ‘pretend people’ who ‘weren’t alive’, genuine AI is a step too far (2003, 34). The ‘step too far’ is also explored through dangerous, rogue AI in Asher’s Dark Intelligence through the ‘murderous’ AI Penny Royal: ‘Get on the wrong side of Penny Royal – and I’ve yet to know if there’s a right one – and dying will be the least of your problems’ (2015, 54). Asher is not alone; numerous texts, like Collins’ Computer One, deal with anxiety over an intelligent computer evolving beyond control and posing a risk to the entire human race.

In Ian McDonald’s The Dervish House (2010), the claim is made that one type of technological advancement will unite the machine and the organic, and that is nanotechnology: ‘If we’re told anything about the nanotechnology revolution, it’s that it is the convergence of the biological and the artificial’ (2010, 362). Nanotechnology deals with nanoscale (or atomic/molecular scale). Although the concept was in place earlier, the term was coined in the 1980s to imply ‘atomic bit machining’ (Ramsden 2016, 8). For everyday usage, the best definition for us defines the field as ‘moving individual atoms and molecules around to create new things on an ultra‐small scale’; further we might understand the technology as ‘a new way of building things’ and doing this ‘from the bottom up, atom by atom’ (Johnson 2008, 6). For Robert A. Freitas, Jr., ‘The greatest advances in halting biological ageing and preventing natural death are likely to come from the fields of biotechnology and nanotechnology – that is, from nanomedicine’ (2004, 77). For Freitas, nanomedicine should facilitate ‘rolling back the clock’ (2004, 86). However, in SF‚ nanotechnology is responsible for a huge array of developments. In the real world as well as in fiction, nanotechnology is still a relatively obscure technology: ‘What does anyone really know about nanotechnology, except that it is the hot new revolution that promises to change the world as radically as information technology a generation before’ (McDonald 2010, 74). Often nanotechnology is described in both media and SF as involving ‘tiny computers’ that could be injected into humans to heal, rebuild, or enhance the body (NPR 2015). As with AI, numerous texts deal with the potential for this technology to undermine, dominate, or even extinguish ideas of humanness.

In McDonald’s Necroville (1994), nanotechnology is able to resurrect the dead‚ but rather than deal with the promise of eternal life, the text focuses on the existential issue of what it means to have life. With the resurrected cohabiting alongside the traditionally alive, Necroville plays with the popular zombie trope but with a scientific twist. The resurrected in McDonald’s text are not limping flesh eaters but rather complex beings who have culture and community. However, less we think this a utopian tale about nanotechnology vanquishing death, the reality is that in Necroville the resurrected are considered ‘unpersons’ and inferior to the ‘meat’ (living) and are subsequently used for slavish labour: ‘the dead could move among the living – the meat – but never as equals. Life was life and death was death, nanotechnological resurrection notwithstanding’ (McDonald 1994, 2). Necroville examines the physical state of being human, what the body means to the human condition. There is repugnance towards the ‘unnatural’ in the novel as the dead engage with Freud’s ‘Uncanny’ by being both familiar and yet totally alien: ‘their individual, alien smells mingled, amplified into a pheromonal shout of inhumanity’ (McDonald 1994, 55). The dead, however, are not hideous; in fact, they are ‘forever young, forever perfect’ (McDonald 1994, 56). The disgust some ‘meat’ experience is due to the very presence of something which should be absent. Existence and experience as we know and understand them are warped and reversed in Necroville: ‘This is Necroville, chico; death is life, life is death, light is dark, dark is light. Everything can happen here’ (McDonald 1994, 124). Nanotechnology in this fictional world has utterly ruptured how the human can be defined by altering the parameters of existence.

In The Dervish House (2010), nanotechnology is equally as transformative as nanotech is woven throughout the text, manifesting in various ways from rudimentary nano‐drugs and nano‐engines to nanoweave and nanography. Taking place over just one week, McDonald’s novel is set in Istanbul in the decade of the 2020s and centres around several characters following a tram bombing. The text tackles many themes but at the heart (and most relevant for this chapter) is its treatment of technology, as it is revealed that the bomber’s intent was to release nanotechnology into the environment as part of a plot to control the minds of the immediate population:


I believe that young Mr Hasgüler, and others on that tram, were deliberately infected with nanotechnology agents, that the group responsible monitored them with surveillance robots, and now they have taken him to observe at first hand whether their experiment has succeeded.

(McDonald 2010, 310)


Nanotechnology here is positioned as a weapon, as an infection, and part of a sinister experimentation plot. While the theme of dangerous technology in the genre is so popular as to be derivative, nanotechnology opens up a new avenue of exploration as an invisible, insidious, and penetrative threat that might go completely unnoticed. In a post–September 11 world in which fears of terrorism are at a peak, stories like The Dervish House deal with bombs that can have profound consequences but leave very little visual trace. The Dervish House reminds us that while such advancements may offer numerous benefits, they can also be misused and weaponized.

The Dervish House offers a world absolutely saturated with very visual and dominating technologies – like drones. The artificial has become intertwined with the organic world in McDonald’s text‚ and this symbiosis is further consolidated as the author describes the environment as enhanced and mechanized. In fact, many pieces of technology are described in naturalistic terms:


Right in front of his eyes they [bots] turn in mid‐air and pour down steep Vermilion‐Maker Lane like water over storks […] From nooks and crevices the machines come clambering, scampering, rolling. Tumbling balls fuse into scuttling crabs; many‐limbed climbing things link and twist into arms.

(2010, 15)




The effect is the presentation of a world seamlessly embellished by artificiality that adorns the human environment. This ‘familiarity’ does not render the future utopian – far from it. The saturation of high technology causes great unrest for several characters; for example, dragonfly bots cause Leyla Gütaşli to freeze in fear as she is aware that their poisonous darts fire ‘evil little nanotechnology stings’ (McDonald 2010, 43). Gütaşli also reflects that dragonfly bots lack any sort of compassion or mercy: ‘Defy them at your peril’ (McDonald 2010, 43). There is also a sense of infiltration as robots are described as concealed and then suddenly swarming with many devices acting as ‘stealthy, secretive surveillers’ (2010, 46). This vein of anxiety is further amplified by the pending ‘doom’ of total nanotech control by radically altering what it means to be human. Such an eventuality, it seems, is only a matter of time: ‘Nanotechnology is the weapon of choice of the Proselytizer. It is the Sword of the Prophet. I have reason to believe that we have reached a point where this kind of attack is not just possible, but likely’ (McDonald 2010, 363). For McDonald’s characters in Istanbul, ‘the true end of nanotech is not the transformation of the world, it’s the transformation of humanity’ (2010, 362).




Conclusion: Who We Want to Become

In Manchester 1998, time‐travelling Alice from Automated Alice cries ‘I shall never find my true self in this room of mirrors’ (Noon 1997, 130). Alice represents the reader and struggles to locate any true sense of traditional self in the speculative future. Alice, quintessentially nineteenth‐century British, is updated for millennials and just as her doll Celia transforms into a machine/insect hybrid, the reader is warned that we too will change. Texts from writers like Clarke, McDonald‚ and Robson, featuring characters struggling to ascertain what human means in radically mechanized worlds, highlight the difficulties the audience has in determining what human might mean in the future. The later part of the twentieth century moving into the new millennium saw substantial changes to the biological parameters of the human’ – the human who can be grown in a laboratory, who can be kept alive through life‐support technologies, who can have organs replaced, who can take technology into the body to support biological function (such as pacemakers to regulate heart rate), and who can travel beyond planet Earth. The human of the 1990s was seen to be radically different from the human of 1890. Alice’s evolution into automation is presented as a mirror reflection of what is happening to us all.

Roger Luckhurst (2005, 78) argues that the cultural‐political climate of the time accounts for the rise of SF in the 1990s. Luckhurst further comments on the dystopian angle that permeated the 1990s: ‘Cultural theory often adopted an apocalyptic tone, and proclaimed the end of history, the end of the subject, or, in Jean Baudrillard’s case, the end of the end’ (2005, 78). Thus, when N. Katherine Hayles speaks of why the term ‘posthuman’ induces anxiety, it is the term ‘post’ with its associations of ‘after’ and ‘end’ that speak apprehension:


‘Post’, with its dual connotation of superseding the human and coming after it, hints that the days of ‘the human’ might be numbered. […] Humans can either go gently into that good night, joining the dinosaurs as a species that once ruled the earth but is now obsolete, or hang on for a while longer by becoming machines themselves.

(Hayles 1999, 283)


While the new millennium looked to the future as one of opportunity, there was also a sense of ‘post’ time through the leaving behind of an ‘old’ century. Further‚ by leaving behind the twentieth century and venturing towards a new temporal space promising considerably more advancement, there is also a sense of leaving behind the human in order to move towards the posthuman.

Although there are positives to posthumanism (to which Hayles subscribes) and there are numerous examples of utopian posthuman fiction, the fact remains that posthumanity marks ‘the end of a certain conception of the human’ (Hayles 1999, 286). The SF texts examined here, that trace that ‘end’ and straddle the twentieth and twenty‐first centuries, possibly articulate that the end of the twentieth century will usher in the end of that ‘certain conception’. Yet, it is not only a ‘conception’ that the posthuman threatens. In 3001: The Final Odyssey, Ark, Automated Alice, Dark Intelligence, Natural History, Necroville, and so on, the human/nonhuman hybrid represents the death of the former biological template through the creation of another. If humanity becomes hybridized (as the Singularity suggests), Homo sapiens will no longer exist in the form they did in 2013: ‘man transmuted, and thus man no longer’ (Rorvik 1975, 73). Many thinkers (such as Donna Haraway and Kurzweil) would suggest this is evolutionary, which is expressed in Robson’s Natural History. Further, developments in the field of computing and AI may signal a radical alteration in ‘artificial’ entities becoming equal or comparable to organic humans – questioning whether humanness is actually a special quality or if it can simply be engineered or reshaped.

The magnification of technological threat in SF is arguably due to the fraught sense of competition and urgency in the media around the next great innovation. In his New Year Message of 1999, Blair expressed that innovation was the foundation of Britishness:


We will always stand out as a nation, we will never be a run‐of‐the‐mill people doing run‐of‐the‐mill things – there's simply too much talent for that to happen.It is why Britain will be putting on the best Millennium celebrations anywhere in the world.

(BBC 1999)


In the same speech, Blair asked the British people to think about ‘the sort of people we want to become’ and ‘the sort of society we choose to create’ (BBC 1999). SF looks at the radical innovations that put into motion the creation of new people and new societies. While these ‘foresights’ may be viewed as extremes, the reader does now exist in a world in which cloning is possible. SF, with its themes of posthumanity and Singularity, looks towards a radical future that naturally involves the superseding of the past – the close of the twentieth century and the ushering in of a new millennium. So, while many new millennium discourses articulated here dream of rebirth, renewal, and rejuvenation, the ‘foresight’ of SF warns that the millennium actually marks an end – the end of a twentieth‐century conceptualization of humanness.
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British Influences on the Graphic Novel: A Discussion of the ‘Invasion’ Model of Interpretation

HUGO FREY AND JAN BAETENS



The purpose of this chapter is to analyze how British comic artists (writers and artists) impacted on and influenced the development of the graphic novel in the United States. Commonly, commentators suggest that the UK‐based writers, Alan Moore, Neil Gaiman, Jamie Delano‚ and others contributed greatly to making traditional comics more adult. Alan Moore’s work is identified as being especially significant for its adding to the tide swell in favour of the graphic novel, with his and fellow British artist Dave Gibbons’ Watchmen regularly identified as one of the ‘big three’ works that popularized the idea of the graphic novel in 1986/7. In this chapter‚ we will describe and then critically analyze the ‘British invasion’ of comics. We underline that this common interpretation offers only one approach to what is often a quite complex and interlocking set of relationships that saw British writers and artists at the forefront of the rise of the graphic novel.



‘The British Are Coming’: The Myth of a ‘Second British Invasion’

At the 1981 Academy Award ceremony‚ the British‐based, ‐directed and ‐funded picture Chariots of Fire was awarded several major prizes. Caught up in the emotion of the evening‚ its director Colin Welland declared: ‘The British are coming!’ The quote and the evening is a famous example of how artists, critics, print‚ and visual media have imagined Anglo‐American cultural relations. Evoking the language of war, and here directly that of the Revolutionary war, Welland presented his movie as a British national cultural success, a plucky, militaristic‐like strike against the now culturally dominant former colony. Of course, Welland was tapping into a pre‐existing framework of ideas, language‚ and myth that had emerged to describe previous British triumphs and successes in the arena of popular music. Beatlemania had hit the United States in 1964‚ and then the US and British media depicted and maximized their musical success in the United States as a ‘British invasion’. For several years afterwards‚ a procession of British bands followed the ‘famous four’, with groups such as Led Zeppelin dominating US radio channels long into the 1970s. Moreover‚ UK citizens and politicians imagined the Anglo‐American relationship in similar ways. To paraphrase: yes‚ the United States had replaced the British Empire as a global hegemonic power‚ but British ideas, culture, action, spirit could still outdo the United States, even if British resources were now far curtailed.

In 1991‚ the US media next labelled British comic writers as a new pop‐band‐like invasion. Successes of Moore, Gaiman, Milligan, Morrison, Ennis‚ and then Ellis and others were considered to be providing new and radical modes of storytelling for the American comic book, in a sense forcing the creation of the graphic novel. The journalists who developed the invasion reportage suggested that their works were distinctive and were dominating and changing US comics culture into something more advanced. According to this interpretation‚ it seemed that the UK visitors were adding a level of cultural capital and credibility to US comics. Furthermore, the perception that British writers were significant players coincided with the growth and sustainable development of the idea of the graphic novel. Thus, the ‘British invasion’ angle of media coverage on comics mingled with and expanded the other zeitgeist story that suggested that comics were changing; and indeed that they were becoming ‘better’, more intellectual‚ less for children. Indeed the two ideas, ‘British invasion’ and ‘rise of the graphic novel’, were linked and interchangeable discourses. In particular‚ Alan Moore’s and Dave Gibbons’ Watchmen was critical to both public discourses. The media quickly presented them and their work as being one of the ‘big three’ new graphic novels – alongside‚ of course‚ Miller’s Dark Knight Returns and Spiegelman’s Maus. Moore was also recognized for carrying a distinct and uniquely non‐American voice on the idea of the superhero strip. Moore’s imagination was held responsible with not only stimulating the birth of the graphic novel‚ but it is seen as a battering ram opening US comics to British creators. In some famous instances‚ there was also simmering outrage about what was being witnessed, not least because Moore’s storylines included violence and some sexual content. This was the perspective offered by Joe Queenan in a scathing article for The New York Times that was titled ‘Drawing on the Dark Side’ (Queenan 1989).

The press article that is now often cited with putting into words the concept of a British invasion is Michael Berry’s piece for the magazine Express (1991). Titled ‘The Second British Invasion’, the journalist and sci‐fi scene commentator highlights how he had missed the first pop music ‘invasion’ but that today it was the serious comics scene that was subject to British inspiration. Berry’s article remains important because it captures a mood and a moment. Let us unpack its claims and inferences further. First and foremost the piece asserts that US comics were once a ‘uniquely American medium’ and then next explains that British contributors have transformed that world by being ‘boldly different’ and that it is now ‘unrecognizable from its past incarnations’. Next Berry emphasizes how Alan Moore in The Saga of the Swamp Thing and Watchmen added original narratives that were ‘chilling’ and ‘tender’, and with Watchmen in particular had created an adult comic book (aka a graphic novel). Berry describes it as ‘smart, exciting and challenging – once and for all laying to rest the notion that comic books were a medium fit only for children and morons’. He underlines that Neil Gaiman has been recruited by the DC publishing house and found success on a comparable level to Moore. Like Moore with ‘Swamp Thing’ he had found an entrée into US comics by discovering a long‐lost superhero character (Black Orchid) and then applied original and powerful plot lines to its new incarnation. Berry shows how it became a hit, selling over 100,000 copies. Like Moore, Gaiman gave the run gravitas and showed that a comic could, quote, include, ‘feminist sentiments’ and ‘ecological concern’ while looking ‘haunting’. It is explained further that this was just a beginning of the ‘invasion’ and that when Gaiman was offered to work on another moribund DC character, the Sandman, he produced a new clever comic that though including knowing references to high (Dante, Freud, Bettelheim) and mass culture (Thomas Harris – Silence of the Lambs) was ‘without … pretension’. Making fun of DC‚ Berry reports that Gaiman had wanted to use the word ‘masturbate’ in one issue but that this was not allowed. Where Moore and Gaiman innovated‚ a whole plethora of writers from British comics backgrounds were now making their mark: Jamie Delano, Peter Milligan, and Grant Morrison had all achieved success in recent months. After all, it was Morrison and artist Dave McKean who delivered the ‘mega‐hyped’ Batman graphic novel Arkham Asylum (1989), which was so successful it was not only being read by comics fans but available for general readers via postal subscription book clubs. Berry concludes by giving Gaiman the last word. Gaiman is quoted explaining that US comics makers were backward and insular, looking only to their own world for inspiration, whereas he and his colleagues were more open to wider cultural ideas. Moreover, he explained that they had gained experience earlier of being more literate. Gaiman noted too that in the United Kingdom the London media already understood that comics could be accepted as culturally significant work and were being reviewed in traditional literary columns, including The Sunday Times ‘book sections’. Gaiman felt that more work remained to be done in the United States but that the battle for the idea of the graphic novel was in effect already won in London.

During the research of this chapter‚ Berry kindly discussed the original essay with the authors‚ offering fascinating historical context on his publication. He explained that: ‘I wrote the piece for the East Bay Express, an “alternative weekly newspaper” covering Oakland and Berkeley. The paper was then in its heyday, full of arts and politics coverage and running plenty of indie comic strips from Matt Groening, Linda Barry, Tom Tomorrow, etc’. He explained further that he was a freelance journalist interested in comics and was doing the piece to supplement his work on the San Francisco Chronicle. Berry also underlines that the comics and comix scene was going through good times in California, driven not only by the ‘British invasion’ but also by the Eclipse Comics publishing house. He emphasized as well that it was the thriving comic book stores that had also fired his renewed interest in this area, especially Comic Relief and Comix Experience (Berry 2012).

Berry’s journalistic eye was astute‚ and the piece and the wider concept it elaborates capture historically important themes that were fairly widely circulating as a part of the ‘comics growing up’ news story. British creators – Moore/Gaiman/Morrison et al. – did make original and extremely successful works precisely when comics in the United States were shifting towards more adult material, and were first being discussed in the mass media as the new graphic novels. Works such as Moore’s run on ‘Swamp Thing’ were genuinely transformative because they challenged accepted modes of storytelling content in comics. For example, therein Moore wrote narratives that ruptured DC’s loyalty to only printing material that conformed to the Comics Code. Thus, the Swamp Thing strip ‘Love and Death’, a violent horror story about a central character’s descent towards hell, including some scenes of implied incest, sold as a comic but without any Code stamp of approval (29 October 1984). Although its immediate sequel did receive a code certification (November 1984 ‘A Halo of Flies’), none of the subsequent issues of Saga of the Swamp Thing were classified as approved‚ and the strip went out instead under the banner ‘Sophisticated Suspense’. Meanwhile, Moore added relatively mature sexual and political content. The issue of March 1985 (price 75c), ‘Rite of Spring’, was devoted entirely to showing how the lead human character Abigail and the Swamp Thing make love. It outsold anything else on the comic stands that month, though of course it did not actually depict any explicit scenes. Subsequently‚ further more sophisticated themes emerged in Issue 42 that attempted to explore black experience and the legacies of slavery in the South (of which more later).

Ultimately‚ Moore’s successes did suggest to DC that adult, uncanny stories were a productive editorial move and that former colleagues of Moore’s from the UK comics scene (alternative and mainstream) were the right people to work with. Thus, it was on the back of Moore’s achievements and the parallel rise of the idea of the graphic novel that DC developed the Vertigo comics imprint and then collected ‘graphic novel’ editions from runs of comics. This became a virtual home from home for British writers‚ and the house made the British presence one of its unique selling points. The lavishly produced art book Vertigo Visions (2000) is illustrative – in more ways than one. It includes a good sample of pages of artwork inspired by and from the Vertigo range and categorizes and describes the material. Throughout‚ the watchwords are as follows: Brits, surreal, humour, meta‐fiction, dark, unsettling, literate. The introduction to the work puts much of this together, romantically describing how DC editor Karen Berger created the series: ‘Realizing that England had a thriving alternative comics scene, DC named Berger British Liaison and sent her to London to acquire new recruits. Slender, blonde, and soft‐spoken Karen Berger became an unlikely first lady of horror’ (Kwitney 2000, 9). As this blurb all indicates even with the benefit of hindsight‚ the ‘Britishness’ of the series was inscribed as part of its self‐mythology. From an American perspective‚ it seems that the British did bring something new‚ and their very otherness as non‐Americans was an essential part of that package. The ‘old country’ was an exotic resource whose ‘wonderful storytellers’ were ripe to be avant‐garde bestsellers in New York and California. Often‚ it is hard to separate reality from DC advertising hyperbole. However‚ what is important is that Vertigo created and marketed a quirky British space for others to follow up on Alan Moore’s initial breakthrough. Indeed, regarding the language of advertising, and as an aside, from the above description of Berger she sounds as if she was precisely the kind of female figure one finds in horror films (slender/blonde), just usually being stalked and slashed to death, rather than the director orchestrating the zombies. And for what it’s worth Berger has been very happy to maintain much of the media hype around the history of Vertigo and the role of Alan Moore. Thus, looking back in an interview with Julia Round, conducted in the United Kingdom in 2008, she again highlighted how it was Moore and the English writers that followed him to work for DC that were the significant force. She explained to Round:


It was totally writer‐led, and if anything it was really Alan Moore who changed the perception of writers in comics. He just turned the whole thing around, I mean he brought a respectability to the form, you know, by his sheer genius and talent and storytelling abilities. And such an intelligent and passionate human writer and he really showed that you could do comics that were, you know, literary, but modern and popular, but could really stand next to a great work of fiction, of prose fiction, and that really changed everything. There was really no going back after Alan did Swamp Thing, that’s my feeling, and then V for Vendetta obviously sort of started before, and then finished with us, and Watchmen, obviously, was in a class of its own.

(Berger and Round 2013)


As is discussed later in this chapter‚ we do not fully subscribe to this hyperbole, but for now it is interesting in itself as an example of the continued myth‐making around Moore’s career in US comics and his role as the innovative “invader” (incidentally a presentation Moore himself deflates quite admirably).

Berry’s idea of linking of the world of British pop music heritage to the comics revival was astute‚ because although only a metaphor it captured aspects of the reality of how the British saw themselves and their success. Following Swamp Thing and Watchmen, Moore and others were being treated like touring pop performers: with DC inviting him and other British comics professionals to play their original riffs on numerous house‐owned characters. No DC character was sacrosanct, including Superman (‘Whatever happened to the Man of Tomorrow’) and Batman (‘The Killing Joke’). Moreover, Moore and others were treated as celebrities and mobbed at fan conventions. They toured US cities doing signing sessions and readings to promote work. Neil Gaiman’s narratives tapped into the metaphor of rock music quite explicitly. For example, his ideas for character‐looks and the feel of ‘The Sandman’ books established direct associations between the world of comics and the Goth music subculture. Sandman, created with the pen of different artists, was imagined as David Bowie, Irish rock star Bono, and the more pure Goth, Robert Smith, the lead singer of the indie‐band The Cure. For what it is worth‚ Gaiman had started his career as a journalist by writing about the rock band Duran Duran (a name itself derived coincidentally from the French Barbarella strip), and today young readers in the United Kingdom can discover his work in a children’s educational book titled – Neil Gaiman: Rock Star Writer (Guillian 2011). Some of Moore’s early work had featured not in comics but in music magazines NME and Sounds. Also‚ media depictions back in the United Kingdom at least directly linked the new comics/graphic novels of the 1980s with the world of youth culture and thus music. Roger Sabin has astutely summarized the crossovers. He highlights:


Partly through the media, comic’s relationship with youth culture was reaffirmed. As ever, the music and style press took over a particular interest in events, and in this period the Face, iD and the Cut all commissioned integral adult comic strips. […] Comics were frequently cited in rock and rap songs (one immortal lyric ran ‘Alan Moore/knows‐the‐score,’) while comics art made its way onto record sleeves, gigs flyers and posters (the smiley face design that had featured in Watchmen now became a motif for the Acid House dance‐craze). There were no getting away from it – in the late 1980s, comics were hip once more.

(Sabin 1993, 110)


So, an important side aspect of the dominance of British success in America was to in part reposition comics aside from traditional male‐only fans and to widen readerships to a larger, older, youth audience, some of who were coming to works like Sandman through a fascination with music subculture. At the least‚ one no longer needed to be a comic book fan to read the new graphic novels. Instead they seemed part of a wider and more sophisticated – exotic‐British – music and arts scene that though not yet fully ‘respectable’ literature carried some greater cultural legitimacy. This pattern of seeing ‘foreign’ cultural forms as inherently better and cleverer than domestic products was nothing new in the United States. The defining example in the United States is the praise of French cinema, which had started in the 1960s. Just as in that reception‐history‚ the British invaders only gained credibility by not only being foreign but also by adding the spice of erotic sexuality in their works. In that sense‚ the British invaders were objectified in a relatively paradigmatic mode: exotic‐erotic others, an image encouraged in their fictional narratives (the sexually active Swamp Thing and so forth).

In the small world of comics scholarship‚ academic specialists have also been drawn to the idea of the ‘second British invasion’ and have added to its currency as a discursive mode of understanding the phenomenon. Two significant essays appeared simultaneously in two different collections‚ both published in 2010. In varying degrees‚ they offer further romantic views on the successful days of high British influence on the US scene, which has indeed faded in the 2000s. Thus, Ben Little describes the ‘British invasion’ in the edited collection Comics as a Nexus of Cultures (2010), and Chris Murray contributes ‘Signals from Airstrip One: The British Invasion of Mainstream American Comics’ for The Rise of the American Comics Artist (2010) What do these writers add or reaffirm? Much of what they have researched confirms Michael Berry’s contemporaneous perceptions. Thus‚ according to Little‚ the influence of creators from the United Kingdom was ‘the most significant influence’ on 1980s comics culture and its change towards being taken seriously, that is, being critical in the upward shift out of mass culture comics towards an improved status akin to literary fiction. Similarly, Murray asserts that like rock musicians before them, the comics artists ‘appropriated and then revolutionized genres’ (31). Similarly, Little suggests that in fact there was a ‘merger of two national traditions’ (140). Both of the scholars share and repeat Berry’s comparison with the story of the Beatles in the 1960s. In language that adds to myth – myth meaning a powerful symbolic story that is taken to be true – Murray declares: ‘When The Beatles made their first appearance on the Ed Sullivan show on February 9 1964, the American press proclaimed the “British invasion” of rock and roll. Exactly twenty years later DC Comics published issue 21 of their flagging The Saga of the Swamp Thing title, written by Alan Moore, a comics writer from Northampton, England. The British invasion of American comics had begun’ (31).

Some distinctive and original points are added in the scholarly treatments: (1) It is underlined that the British writers who were dominant figures in the United States in the late 1980s had themselves grown up in a world influenced by the Americanization of British culture in the postwar years (Little 142; Murray 32–34). British comics were also deeply influenced by, and derivative of, Hollywood movies, with UK strips seeking to gain commercial success by copying narratives from recent films, a point acknowledged by Murray. This is an important and subtly revised version of Berry’s notion that the invasion was a purely extra‐American contribution to the US scene. (2) Both these scholars emphasize and flesh out how late 1970s and early 1980s British comics publishing created a community of relatively like‐minded artists and writers who before being contracted to work for US publications had worked together and formed understandings of praxis and ideological tone. Little underlines that here they had already experienced providing work that would confront and evade censorship when British comics like Action were banned in the United Kingdom and then reformed in more subtle incarnations, notably 2000AD. In other words‚ the British were used to weaving together narrative with implied political opinion, which was a technique they subsequently deployed to revamp the American strips. (3) Similarly, Little and Murray show in detail the political subtexts to some of the British invasion strips. They imply that Moore and the other’s critical attitudes were honed by their sense of alienation working in a relatively fringe media during the neo‐liberal Thatcher governments. It is suggested that Moore’s, Morrison’s, and others’ sometimes apparently scathing visions of the United States were based on their sense that the Thatcher government was itself a parallel, if not an adjunct of the Republican, Reagan presidencies. This is taken as the context that gave the British some kind of creative edge, willing to develop more critical treatments of American cultural icons, to use them to critique modern US politics of the Reagan era.

One might digress here a little to add that the flip side of the ‘invasion’ discourse on British influence in America has been other more detailed writings about how the British artists have explored their local cultural roots and regional affiliations. Numerous works of this kind have detailed the eccentric life story of Alan Moore. All of these publications, books, news reports, bio pieces, academic titles, some of Moore’s own statements, testify to a strong differential in outlook between the world of the British writer and his American counterparts. Logically‚ the greater the difference, the more esoteric the British otherness can be made to look‚ the more believable the wider interpretation that this difference engineered change in the United States. This is quite funny in the case of Moore‚ who no longer works with major US houses (DC/Marvel) and who has turned to more local/regional English themes in performance art, magic‚ and music because precisely such moves make him seem even more eccentric and alien to middle America; and thereby also only enhancing his potential commercial cachet as a cult figure, aided as well by his recent work adapting and riffing on the life and work of H.P. Lovecraft. (4) Returning to the academic elaborations on the invasion paradigm, Murray suggested that the invasion was fundamentally about comics writers making a mark on the US scene. He argues that it was the political‐literary sensibilities that they brought to the medium that made them critically and commercially successful. It was Moore the ‘writer’ who was the ‘spearhead’. Part of the newness of the British material was that it was drawn from ideas found in literary sources (esoteric writings, fantasy and other genre fiction, modern dystopian novels written from subversive perspectives such as the novels of J.G. Ballard) and not from the indigenous US comics tradition.

Let us note too there are also recent fascinating scholarly variations on the theme of the invasion explanation. For example, Cyril Camus writing on Gaiman for the journal Shofar has again underlined how his insightful storytelling is derived from his status as an outsider. For Camus‚ it is Gaiman’s Englishness that allows him to achieve new insights on Americana. Moreover‚ the fact that Gaiman is of British Jewish heritage means that he offers a double outsider perspective. In addition‚ Camus suggests that this creative marginality is similar to that of the American Jewish founding fathers of the comics industry. Citing Danny Fingeroth’s work, Disguised as Clark Kent: Jews, Comics and the Creation of the Superhero, Camus explains that the American Jewish comic creators were themselves ‘a perfect group of outsiders ready to reflect a culture back on itself’ (Camus 2011, 79‐80). Hence, Camus implies that the British success story in revitalizing comics towards the graphic novel was itself a historically appropriate event because it was an unexpected continuity that echoed the making of US comics in the first place. The fact that Gaiman and the others were steeped in US counterculture traditions, influenced by Hollywood and independent film, fascinated by US and UK sci‐fi and horror writing has passed Camus by, for such facts undermine the rather romantic idea that outsiders produce great work.

Finally, memoirs and interviews with participants in the ‘invasion’ have added to the concept’s vitality. Fascinating insights from two very different perspectives are provided by the American artist Sam Kieth and British writer and artist Grant Morrison. Kieth’s reflections on being commissioned to work on art for the debut issues of The Sandman with Neil Gaiman illustrate how by 1988 US‐American artists felt comics were shifting and being increasingly controlled by British writing contributions. Speaking with Joseph McCabe‚ he recounts that in his early discussions with editor Karen Berger and Gaiman there was a sense that the work was destined to be a success, following the innovations of Moore, Delano, Bolland, and other earlier British contributors at DC. Kieth remembered discussing with Gaiman: “Well, you know, you’re English, it’s a Karen book, so it will sell”. Gaiman is said to have replied in agreement noting that ‘It’s all kind of setup’ (Kieth 2004, 58). Likewise, Kieth underlined that although he was providing the majority of the strip’s artwork/pencilling‚ there was never a question of his contributing to the covers. Berger wanted British artist and long‐time collaborator with Gaiman, Dave McKean‚ to contribute those. A sense of the US artist’s vulnerability shines through the interview‚ with Kieth agreeing that McKean’s covers would be ‘really classy’. Moreover‚ he recalls that Gaiman had seemingly unique leverage over DC and editor Berger. Looking back from his own perspective, Kieth recalls how Gaiman demanded rights to Sandman (a pre‐existing DC character, though now transformed through his input) and that should negotiations not conclude positively it would by ‘bye bye Sandman’ (Kieth 2004, 66).

Grant Morrison’s memoirs and history of comics, Supergods (2011), adds to the ‘second invasion’ mythology. Morrison recalls how he and his contemporaries were passionate about working in the United States and making their mark. He writes that at times this was a chaotic and punky trip but that nevertheless the British were hard working and dedicated to the job. Writing nearly twenty years after the events themselves‚ Morrison has no hesitation in confirming how he and the others revolutionized the medium. Importantly‚ his memories of the period do emphasize two distinctive aspects that are sometimes too quickly glossed over. Morrison makes space to note that the ‘invasion’ would not have occurred without the sponsorship of US editors, many of whom were women (Berger at DC, also Jenette Kahn, Bernie Jaye at Marvel, and Sheila Cranna, a Morrison editor on Doctor Who Monthly). Also‚ Morrison astutely underlines that while he and others were informed by punk rock, Beat writers, the underground, it was the publishers who were equally keen to see radicalism, he explains the dynamic: ‘We were encouraged to be shocking and different’ (Morrison 2011, 186). Morrison is equally insightful when discussing British attitudes towards the United States. He and others were coming from British left‐wing traditions that had protested against US missile bases being housed on UK soil and who feared the Reagan–Thatcher relationship made the United Kingdom a target for Soviet nuclear warheads. On the other hand, he underscores too that they were all also deeply enamoured with US pop culture; ‘we’d grown up with best friends like Superman, Spider‐Man and Wonder Woman guiding our youthful sense of justice and equality’ (Morrison 2011, 187).



A Critical Commentary on the ‘Invasion’ Interpretation

The ‘invasion’ explanation of the British creators’ dramatic influence on comics and hence the rise of the graphic novel is productive and has much to speak for it. It describes an important period in the history of US and British graphic narratives and does explain a key aspect of the first period of rise of the graphic novel (1986–2000). Moore, Morrison, Gaiman‚ and others were important in this complex era‚ and their works stand out as being some of the most significant published at the time. As Morrison proudly claims in his memoirs, in its day‚ Arkham Asylum was the world’s best‐ever‐selling graphic novel. Likewise, Moore’s prolific writing makes him one of the most significant figures in the field, whose career is now not only treated as a rock star but as of significant intellectual import, equivalent to the English novelists he reads and sometimes works with (notably Iain Sinclair). Similarly‚ through the 1990s, before the American literary establishment fully championed graphic novels, it was work from the British writers that had a real impact on shifting popular perceptions about the medium. To repeat‚ The Sandman series, Hellblazer, V for Vendetta, and From Hell are probably the most noticeable and important works in adult comics in the period between 1986 and Pantheon Press’s return to editing graphic novels with publication of The Jew of New York in 1998 and Jimmy Corrigan in 2000.

Nonetheless, it is a simplification to imagine that the British invasion was the exclusive cause of the graphic novel phenomenon, as is partly implied or might be mistakenly taken to be the case. Watchmen and the praise it subsequently received certainly popularized the idea of the graphic novel, but it was just one contribution among several that were all working towards a new format and status for graphic narratives. Moreover‚ it is an exaggeration to see the otherness/Brutishness of Moore et al. as always as vital an ingredient as is imagined. While these writers and artists were steeped in British fantasy, science fiction, and history of British comics, in many respects they were equally emblematic of American counterculture and US underground traditions as transplanted to the United Kingdom. Thus‚ Moore has written of his admiration for Spiegelman and Green’s review Arcade (a precursor to Mouly and Spiegelman’s RAW), and similarly he has discussed at length how Robert Crumb impacted his world (writing in 1988 for Blab! in the United States, he paid tribute to the artist by recalling seeing his first work from Crumb at the comic strip stall at Northampton market: ‘I was in love with Angelfood McSpade. The shock, the damage wrought upon my nervous system by that one image was complex, and at the time incomprehensible’ (Moore 1988, 120). The nationalistic purity of the invasion metaphor needs to be seriously mixed up, then. Americana had infiltrated British comics culture‚ and this cross‐national hybridity was now returning across the Atlantic. With the benefit of hindsight‚ what occurred was that through the British workers‚ the American underground tradition radically rebounded into mainstream US comics. This impetus was already underway in the careers of Will Eisner, Howard Chaykin, Frank Miller, and merging from the other direction of the underground comix in work from Daniel Clowes, Charles Burns‚ and the Hernandez brothers. In other words, Moore and Gaiman had a heritage that ran from H.G. Wells to Doctor Who behind them (the UK component of their world view) but they were also satellites of the US underground scene, as it played out among imaginative, alternative, marginalized youths in the provinces of England. It was from that international, hybrid and cosmopolitan, position that they jumped at the prospect of working for DC. And from the publisher’s side, there was greater openness for the underground sensibility to be repackaged as foreign exotica from London, rather than facing the immediate consecration of a domestic rival aesthetic tradition.

It would also be naïve to imagine that US graphic novels were exclusively shaped by the external promptings from the United Kingdom. ‘French influences’ have figured significantly in terms of providing a model tradition for serious comic art (Tintin is an example), the influence of individual star artists (Moebius) and especially as models for publications: (A Suivre) for RAW and Métal Hurlant for Heavy Metal. Not to mention academic and theoretical works which have been ground‐breaking and pointed the way for all scholars interested in analyzing comics.

Grosso modo, on many counts the ‘British invasion’ metaphor fails to account for much complexity that falls outside its frame. The military metaphor of invasions misinterprets and miscasts the more nuanced relationship that existed between the British comics scene and the US tradition. It implies too great an autonomy of action for the British creators; imagined as rock stars on a never‐ending freewheeling tour, and too little contribution from North Americans. The militaristic and separating frame of the invasion metaphor conceals more complex networks of collaboration and cross‐fertilization of themes and ideas, let alone the commercial issues that were at stake and to which we will first briefly turn.

DC and Marvel were working on industrial and business models, and quickly one can re‐read what occurred in the mid‐1980s with that in mind (not in light of the power of artistic otherness, or injection of literary sensibility). Frankly, Moore, Gaiman, Morrison‚ and company were directly hired in to work on the existing US comic strip franchises. As Grant Morrison acknowledged, it was US‐American women editors who were important in commissioning and encouraging the British contributors to let their imaginations run wild. It was the corporate strategy of DC to develop a policy for reinvention, run by some women, yes, some even without comics backgrounds, but also managed by astute comics workers in executive positions, notably Len Wein, who called on Moore to work on Swamp Thing. Moreover, this approach chimed with the group’s cooperation in the film adaptation of Batman (dir. Tim Burton, 1989). Let us recall that this was one of the world’s most marketed and systematically promoted movies and that DC used its ‘new look’ to invite new comic readers, not the usual fans. New and different content was commissioned to seek to achieve a more diverse readership, just like the wider aim of the Batman movie franchise. Without accessing the archives of DC or Marvel, it is also fascinating to speculate that the recruitment of non‐US talent into the industry corresponded to precisely the period when US comics artists were seeking greater autonomy and increased creator’s rights. While Moore and other British talents saw DC contracts as far preferable to those on offer in the more antiquated UK comics scene, one can assume that the US corporations also saw the untested and outsider talents as a commercially advantageous (cheaper) group who could be used more easily than local talent. Again, it is a completely normal corporate manoeuvre – franchising out services when domestic employment costs are set to rise. Ironic and convenient, then, that this very strategy of investing ‘abroad’ should become constructed as the precise opposite: a ‘British invasion’. It is a perfect signifier: it flattered the British guest workers and intimidated the domestic labour pool. Indeed‚ as again Moore’s career indicates, when the new workers were unhappy or unwilling to follow corporate strategy‚ they fell out with their new employers and left for new pastures. Thus, when US creators protested against new forms of code style censorship (age classification systems on comics), Moore supported them and resigned from DC.

It is also the case that the idea that British were instigating an aesthetic outsider revolution is regularly overstated. A re‐reading of the early run of Alan‐Moore‐scripted Swamp Thing strips is instructive. As noted above‚ Moore’s work was innovative and in some ways challenging – it did break the Comics Code with its violence and playful incorporation of sexuality. However, alongside these issues‚ Moore and the artists he worked with also adopted a strategy of using and appreciating existing US comics aesthetics. Thus, in very close publishing proximity‚ the comics lovingly used and appreciated existing US traditions. For example, the August 1984 comic, ‘Demons Driven’, is dedicated to Jack Kirby and includes panel layouts and images of hard‐hitting combat that recreates that artist’s famous style. Six months later‚ the issue for January 1985 blends the world of the Swamp Thing with characters inspired by the Walt Kelly daily newspaper strip ‘Pogo’. In turn, this was followed by another homage, ‘Abandoned Houses’. Here Moore added his own storyline to a reprint edition that featured the first‐ever Swamp Thing story, now presented as a dream sequence. Gaiman writing a preface to the edited reprint of this story describes it as a tribute to the origins of the strip and to the early 1970s horror anthology style that it appeared in. Clearly Moore and his editors were also reflecting the earlier EC Comics tradition that echoed through the 1970s to the mid‐1980s; and now to the present. The point we are making here is that Moore carefully worked to include reference to US comics culture while in parallel modernizing aspects of narrative content. Swamp Thing can be read as much as a clever archiving of American comic books history and aesthetics, as much as it can be taken as a single radical break.

This balancing of radicalism and homage was a modus operandi that Moore continued with Watchmen, and to some extent later with League of Extraordinary Gentlemen. While these works update and re‐imagine US superhero comics and English popular literature, they also very carefully adopt and make use of the classic concepts and ideas from inside these very traditions. It seems to us that a fascinating conversation between novelist Jonathan Lethem and graphic novelist Daniel Clowes sheds some fresh light on Moore and Gibbons’ Watchmen and why it was so significant. Speaking on comics culture and the nature of collecting and deriving identity from hobbies and nostalgia, Clowes comments: ‘I realized that a lot of comics that I liked, I didn’t really like them, I liked what they promised, what they suggested. When I first saw EC comics I thought they were the greatest comics I had ever seen. And having read all of them, they’re not great comics […]’ Lethem replies: ‘No; I love those remarks. I’ve always had this feeling that even if you finally get an issue of the Fantastic Four that you’d be hunting for years it wouldn’t satisfy. All it would do is imply some vast story that was going to be so satisfying only you could get all the issues and read them straight through. But you never quite did that’ (Clowes and Lethem 2010, 338). Moore and Gibbons’ achievement on Watchmen is as much related to resolving these very formalistic tensions in American comics culture as to bringing a British revisionism of content. What the creators achieve together here is to create not the traditional frustrating superhero strip but instead achieved a single, complete – though episodic – narrative strip which was something like the dreamed‐for perfect comic. Watchmen was finite, and the Lethem problem of never reaching the best part is thus removed altogether. Furthermore, Moore and Gibbons were astute in sensing the above tensions in comics and using it in the narrative. They identified that often the most powerful aspect of a comics’ narrative is the founding backstory that explains the superheroes origins, in other words‚ what Clowes calls ‘the promise’ of a strip. Watchmen is compelling because it returns time and again to origin stories. To be clear‚ Watchmen is primarily composed of an exploration of five superhero origin stories that are explained in order to reveal a mystery villain. This is how it resolves the Clowes‐Lethem dilemma to become so impressive a work. It is almost perfect precisely because its focus is on the genre’s narrative strength: stories of growth and change, dramatic explanations of supernatural/psychological development, foundation narratives. In Watchmen there is no issue 300, just a series of explanations of character development of several sets of distinct and different superheroes. The ‘Invasion’ paradigm tends to gloss this kind of technical narrative achievement. Moore and Gibbons are successful because they exaggerate a powerful narrative core in the existing US genre, not because they radicalize it as such. Indeed, cleverly, now that DC are reimagining Watchmen characters in new comics titled ‘Before Watchmen’, it is historical backdrop to characters that is again the focus, rather than the sometimes disappointing progression of future plots. To digress a little, American artists and writers were offering very comparable modes of storytelling to Watchmen. Here we might mention Miller’s impressive work with David Mazzucchelli, Batman: Year One. It is another potential Clowes‐Lethem ‘perfect’ superhero strip because the entire story is focussed on the origin story. If you like, Watchmen is a collection of connected ‘Year One’ stories.

The claim that British invasions writers had more radical and critical political agendas to their strips has to be nuanced. As John Newsinger (1999) has discussed in his innovative study of the 1970s and 1980s British comic scene, the 2000AD stable from which many of the invaders cut their teeth was not as radical as one might first assume. Stories published in the UK comics world had an important sense of class consciousness and were good at deconstructing British war myths (cf. Charlie’s War). However‚ the scene lacked any clear or core political message (it was not propagandistic for any one side) and was much influenced by big Hollywood hits. It was a milieu that was dominated by men and the radical comics press published standard sexist pin‐up images of alluring women heroes. Likewise, there were few if any black or Asian characters. Sci‐fi and fantasy strips that metaphorically imagined Nazism and totalitarianism recreated images of authoritarian militarism and all its paraphernalia but did little to imagine perspectives or memories from victims’ perspectives. There was a punk fascination with fascism in the air in Britain in the 1970s but nothing much of a realization of what Nazism meant, let alone anything akin to Maus, which we can recall was already in serialization in RAW in 1980. On the radical fringe of the British underground‚ Savoy comics, even went as far as offering a punk rock style treatment of aspects of the British fascist tradition in a strip about Lord Haw Haw (see the critical studies from Benjamin Noys; Noys 2018).

Inevitably‚ perhaps it is Moore’s work that best demonstrates that the imagined British radicalism is a slippery beast (one is tempted to say serpent since presently Moore worships the Egyptian snake god, Glycon). Put simply‚ works like Watchmen are not very political‚ and in fact Moore explicitly aimed for them to be more ambiguous and interesting narratives than agitprop comics in favour of an overt cause. In interviews‚ he has explained that his purpose in Watchmen was to create a series of characters with different outlooks and ideologies and that it would then be for the reader to evaluate their actions. Though some characters were more sympathetic than others‚ he did not wish to over‐guide his readers into snap or simplistic judgements. This technique had to some extent been already applied in V for Vendetta. Here Moore was careful for the work to have an ambiguous and ambivalent edge. Therein his ‘fascists’ are made to have human backstories‚ and part of the intention was to suggest that in some circumstances anyone could be attracted to the ideology. Moreover, his depiction of V was far from simple – and though today the character is seen as an iconic figure in anti‐globalization circles – the character on the page is a damaged and damaging figure; probably insane and certainly a long way from being a normal hero or even anti‐hero.

On the politics of identity‚ Moore is less subtle. Academic Qiana J. Whitted (2012) notes that though Swamp Thing seemed to try to lend ‘poignancy’ to black voices‚ the work also fell into stereotypes and one‐dimensional representation – ‘adhering far too closely to stereotypical images of the angry black militant and the mammy figure’ (2012, 202). Likewise‚ though Moore introduces some powerful female characters and some adult sexuality to his work, more often than not, there is a rather traditional treatment of gender. Any extended reading of his strips Swamp Thing, V for Vendetta, and Watchmen would have to also engage with Moore’s repeated trope of teaming up super‐strength, male characters (Swamp Thing, V, Dr Manhattan) with more nubile, vulnerable and sexually attractive females (Abby Arcane, Evey, Janey/Laurie). Such relations evoke classic male fantasies of power and domination and do little to radicalize comic’s heritage away from being a male preserve.

The publishing history of V for Vendetta brings a further important theme. Here there is a case to be made that the original UK strip was limited and de‐politicized through its US re‐publication history. In other words‚ instead of the British sensibility radicalizing American comics culture (the ‘invasion’ premise), in this one example of a direct publishing switch from the United Kingdom to the United States it is the opposite. In fact‚ US editorial control of the reprints of V for Vendetta undermined the original edginess of the British work. V for Vendetta was first published in serialization form in the British adult comic Warrior (1982–1985). This magazine was published entirely in black and white (with the exception of its cover). Thus‚ the claustrophobic world of a fascist Britain was rendered by artist Dave Lloyd as a black‐and‐white world of impressionistic shadows, darkness‚ and light. Following Moore’s success with Swamp Thing, DC Comics bought the rights to the original Warrior strip and encouraged Moore to finish its narrative arc, which he did. Thus‚ DC reprinted and added to the V for Vendetta comic‚ but in this new US edition its original aesthetic was now radically changed by the introduction of colour printing. Similarly‚ its publishing context was altered from being in a group/anthology magazine to now a solo comic (1988) and then the single volume graphic novel (1989). How do these aesthetic changes alter the politics of the work? The black‐and‐white original aesthetic of the work (now utterly lost to anyone but second‐hand collectors) lent an important tone. The original page layouts and black‐and‐white in Warrior offered a more intense and claustrophobic mood. Moreover, as with cinema, the black and white of the original implies a more serious and artistic treatment‚ whereas the coloured version makes the material look more pulpy, something of inferior aesthetic quality. This is especially the case because Lloyd’s aesthetic‚ though basically realist‚ when printed in black and white looks more haunting and far more bleak. When rendered in colour‚ the original realism is limited and instead of looking like something derived from art or cinema of the early Hitchcock, comes to seem more like a US comic book or even a badly printed colour newspaper strip as found in a daily like USA Today. The segregation of V for Vendetta from its publishing context is also interesting for its political implication. Episodic readers of Warrior were coming to the strip while presumably also reading the material printed around it. This included explicit and implicit political messages. The magazine itself was editorially framed as a challenge to US comic hegemony in the United Kingdom. It is interesting to note that its readers commented via letters that this sometimes drifted too far and was an unnecessary anti‐Americanism. One of them‚ for instance‚ writes: ‘Let’s not belittle the Yanks just to make our stuff seem better. Its overall excellence means that Warrior can stand on its own two feet’ (Anon, 1983). Moore was also contributing to the Marvelman series in the same publication. There‚ his writing provided critical commentary on notions of superherodom that for the magazine’s readers must have also shed a further ironic narrative shadow across their approach to V. Similarly‚ the episodic serialization in Warrior is important here: when read monthly‚ V’s ambivalence as a character is likely to stand out more sharply – unresolved until another issue of the magazine. V read as a novel, maybe in one or two sittings, limits this ambivalence as the reader reaches the end of the narrative sooner and is therefore left seeing V as a victim and political martyr. As Charles Hatfield (2005) has explained more generally‚ when serialization is removed in favour of a single collected printing‚ then narrative power and ambiguity can be lost. While of course there was a ‘British invasion’ (our point here is not to revise the historical facts of the period, but rather to analyze how its rendering in texts creates a discourse which is open to critique and debate), one consequence of that process was the creation of a distinctly different, tamer V for Vendetta than originally published in London. Readers wanting to explore the original British political context to the work would be wise to consult the aforementioned critical work from Newsinger and also the detailed analyses offered by Maggie Gray in her article, ‘A Fist Full of Dead Roses: Comics as Resistance’, that was published in The Journal of Graphic Novels and Comics (Gray 2010).

There is a tendency to emphasize the implied high‐quality literary nature of the invasion. As we discussed above‚ it was felt that a key element of the British impact on comics was that the writers like Moore and Gaiman could draw on vast reservoirs of knowledge of English and American writers, from Shakespeare to H.P. Lovecraft, from Dante to Thomas Harris, whereas their US equivalents had been somehow limited to considering comics. The implication is that the British had greater cultural knowledge and were willing to weave this into their stories. They gave a literary originality to their works and suffused them with knowing references to iconic works of high and pulp fiction. There is no doubt an element of truth in this. However‚ one must be careful because the argument comes close to a strange repetition of the very traditional assertion of the value of words over images, which is elitist fantasy. In the case of Moore and Gibbons’ Watchmen, for instance, there is a good case to be made that the work was quite as influenced by a work of British independent filmmaking as it was by any literary writers. We suggest that it pays to re‐watch the once‐cult British picture, Repo Man (Dir. Alex Cox 1984). In interviews‚ Moore notes that he was impressed by the movie, noting with admiration: ‘With film, you’re dragged along with the running speed of the projector, and unless you have a director like Alex Cox – who in Repo Man is able to cram the background with so many details you can't help but register them – you can lose some details of a film’ (Moore 2012, 53). Indeed, much of the look of Watchmen is found in preliminary sketch form in Cox’s Repo Man. Famous images from the graphic novel do appear here first. Let us start with a detail – the laughing face badge that has become so associated with Watchmen. That features on a lapel of an important character in Cox’s film‚ and she is referred to as ‘smiley face’. Writing in his memoirs, Cox remarks that this and other iconic items had been ‘seeded’ into the film to create visual coincidences, images that would recur and stand out to audiences. He notes too that Watchmen had picked up on the smiley face badge‚ carrying on where his film had started (Cox 2008, 46‐47). Other aspects from the movie are woven into the strip. The film is a fascinating visual and intellectual palimpsest of pre‐figurations and hints. To note the obvious list: death by radiation shock; government plots; down‐and‐out street‐side bums, ugly spotty faced youths, backdrop advertising boards, parodied consumer products (beer cans in Repo Man), sudden violent encounters coming out of nowhere, rock and roll references, and a paranoid character revealing government conspiracies. It is a pity to realize that Moore and Gibbons’ road to Watchmen included just as much Repo Man as it did any more literate or scientific inter‐textual references to which it has sometimes been linked. Indeed‚ Moore and Gibbons were probably more familiar with Cox’s imagined United States than the real country, which it seems they did not research in person. Ironically‚ Cox’s attempt to make a sequel to his cult movie concluded not with that film but with a now somewhat forgotten graphic novel, published in 2007; Waldo’s Hawaiian Holiday takes up the story of Repo Man.

The claims to the literariness and thus the special high quality of British writing is also somewhat excessive. Caveats can be made. Back in the United Kingdom – though graphic novels were gaining recognition – Moore, Gaiman‚ and others were not snapped up to be published by literary houses. Notably, Penguin books was relatively careful regards early graphic novel publishing, limiting its initial patronage to Spiegelman, some issues of RAW, and the Japanese account of Hiroshima, Barefoot Gen. Likewise the major current publisher of graphic novels in the United Kingdom is Jonathan Cape‚ and their list is mainly composed of high‐quality Americana, providing UK distribution channels for Pantheon and Fantagraphics titles. It is also the case that the kind of literary knowledge that Moore and to some extent Gaiman personify is that of autodidacts. Moore’s tendency for citation and weaving of high and low cultural references across narratives evidences this disposition. Indeed, so too does his love for the esoterica, a deep trend in English popular culture ranging from Agatha Christie to the once hugely popular novelist Dennis Wheatley. That is to say that in the United Kingdom these influential writers do not signify intelligence per se but rather a wacky working‐class mysticism that has been a part of that milieu since at least the First World War‚ when widows and children turned to alternative religions to compensate their loss. Also‚ one might note here the work of Angry Young Man writer, Colin Wilson, whose book The Outsider (1956) resonates with aspects of Moore’s writing style. Like Moore, Wilson is an unorthodox philosopher whose 1950s bestseller was based on an ad hoc weaving together of various sources from European philosophy and then popularizing them for the newly literate working‐class youth whose opportunities had been partly expanded by expansion of higher education. Incidentally‚ Wilson has also written on true crime – including the ‘Jack the Ripper’ case that is the subject of Moore’s From Hell. Indeed‚ some of Moore’s oeuvre simply picks up and regurgitates these types of hugely popular themes from pulp fiction and populist journalism. As he acknowledges in the clever historiography included in From Hell, the Ripper case was a national obsession attracting numerous salacious and populist explanations – this is not elite culture but rather yellow page trash fiction. Similarly‚ the themes in V for Vendetta have roots in low as well as middle brow fiction. Of course‚ it evokes Orwell and Huxley, and probably more than anyone Burgess (A Clockwork Orange is more or less plagiarized, spliced into bits of Orwell). However‚ as cultural historian Alwyn W. Turner notes‚ the 1970s were awash with comparable pastiches on coup d’états, reactionary revolutions‚ and conspiracies (Turner 2009, 108) Popular – trash – fiction had numerous tales akin to Moore’s work that was being published shortly afterward. It is as likely he drew from this rich tradition of pulp fiction as from the more prestigious writers. So, when Moore is returned to this context of 1970s and early 1980s Britain, one can start to see that his heritage and sources not only soar high(ish) towards Burgess and Orwell and others but also run right across the pulp sector to books such as A State of Denmark and The Chilian Club. In other words, for English readers Moore looks more populist and pedestrian than maybe he might come across to a reader in New York or Milwaukee, unaware of the contexts noted above and primed to the higher literary quality suggested in the reports on the British invaders.

Furthermore, a real limitation of reading the British contribution to the graphic novel in the United States exclusively through the invasion paradigm is that it misses so much, the other exchanges and interfaces in the history of graphic novels. Beyond the contributions to DC’s revisionist strategy, there are some important if limited interconnections and achievements that merit new acknowledgement here. Notably, Spiegelman and Mouly’s RAW cooperations included some extensive work with the British artist Sue Coe. Collaborating with Mouly, she provided artwork for RAW One‐Shot # 6 – ‘X’. It is a powerful work that combines Coe’s graphic art with text from poet Judith Moore to evoke the life and times of Malcolm X. Next one should note that it was London‐based Canadian artist‐writer Ho Che Anderson who created the powerful graphic novel King, which visualized and narrated an interpretation of Martin Luther King’s biography. Moore was also himself drawn to work on smaller non‐superhero titles‚ and some of his contributions here are some of his most powerful and radical and yet are not picked up in the invasion‐style analyses. Besides the brief contribution to RAW, working with Mark Beyer, Moore worked extensively in collaboration with Joyce Brabner on her politically informed graphic docudrama Into the Light. Here Moore researched and wrote the script in collaboration with Bill Sienkiewicz to chart and to critique the history of the CIA. This rarely discussed work is important. It signalled a real politicization for graphic narratives, demonstrating that radical political history writing could be enhanced through linking writing with imagery. Indeed, printed almost simultaneously with Coe’s and Anderson’s works‚ it intimates towards a genuinely radical graphic novel moment that has until now been usually ignored or glossed over.

The rise to prominence of Dave Eggers’ McSweeney’s periodical and The Believer have led to more recent and fascinating incorporations of British graphic novel material, though not as one might expect. It is noticeable that the major issues of the publication that celebrated and commemorated graphic narratives did NOT include British contributions. Thus‚ McSweeney’s Issue 13 ignores Alan Moore, Neil Gaiman, Dave Gibbons et al. and instead offers an array of traditional Americana. Similarly, the newspaper comic published as McSweeney’s San Francisco issue finds no room for the British invasion. Yet if the ‘invasion’ was therefore over by the 2000s‚ it was not ignored utterly by the McSweeney’s house. Rather than featuring in the comics issues‚ some British writers were invited and included in McSweeney’s publications that celebrated genre writing. Thus‚ there are significant contributions from Gaiman, Michael Moorcock‚ and Nick Hornby in the McSweeney’s Mammoth Treasury of Thrilling Tales (2002) and likewise material from Gaiman and Hornby in the 2005 Noisy Outlaws and Unfriendly Blobs collection, which focuses on short stories of fantasy and fun that can be read by children as well as adults. The talent of British fantasy and science fiction and detective fiction remains acknowledged and celebrated‚ but it is not integrated into the lit‐comics/graphic novel scene.

Transatlantic crossovers between the United Kingdom and the United States were not new or limited to the 1980s. R. Crumb, Art Spiegelman‚ and other underground artists were distributed in the UK underground press and made a huge impact on that scene. Figures from the US counterculture had worked in cooperation with British artists. The classic case is that of William Burroughs. Living in London in the early 1970s‚ he had embarked on a major collaboration to create an alternative adult form of graphic literature. Writing in the introduction to the text‐only version of his planned text‐image collaboration with British artist Malcolm McNeill‚ he virtually provided a programmatic description for the future graphic novelists of the 2000s. Thus‚ his preface to Ah Pook is Here reads so as to explain its slow and frustrated publishing history: ‘… the book falls into neither the category of the conventional illustrated book nor that of a comix publication[…] The book is in fact unique. Some pages are entirely text, some entirely pictorial, and some mixed’ (Burroughs 1979, 11). These features that in the 1970s were a hindrance to Burroughs’s and McNeill’s publishing project would within thirty years, when brought together in graphic novels, become considered able to convey narratives of cultural significance.

Travelling in the other direction‚ British activists contributed to the underground art and writing scene in America, which as we have seen was a space that was a critical and vibrant site in the archaeology of the art of the graphic novel. Obviously important is the work of Welshman Ralph Steadman, whose illustrations are in some part integral to the major works of Hunter S. Thompson. John Wilcock worked extensively in the underground press and was part of the editorial collective at the East Village Other (EVO) that supported classic underground strips, including work from Crumb and Kim Deitch. In fiction itself‚ novelist David Lodge paid homage to these figures in his campus novel Changing Places (1975). This narrates how when English academic Phillip Swallow spends an exchange semester in Euphoria State University (an imaginary institution in California), he is surprised to find on his transatlantic flight a former student, fellow Brit’, Charles Boon. In Swallow’s mind‚ Boon was in ‘in a category of students […] referred to privately as “the Department’s Teddy Boys”. These were clever young men of plebeian origin who, unlike the traditional scholarship boy (such as Philip himself) showed no deference to the social and cultural values of the institution to which they had been admitted’ (35). After studying at Euphoria for just a year‚ Boon is already a new media star, hosting a ‘The Charles Boon Show’, a radio phone‐in, and soon to take over the campus underground paper, Euphoric Times. Sitting next to Boon on his transatlantic flight, Swallow‚ the English scholar‚ is fascinated with Boon’s political lapel badges. Tongue slightly in cheek, but no doubt aware of the rise of popular culture as a specialism in some English Literature departments, including at his own institution‚ Birmingham‚ where cultural studies was once at home, Lodge writes: ‘Philip is amused by some of the slogans. Obviously it is a new literary medium, the lapel button, something between classical epigram and the imagist lyric. Doubtless it will not be long before some post‐graduate is writing a thesis on the genre. Doubtless Charles Boon is already doing it’ (Lodge 1979, 49).



Conclusion

This chapter’s first section outlining the idea of the ‘British invasion’ began with a brief discussion of the famous Welland speech at the Oscar ceremony of 1981. It is very tempting to conclude with another scene from film’s rich catalogue of Anglo‐American encounters. We are thinking here of the fake rock documentary This is Spinal Tap (dir. Rob Reiner, 1984). Here the spoof British rock band ‘Tap’ is touring the United States to great acclaim‚ and much is hoped for with the great ‘Stone Henge’ set. The Tap – like Alan Moore and others – are in touch with their mystical British roots and wish to perform on stage, prancing and playing near a mind‐blowing re‐creation of the iconic primitive site. Director Rob Reiner mocks the mystical pretensions of the band‚ for when the time comes for the fake stones to be lowered into their place on stage‚ someone has made a mistake and instead of life‐scale giant reconstructions dropping into place one finds instead that the band are performing near to a tiny toy‐like ‘Stone Henge’ set. It is a truly funny moment. It satirizes not only the band’s tour, but also Brit rock’s pretensions to spirituality, as well the whole pagan/hippy trippy scene. The reduction of the stones to a desktop model works well as a metaphor for the status of the band as well: not quite as big as imagined. However‚ despite temptations to recall this scene‚ its message is a little too crude to capture how British comic creators fared in the United States. Certainly there is a sense that their contributions are ripe for revision‚ and to some extent this chapter has explored how their presentation in the United States was far from realistic. Nonetheless, as we have seen‚ metaphors are not always helpful‚ and so no more of the infamous Stone Henge sequence from Spinal Tap.

Rather, one can conclude by noting that the British did make a mark on the US comics scene and that for a period their inventiveness was compelling and given privileged status by editors and readers. Yet the very notion of a different cultural invasion is exaggerated. The British writers were really off shoots of the underground mood of the 1970s and brought that international counterculture into comic books. Likewise US editors were seeking to find new modes of selling and packaging comics and the more uncanny tales from the British writers seemed to suit the graphic novel format. Certainly there was some radicalism in the works, but this should not be seen for anything more than it was.

Finally, when one compares British and French interventions on the United States, one can see two quite distinctive and different contributions. The French injection was about models of publishing (BD); comic art, layout, aesthetics‚ and theory; as well as heritage, history‚ and a more advanced tradition of academic involvement with adult comics. In contrast‚ the British grounded their contributions in the powerful myths of popular music and quality literature. In the face of such contributions‚ the American graphic novel sometimes seems to display some kind of inferiority complex; certainly the claims for and on behalf of the British literary talent were far too worshipful. Moore himself noted with some wit and modesty: ‘Nobody wanted to say he’s talking rubbish. They all sort of said, “He’s an English genius, and you must be a fool if you don’t see it” which did me well for a while’ (Moore in Millidge 2011, 108). What this suggests is that the more recent period of self‐confidence in US graphic novels is a relatively new phenomenon and that in the earlier period (1980–2000) the changes that were taking place were often explained through the myth of a foreign‚ almost god‐like‚ intervention, when in fact as usual cultural change was highly complex.
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The Girl‐Hero for the New Millennia: Alice’s Great‐Great‐Granddaughters in Post‐Gender Fantasy Worlds

KATHARINE KITTREDGE



Within fantasy, children are granted possibilities beyond the limits of contemporary reality; they get a glimpse of what it would be like to have true autonomy and wield real power.1 As Kelen and Sundmark remark in Child Autonomy and Child Governance in Children’s Literature, ‘one way to make child governance acceptable is to create spaces of child dominion securely outside (the representations) of the real world’(8). Within the realms of fantasy, child characters are able to escape what Eileen Donaldson has described as ‘the disabling illusion of childhood passivity perpetuated by adult society’ (152). In contrast, children in fantasies take control not only of their own lives, but they often find themselves holding positions of global power (and peril). Caroline Webb has said that the readers of children’s fantasy can ‘not only learn about the world but can imagine new ways to grapple with that world, new possibilities’ (3).

I believe that this is especially true of the possibilities created by the evolution of female protagonists in children’s fantasy. One of the most potent aspects of young girls’ lives is navigating the gender expectations thrust upon them by family, peers, and various forms of media. Many media messages are commercially driven or (in the case of social media) express toxic forms of female competition. Books, especially fantasy literature, provide a respite from the media bombardment of contemporary life. This essay considers the impact of female protagonists within contemporary British fantasy literature for children; by looking at the way that these images have evolved in the last fifty years, we can better understand the role of fantasy as both a reflection of and an alternative to contemporary beliefs about gender, power, and the infinite potential that lies in imagination.



Victorian Heritage

Initially, girls played a major role in the emerging field of children’s fantasy literature. In addition to the countless female heroines of fairy tales (appearing in British chapbooks since the sixteenth century), one of the major interpolated tales in Sarah Fielding’s The Governess, or the Little Female Academy (1749) – often cited as the first novel written for children in England – features ‘The History of Rosalinda’, the daughter of the King and Queen of Fairyland. Even a didactic writer like Fielding knew that imaginative fantasy could attract and instruct young readers. Most critics identify Charles Kingsley’s 1863 The Waterbabies (whose protagonist is a recently deceased chimney Sweep) and Alice in Wonderland (1865) as the founding texts of children’s fantasy. Following the success of Alice, many Victorian children’s fantasies featured female protagonists; in addition to George McDonald’s The Princess and The Goblin (1875) there were many now forgotten female‐centred tales such as Louisa Molesworth’s The Cuckoo Clock (1877) and George Edward Farrow’s The Wallypug of Why (1895). Elizabeth Honig notes that the early fantasy heroines repeatedly broke the mould set for Victorian daughters who were ‘expected to be modest and obedient’ (8). She maintains that ‘only in children’s fantasy do we meet girls who either remain heroic and independent up until maturity … fantasy is the ideal mode to present a bold, rebellious heroine … [it] allows us to see a girl’s soul as it really is – bold and heroic’ (109).

The Victorian fantasies presented two prominent models of the girl‐heroine: Lewis Carroll’s Alice and George MacDonald’s Princess Irene. Although critics have argued that they are similar in their ability to both embody and transcend contemporary ideals of youthful femininity (Greenwood 6), there are a number of ways in which they represent opposing images of the female fantasy heroine. Part of their difference stems from their books’ different kinds of fantasy narratives. Alice is an early example of what Farah Mendlesohn has classified as a ‘portal‐quest’ fantasy: ‘a fantastic world entered through a portal and told as tourist narrative in which the protagonists have little access to the underpinning of the world’ (3). Within the imaginary world, Alice is no longer bound by the gender‐delineated role imposed on her by contemporary society, since there are few social structures in Wonderland which resemble Victorian England. The reigning monarch is a caricature of the abuse of power, and even the genteel institution of afternoon tea is no more than a mockery of that revered ritual. In her ground‐breaking discussion of Alice in Wonderland, Elizabeth Honig describes how the ‘topsy‐turvy world of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland’ provides the opportunity for ‘an independent heroine’ conveying a ‘subversive feminist message’ (71). According to Honig, Alice evolves over the course of the novel:


She [Alice] brings to bear the armor of a good Victorian upbringing – politeness, good manners, obedience, a socially acceptable education in the arts and sciences, modesty and reserve. … [over the course of the book] She learns to deal with new situations by acquiring new weapons … She learns to be independent, resourceful, daring, adventurous, and even assertive. (77)


In contrast, The Princess and the Goblin fits Mendlesohn’s definition of an ‘immersive fantasy, in which the fantastic world becomes the primary world for all the participants and is constructed as such, with very little explanation’ (4). Since Alice is a lone ‘tourist’ in a strange land, she is separated from the concerns of her daily life and also its hierarchy, allowing her to evolve in ways that are not open to most of her contemporaries. In contrast, the world of The Princess and the Goblin is a fully realized version of reality with a complicated class hierarchy, and extended families perpetuating well‐defined familial and gender roles. Although McDonald introduces fantastic elements, he does not deviate from the ‘truths’ of his own world and time – elders represent wisdom, young people need to be protected, and a young girl’s role is defined by her place in her family and her ability to make an advantageous (non‐goblin) marriage.

Princess Irene is described as ‘a sweet little creature’, eight years old, with a face that is ‘fair and pretty’ (2). The focal point of the story is the need to protect her from the nocturnal subterranean goblins, who seek to kidnap her as a bride for their next king. In spite of her family’s efforts to shield her, she is exposed to danger by an incompetent nursemaid, and embarks on adventures which mainly provide opportunities for her to admire the courage and ingenuity of a miner boy, Curdie. Irene’s primary roles are to follow the instructions of Old Irene, her magical great‐great‐grandmother, and to honour her early promise of giving Curdie a kiss. The book ends with Curdie refusing a position in the king’s guard in favour of staying with his family, and Irene riding off with her father to another part of their kingdom. Here the individual child is less significant than her heritage. Irene has good qualities – she is obedient, loyal, and, at times, courageous, but her most important attribute is always her royal blood.

The distinctions between Alice and Irene as characters can be expressed respectively as: (1) iconoclastic vs. obedient, (2) defined by her current actions vs. by her role as a daughter and eventual wife, (3) extracting her own meaning vs. receiving wisdom from elders, and (4) rescuing herself vs. being rescued by others. As fantasy evolves, female characters will continue to fit into the pattern of one or the other of these two heroines‚ although the pattern itself will expand to reflect emerging perceptions of gender and child‐worth.

 

Twentieth‐Century Antecedents

As the Victorian era waned, the dominant structure of children’s fantasy shifted in a variety of ways. As Deborah O’Keefe notes, the early‐to‐mid‐century children’s fantasies differ from previous and later fantasies because


the adventures are safe; the risks are minor. … they [child characters] are under the protection of magical beings. In addition, the rules of the magic provide a safety net … if a real physical danger looms, you know it will be averted – the whole spirit of these books assures you that nothing bad will happen to the children. (99)


Many of these books also shifted from a focus on a single child to a structure made popular by E. Nesbit’s work in which a group of children – often a family group, but sometimes an extended family or a group melding family and friends – engage in magical adventures. Within this structure‚ there were often interesting and sometimes strong girl characters, but they were never the full focus of the story‚ and the action was rarely presented through their eyes. This structure met its greatest success in C.S. Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe (1950), where the Pevensie children are equally divided between boys and girls (Levy and Mendelsohn 141). However, even though the sisters play significant roles in the story (Lucy is the first child to gain access to Narnia), their roles typically present (and reward) appropriate performances of feminine traits like obedience, emotional accessibility, and compassion. Unlike their Victorian counterparts, twentieth‐century fantasy‐girls did not necessarily find the magical world to be a place of empowerment.

According to Peter Hunt, ‘[f]rom the early 1950s to the early 1970s there was a great upsurge in publishing for children in the UK, especially of fantasy’ (23). Although most of the highly acclaimed texts featured boy‐heroes, there was also a small, but significant increase in female protagonists. As Lori M. Campbell writes, this period saw the emergence of new, avowedly feminist female authors as well as a new willingness on the part of male authors to begin ‘writing about women and girls in more enlightened, less rigidly stereotyped ways’, thus creating possibilities for female representation which would have been impossible thirty years earlier.2 Although blockbuster British fantasies like Lloyd Alexander’s Prydain series (1964–1969) and Susan Cooper’s The Dark is Rising series (1965–1977) featured strong female characters, they continued to be focused on the perceptions and challenges facing their young male protagonists.

One of the rare exceptions to this trend is Joan Aiken’s immersive fantasy novels‚ which frequently featured strong female protagonists set in an alternative past. Characters like Bonnie Green and Dido Twite from her Wolves Chronicles series (1962–2003) are courageous and resourceful young girls whose parents’ absence or dysfunction make them precociously autonomous. Deborah O’Keefe describes the formula of most of Aiken’s books as ‘spunky children make their way through a society that doesn’t work and along the way pick up other people to join them in seeking their goals … Together they create a new community, including people of different ages and social strata’ (68).3 Aiken’s focus on ‘found’ or created families marks her as a forerunner of post‐millennium fantasy. Throughout her career, Aiken also specifically commented on the concept of the fairy‐tale princess in a variety of genres, but most directly in short story collections like A Necklace of Raindrops.

The 1980s saw the emergence of some powerful female protagonists in mainstream children’s fantasy. Although the title character in Diana Wynne Jones’ Howl’s Moving Castle (1986) is the foppish wizard ‘Howl’, the focal point of the story is Sophie, a former hat‐artisan and future witch who spends most of the story cleaning Howl’s castles. Sophie is tough, resilient, and engaging, but ultimately unable to cast off dominant gender constraints. Jones’ world is an immersive fantasy that integrates homely activities like housework and food preparation with magical spells and curses, which may be why although Sophie’s inner dialogue resembles the cranky observations of Alice, she is ultimately an Irene, distinguished for her domestic arts and rewarded in the end with marriage to a more powerful male character.4

Roald Dahl’s The BFG (1986) and Matilda (1988) are two slim volumes celebrating plucky girl‐heroines in what Mendlesohn terms an ‘intrusion fantasy in which the fantastic intrudes upon the normative world’ (3–4). Both girls are forced into precocious autonomy – Sophie by the death of her parents, and Matilda by her monstrously unfit birth family. Their challenges are dissimilar: Sophie must defeat a pack of child‐consuming giants, and Matilda must use her extrasensory powers to force the resignation of a bullying principal; however, both girls are similar in their calmness when confronted with fantastic elements and their creativity in using their resources. By the end of the story, each has found, and, through her ingenuity, preserved, a new, more appropriate family (Sophie gains a father and Matilda gains a mother), ultimately taming their need for magic. Sophie’s giant becomes an upstanding British citizen with a royal title – a retired ‘monster’ who writes his memoirs. After Matilda’s successful elimination of Miss Trunchbull, she is no longer able to teleport objects – a fact that pleases her, since she says ‘I wouldn’t like to go through life as a miracle worker’ (230). As Kristen Guest notes, while Matilda’s ‘magical ability to transmute rage into a satisfactory ending resolves the immediate difficulty of power … the larger problem of how Matilda will negotiate the complexities of adulthood using such strategies remains’ (253). Both characters resemble Princess Irene in the way that they navigate the perils of their immersive fantasy worlds to find a position of safety, but they also resemble Alice in the ‘independent, resourceful, daring, adventurous, and even assertive’ qualities they discover along the way.

All three of these twentieth‐century authors create characters who offer interesting commentary on both on gender roles and family. Most of them present powerful female antagonists who are wholly outside of the patriarchal family structure: Miss Slighcarp from The Wolves of Willoughby Chase, the Witch of the Waste from Howl’s Moving Castle, and the evil Miss Trunchbull from Matilda. In each case, the young girls must overcome their antagonist without the aid of the adults who should be acting as their protectors and mentors. The reward for vanquishing the evil influence is either the restoration of a seemingly lost nuclear family or the creation of a new, non‐traditional one. These girls’ focus on re‐establishing themselves within a family unit is a sign of the pervasive power of the domestic narrative. Even though their texts are able to transcend historical reality, break the laws of physics, and present an alternate world, the girl‐heroines of the latter twentieth century are still primarily concerned with their identities within their families, even though (as seen in the work of Dahl and Jones) they present an increasingly flexible definition of family.



Contemporary British Children’s Fantasy

As Levy and Mendlesohn have remarked, the final years of the twentieth century were not particularly rich years for children’s fantasy. The most prominent children’s texts during this time were realistic tales, and fantasy tended to be based on folklore rather than the creation of original fantasy worlds. The publication of Philip Pullman’s Northern Lights (1995) and J.K. Rowlings’ Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone (1997) ‘alerted publishers to both the possibilities of fantasy literature and the different possibilities of children’s and Young Adult literature’ (159).

The two most popular late twentieth/early twenty‐first century series children’s fantasy series featuring female protagonists are Pullman’s His Dark Materials and Terry Pratchett’s Tiffany Aching series. Both of these works can be categorized as what Caroline Webb has called ‘a sequence’ because they ‘represent a trajectory of development’ culminating in the achievement of ‘maturity and stability’ (23). Children’s fantasy from this period is also marked by the enhanced darkness of their narratives. Gone are the sunny adventures of the early twentieth century; in their place we have stories of real peril where beloved characters may lose their lives set in scenarios which make children directly responsible for the salvation of the entire world.

Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials trilogy starts out as immersive fantasy set in an alternative world where external‐soul companions in animal shape, colonies of witches‚ and talking armoured bears are commonplace. The first book, The Northern Lights, contains one of British fiction’s most appealing heroines, but as the series progresses she is gradually tamed and transformed into a less powerful, more traditionally feminine role. Initially, Lyra is a rule‐breaking, largely a‐sexual child who engages in risk‐taking behaviours which are more reminiscent of Tom Sawyer than Alice. She is described as a ‘savage’ who prefers carousing with street urchins to formal education. She takes a leadership role among other children, partially due to her confidence and lack of fear, but also because of her storytelling ability. She binds other children to her via fantastic tales, creates alternative identities to escape danger, and, near the end of the book, plays a crucial role in the restoration of her friend Iorek Byrnison to his throne by concocting a scenario that contradicts every aspect of this world’s reality. Iorek christens her ‘Lyra Silvertongue’, an identity she fully embraces for the rest of the series. While the plot and the characters affirm Lyra’s gifts, Pullman’s narration undercuts them, describing her as ‘a sanguine and practical child, … she wasn’t imaginative … Being a practiced liar doesn’t mean you have a powerful imagination. Many good liars have no imagination at all; it’s that which gives their lies such wide‐eyed conviction’ (247). Although Pullman identifies Lyra’s lack of imagination as the source of her courage, as well as the reason behind the success of her ‘lies’, branding the main character in a superb work of imagination as ‘unimaginative’ is the ultimate sign of disrespect.

Like the earlier texts, His Dark Materials features a female antagonist, Lyra’s non‐nurturing mother, Mrs Coulter, who is willing to torture and kill children to gain power. Lyra is able to elude her mother, but ultimately her father must sacrifice his life to defeat her. Once again, we have a young character whose family is not only unsupportive, but actively toxic, causing her to seek out an alternative family drawn from many sources.5

The next two books in the series shift from immersive fantasy to a portal‐quest fantasy when Lyra meets Will, a boy from contemporary ‘real’ Britain whose magical artefact, the ‘subtle knife’, allows him to travel between worlds. Gradually Lyra becomes more of a caretaker and supporter of Will rather than the primary focus of the series. When the two journey to the underworld, she is delighted by the opportunity to spin a tale for the Harpies who live there, but they sternly dismiss her fabrications, demanding, instead, to hear about the mundane details of the living world. Thus, Lyra is forced to leave behind her identity as miraculous tale‐teller in favour of a more ‘realistic’ identity. Instead, Lyra is the ‘new Eve’, and it is her sexual/emotional union with Will that revives a dying world.6 Lyra’s return to her own reality is strongly marked by her loss of Will – affirming the primacy of her heteronormative identity as a young woman experiencing first love. At the series’ end‚ she prepares to attend a girls’ school where she will learn how to be appropriately feminine. Maturity brings other losses; from the first book of the series, Lyra was intuitively able to read the magical prophetic device, the ‘alethiometer’, to learn secrets and predict the future. At the end of the series, this knack deserts her, and she is told that she may reclaim some of her ability if she embarks on a painstaking academic study of the device. If Lyra’s journey is a metaphor for the ‘fall’, it is significant that instead of eating the fruit of knowledge and gaining wisdom, her maturation demands that she give up her miraculous knowledge, consigning her to dreary study and heteronormative femininity.7 She begins as an ‘Alice’, but cannot escape reinscription into the ‘Irene’ mode when the portal‐quest fantasy ends and she is returned to her own reality. Pullman is able to imagine a young girl who transcends gender and exerts power through her intuitive focus and her nimble intellect, but he is not able to project those aspects of power into the character’s post‐puberty identity.

Pullman’s resolute conservatism in His Dark Materials emphasizes the extraordinary aspects of Terry Pratchett’s five‐book Tiffany Aching series (2003–2011), which began in 2003 with The Wee Free Men. The title characters are diminutive fairy folk, whose drinking, fighting‚ and emotional outbursts supply the comic relief in the series. The series protagonist, Tiffany Aching‚ begins as an eleven‐year‐old girl whose great desire for knowledge leads to her training to be a witch. Pratchett’s work is the ultimate immersive fantasy; his in‐depth development of the Discworld universe allows him to articulate an alternative version of witchcraft which critiques traditional images of witches and re‐imagines them as environmentally sensitive caretakers for the disadvantaged.8 Pratchett’s witches provide health care and social services: herbalist, elder care provider, midwife, nurse, hospice worker, dispute resolution counsellor, veterinarian, therapist, and all‐around first‐responder. Over five books, Tiffany ages from eleven to seventeen, going from a spunky girl who uses a frying pan to defeat the Queen of the Fairies to an overworked, under‐slept caretaker struggling to meet everyone else’s needs. As the series progresses, Tiffany must fight formidable opponents who threaten her or her community. Starting with the second book, all the magical antagonists target Tiffany when she exhibits any form of sexuality or female vanity; the Hiver is summoned when she leaves her body to get a look at her new dress; the Wintersmith falls ‘in love’ with her when her overactive hormones lead her to join the solstice dance, and the Cunning Man is summoned by another witch who is jealous of her relationship with a young man. While defeating these antagonists, Tiffany learns about herself, her abilities, and her world, and she gains the respect of the witching community, but she also internalizes Pratchett’s distrust of traditionally feminine traits.

Throughout the five books, Tiffany gains powers that make her superhuman: she can alleviate pain, cross boundaries between worlds, defeat supernatural and Divine opponents, hurl fire that instantly incinerates her foes, and, of course, fly through the air on a broomstick. However, these abilities do not bring her recognition as a powerful being, but rather as a useful one who fulfils many roles within the context of her family (both her birth family and her constructed family of other witches) and as caretaker within her community. Although we can applaud Pratchett’s recognition of the importance of caretaking within our larger society, his restricting this powerful being to such a profoundly feminine role is somewhat disappointing.9 At the end of the series Tiffany is living alone in a tiny hut that she has personally constructed among the sheep pastures above her family’s farm; her (male) sweetheart is training to be a surgeon, and they carry on a lively correspondence discussing their passionate involvement in their respective professions. She has rejected her society’s imperative that she be either an obedient daughter or a heteronormative life partner, but it is not clear what place there may be even in this fantasy world for an extraordinary woman with ordinary needs for love, support, and appreciation. As Clare Bradford has commented on this text: ‘Girls may rule in the imagined worlds of these novels, but the lineaments of their magic take on the anxieties and fears of contemporary societies where girls are subjected to regimes of surveillance and control’ (118).

Underlying both Pullman and Pratchett’s fiction lies the gender expectations of Britain’s postwar generation (Pullman was born in 1946 and Pratchett in 1948); although they are comfortable depicting powerful woman and also showing women performing outside of traditionally feminine roles, they retain underlying assumptions that a woman’s ultimate identity will be based on her status as wife and mother, and that deviating from a traditionally feminine role will make them outliers from society. In contrast, two books written by male authors from succeeding generations (Neil Gaiman, born in 1960 and China Miéville, born in 1972) bring a new sensibility to the genre. Both texts are stand‐alone books rather than series, and both show young girls coping with aspects of evil that threaten their immediate reality, rather than showing them navigating adolescence and searching for a personal identity.10 They validate the concerns of children (as opposed to the child‐as‐potential adult) and depict children who are powerful and adept. As Kelen and Sundmark discuss, the tension in children’s literature arises from the contradictory impulses to ‘contain childhood while escaping it’ (8); each text must decide which is more significant: the situation of the child hero, or their preparation for the adult they will soon become. Pratchett and Pullman’s fiction is focused on the child as emergent adult, while Gaiman and Miéville concentrate on the child herself, launching her into a classic portal‐quest fantasy which allows them to test their mettle in a dramatically altered fantastic version of the world that they know.

Neil Gaiman’s Coraline is one of the most critically acclaimed and academically studied children’s texts of the last twenty years. As Chloé Germaine Buckley has pointed out, Coraline is seen as a re‐telling of Alice in Wonderland, and resembles Carroll’s Alice in a variety of ways. Like Alice, Coraline comes across as an aggressively normal child. We catch her in a time of solitude, but she is not isolated or marginalized – she is an only child near the end of the summer holidays who has just moved into a new neighbourhood. Like any normal child, she explores out of boredom, copes politely with odd and inconsiderate adults, and suffers the indignities of childhood (unfamiliar food, unattractive clothing) with petulance rather than rebellion. She only becomes heroic when she passes into another reality ruled by a cannibalistic facsimile of maternity called ‘the Other Mother’. Like Alice, Coraline is able to triumph because she can (1) find allies, (2) see through illusions, and (3) control her emotional response. She differs from Alice in her self‐awareness, empowerment, and, in the final scene, her ingenuity. Whereas Alice is largely at the mercy of her dream/otherworldly experience, Coraline chooses to explore the alternative world next door, even choosing to re‐engage with the otherworldly nemesis after she has achieved her immediate goals and attained a position of safety.

When Alice is confronted with strange stimuli and unfamiliar situations‚ she largely draws on her education; her failure to successfully access her academic knowledge causes her to question her own identity, [‘Who in the world am I?’ (35)]. Coraline draws on the lessons provided by her family – most significantly the definition of courage that her father imparted when he allowed himself to be stung by hornets so that Coraline could escape. In her final victory‚ Coraline is aided by the ghosts of the Other Mother’s three previous child victims, but also by the invocation of her mother ‘her real, wonderful, maddening, infuriating, glorious mother’ whose approval (‘Well done, Coraline’) gives her the strength she ultimately needs (134). The centrality of the family structure – and its perversion by the predatory parents in the Other world – has been explored by both feminist11 and psychoanalytic critics.12 In terms of defining Coraline as a heroine, familial roles and tension help Coraline define herself by her position within her family and discover the strength she can draw from those relationships. Although she is often displeased with her mother, Coraline comes to value the appropriate mother–daughter relationship and to accept the support it offers.

China Miéville’s Un Lun Dun (2007) comments on traditional fantasy narratives and typical child‐heroes. The early chapters of the book (149 pages of 467 pages) present the statuesque blonde Zanna (Susanna) as the ‘schwazzy’ – slang for ‘the chosen one’. Besides her fairy‐tale‐princess appearance, she has natural charisma: ‘something about Zanna drew attention’ (5). In contrast, the first thing that we learn about Deeba is that she is able to make Zanna laugh, foreshadowing her official role as ‘the funny sidekick’. Deeba is also one of the first heroines of colour, with her surname, ‘Resham’ identifying her as East Asian, and her appearance deviating from Western feminine beauty ideals. She is described as ‘shorter and rounder and messier’ (7) with unruly long black hair. Zanna and Deeba follow the signs and messages sent to Zanna to enter Un Lun Dun, the reversed (or ab‐city) in a parallel world. Once there, their role – specifically, Zanna’s role – is to save that world from impending doom. When Zanna is knocked unconscious, Deeba steps up to keep her friend safe. They are both returned to the real world, but Deeba continues to be concerned about the fate of her friends in Un Lun Dun. Using the family computer, she uncovers startling information about the nature of the threat. Deeba finds her own way back to Un Lun Dun and fights bravely to defeat the evil that lurks there. Unlike ‘the chosen’ heroine, Deeba must repeatedly re‐think her role in the narrative, discover her strengths and forge a new, heroic identity.

Many critics have commented on Un Lun Dun as meta‐fiction, what Bausman has described as a ‘self‐conscious exploration of expectations and construction of an alternative narrative’ (36). The role of text as narrative authority is also called into question; Joe Sutliff Sanders write persuasively about how the text models ‘productive re‐readings’ in which the reader ‘can engage both fondly and critically with her book’ (359). This quality of the text encourages creativity and divergent thinking in its heroine as well as in the reader. As the book progresses, Deeba transitions from being passively swept along by the narrative to being firmly in control of the story and her role in it. Zanna may have been ‘the chosen’, but Deeba is the one who chooses, making her a radically different and more powerful kind of protagonist. Unlike the earlier characters in Pullman and Dahl, Deeba has a loving and highly functional family who support her and each other. The character of Deeba, like Coraline, demonstrates that a child can be powerful while still remaining a child, showing that her worth lies in her personal characteristics rather than merely in her potential to grow into a worthy adult.



Recent British Fantasy

The last ten years have seen a new generation of fantasy writers enter the field. These writers are female, and published when young – early thirties – and, although they use different fantasy modes, each setting offers a clear reflection of the way gender definitions have shifted in the second decade of the new millennium.

One of the richest recent fantasies is Michelle Harrison’s 13 Treasures series (2009–2014). Harrison writes what Mendlesohn describes as an ‘intrusion fantasy in which the fantastic intrudes upon the normative world’ (Mendlesohn 3–4); the intruding elements are fairies derived from multiple existing myths and traditions related to magical beings indigenous to the British Isles. The two female protagonists are a thirteen‐year‐old Londoner named Tanya who is coping with her heritage as a human ‘guarded’ (or ‘plagued’) by fairies, and Rowan Fox, a previously homeless girl whose infant brother had been snatched by the fairies, and who discovers that she is part‐fairy. They embark on quests, solve murder mysteries, and discover hidden aspects of their own lives while learning fairy lore. The series’ fey beings are frequently murderous, mentally ill, petty, vengeful, and greedy‚ and in the course of the series they murder, kidnap‚ or torture the parents, siblings, friends, and even the pets of the child protagonists. Each girl is endangered by her family’s link to the fairy world, but they are rescued, supported, and appreciated by their ‘found’ families – groups that consist of extended kin and multi‐generational friends. Both girls exhibit courage and resilience in the face of supernatural forces that alternately vex and terrify them, and both learn to give up their solitary struggle and trust in the support of their non‐traditional family group.

Abi Elphinstone’s extremely popular Dreamsnatcher Trilogy (2015–2017) is the type of fantasy that children love and adults fling across the room in frustration. It demonstrates how the genre has changed following the successes of Rowling and Pullman and the influence of American and mass‐media texts. The book’s charismatic female protagonist, Moll Pecksniff, embodies the anti‐feminine traits of the Alice descendants: she is a rude, unkempt rule‐breaker who is more adept with a slingshot or bow than with any household implements.13She is aided by two loyal human friends, Siddy and Alfie; her otherworldly companion, the Scottish wildcat Gryff; and a succession of magical and non‐magical allies: giants, selkies, lighthouse keepers, witches, and the plucky members of the Highland Watch.

The trilogy is set in an indeterminate time and place – Moll lives in a community of foraging gypsies whose caravans are full of modern manufactured goods, but who subsist on baked hedgehog and wood‐sorrel punch. Moll, an orphan, learns that she is a descendant of the Guardians of the Oracle Bones who use the ‘Bone Murmur’ to protect the ‘Old Magic’ from attacks by the ‘Dark Magic’, which seeks to destroy all life on the planet. She is being hunted by six ‘Shadow Mask’ witch doctors who try to kill her so they can bring about the apocalypse. The book acts as a pastiche of fantasy elements, and its heroine is clearly a product of the evolution of the girl‐hero in British fantasy: she is a courageous rule‐breaker, not a pretty victim, and although burdened by her heritage she is able to inspire loyalty in a found family who will help her to vanquish evil and save the world. Although Moll presents an appealing alternative to weak, culturally conforming female characters, her rebellious qualities are not enough to make her a fully realized character, and in spite of its abundant imagination and well‐built action sequences, the series does not deploy the mechanism of adventure as an agent of growth and change.

The most recent text is Jessica Townsend‘s The Trials of Morrigan Crow, the first book in her projected Nevermoor series, published to widespread acclaim in autumn 2017. Fiona Noble writes in her Guardian review that the book is a ‘supremely entertaining adventure’ in the vein of Harry Potter, since beneath the clever, magical set‐pieces lies a ‘quest for courage, hope and identity’. The series begins as a kind of inversion of the Potter formula. Morrigan Crow lives in a house with a family that alternately fears and despises her, since she was born ‘cursed’ and has been blamed for all of the unfortunate events that have happened in her region. She is doomed to die at midnight on her eleventh birthday, but just before her execution, Morrigan is whisked away to the magical world of Nevermoor. This world resembles Hogwarts in its fantastical magical elements and creature comforts, but Morrigan will only be allowed to stay (and remain alive) if she successfully competes against hundreds of children for a coveted spot in the Wunder Society.

Morrigan successfully negotiates the wunder trials, which are specifically designed as tests of character: the first requires her to be ‘honest and quick‐thinking’; the second, ‘tenacious and strategic’, and the third ‘brave and resourceful’ (453). In the course of her adventures, Morrigan acquires a new, ‘found’ family and discovers that she is a ‘wundersmith’. As a wundersmith, she attracts ‘wunder’ – a sentient dust that conveys the power to create, destroy‚ and to alter matter. In these worlds‚ wunder is said to provide transportation, act as an equivalent to electricity, and power the national health system. Like the many supernatural heroines before her, it is clear that Morrigan will have an important role to play in the fate of both her birth‐world and Nevermoor.

The female protagonists of these most recent fantasy texts expand on the character‐empowering aspects of the preceding works; however, while previous heroines were able to escape some of the strictures of traditional femininity, these girl‐heroes seem to live in a post‐gender world. For them, a female identity is less defining than their own traits and talents. In terms of traditional fantasy tropes, they are much closer to Alice than Irene, since they have little regard for their assigned roles in society and create their own social structures to aid them in combating evil. The ending of each text reaffirms their value within their nuclear or ‘found’ families, and none of them are subjected to the kind of reinscription or restriction that Tiffany and Lyra experience. Each character is given real and terrifying threats to overcome, with dreadful consequences riding on their performance, and each character rises to the challenge, discovering new reservoirs of courage and strength in the process. Ultimately, these texts are, like much of the best fantasy, about identity, but whereas other contemporary texts felt the need to comment on female roles and expectations – either through replicating them or by consciously subverting them – these most recent texts project a world in which gender distinctions are irrelevant. A lovely fantasy, indeed!
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Notes
 

	1 Brian Attebery defines fantasy as ‘a form that makes use of both the fantastic mode, to produce impossibilities, and the mimetic, to reproduce the familiar … Fantasy does impose many restrictions on the powers of imagination, but in return it offers the possibility of generating not merely a meaning, but an awareness of and a pattern of meaningfulness. This we call wonder’ (16–17). Strategies of Fantasy Indiana University Press, 1992.

	2 British writers did not take part in what Levy and Mendlesohn referred to as the 1970s’ ‘sudden flowering of heroines’ sparked by American writers Patricia McKillop and Robin McKinley‚ and continued into the 1980s by Jane Yolen and Tamora Pierce (see Levy and Mendlesohn pp. 141–144).

	3 Aiken’s series Arabel and Mortimer (1972–1999) provides a rare example of a child whose functional nuclear family help her cope with her comically surreal and profoundly destructive pet ‘raven’.

	4 Diana Wynne Jones’s 2008 House of Many Ways, the final book of the Howl sequence‚ serves as a correction of the gender‐bound aspects of the earlier books. It features a heroine who rejects her role of housekeeper, ceding it to a male magician’s apprentice, and embraces a royal quest and eventual position as the royal librarian.

	5 In her 2008 article, Amelia Rutledge discusses how the ‘inadequacies of biological parents and the depredations of malevolent institutional powers’ is countered for both protagonists by the adoption of powerful surrogate parental figures (p. 119).

	6 For an overview of the debate over whether Lyra and Will actually lose their virginity – and the symbolic nature of ‘The Fall’ – see Tommy Halsdorf’s essay ‘’Walking in Mortal Sin’: Lyra, the Fall, and Sexuality’.

	7 For a somewhat more positive view of Lyra’s evolving gender identity‚ see Sarah Gambles’s ‘Becoming Human: Desire and the Gendered Subject’.

	8 For discussions about Pratchett’s re‐imagining of witches‚ see essays by M. Isabel Santaulària i Capdevila and Lucas Boulding.

	9 My criticisms of Pratchett directly contradict the reading of Eileen Donaldson, who says that through the Tiffany Aching Books, Pratchett ‘encourages his female readers to question these [masculinist] metanarratives and attempt to create more authentic personal destinies’ (152). Clare Bradford also identifies how these works deploy ‘tropes of magic to comment on or advocate girls’ agency and independence in the real world … Magic constitutes a complex metaphor – standing for female agency, concepts of femininity, and embodiment’ (118).

	10 In all fairness to Pratchett, if we were to consider only the initial book of the Tiffany Aching series rather than the more problematic books featuring the teenaged character, many of the more troubling aspects of series’ perceptions of gender would be less in evidence. Perhaps it is just a truism that it is hard for a male author to write about female adolescence in a positive way.

	11 For gender‐informed readings‚ see articles: Melissa Wehler’s’“Be wise. Be brave. Be tricky”: Neil Gaiman’s Extraordinarily Ordinary Coraline’; Elizabeth Parsons, Naarah Sawers, and Kate McInally’s ‘The Other Mother: Neil Gaiman’s Postfeminist Fairytales’; Danya David’s ‘Extraordinary Navigators: An Examination of Three Heroines in Neil Gaiman and Dave McKean’s Coraline, The Wolves in the Walls, and MirrorMask’.

	12 See essays by Chloé Germaine Buckley, Kara K. Keeling and Scott Pollard, and Einat Natalie Palkovich for a psychological/psychoanalytic reading of the text.

	13 For a discussion of the trendiness of female heroine‐archers‚ see Zoe Jaques’ excellent essay,’“This Huntress Who Delights in Arrows”: The Female Archer in Children’s Fiction’ in A Quest of Her Own: Essays on the Female Hero in Modern Fantasy ed. Lori M. Campbell (McFarland, 2014), 150–171.
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Contemporary British Gothic: The C21st Ghost Story

KATHERINE BYRNE



This chapter began its life as a piece about contemporary Gothic, in search of recent, C21st stories about witches and the undead. In the aftermath of the hugely successful vampires‐and‐werewolves‐saga Twilight, I did not expect to need to look far for many more books about these kinds of monsters. Certainly there are plenty across the Atlantic: one of the most popular books of the last few years in the United States is Deborah Harkness’s ‘Twilight for Grownups’ paranormal romance, A Discovery of Witches. In the United Kingdom, however, the genre has taken a different path in the last decade, turning away from blood and gore and back towards a form of Gothic which hasn’t quite surfaced since into popular consciousness since its heyday back in the late Victorian and Edwardian periods – the ghost story.

There are still non‐ghostly forms of the Gothic being written, of course. Vampires are alive and well (literally) in Anno Dracula, Kim Newman’s popular series of ‘counterfictional’ alternative histories which imagines a society in which Dracula has not been killed by Van Hesling and his team at the end of Bram Stoker’s novel. And Sarah Perry’s critically acclaimed Melmoth (2018) and The Essex Serpent (2016) are reworkings of classic horror of the C19th: Melmoth the Wanderer and (arguably) The Lair of the White Worm, respectively. But it is ghost stories which are suddenly everywhere. As the Guardian proclaimed in 2015:


… the good old‐fashioned ghost story is back with a bang, with everyone from debut novelists to established literary stars such as David Mitchell and Gillian Flynn hoping to raise the hairs on readers’ necks … Not since the heyday of MR James and WW Jacobs has the ghost story been so in vogue, but why? ‘We’re definitely seeing a resurgence after horror has held sway for a long time’, says Mosse. ‘The thing about horror is that it’s not that subtle; it’s a straightforward chase about the terrible thing that’s going to get you. With a ghost story the whole thing is, “Is it coming? Is everything in your head?” Ghost fiction plays on those fears – which is why I describe The Taxidermist’s Daughter as not a whodunnit but a whydunnit …’

(Hughes 2015)


Despite the question it asks, the article does not really offer reasons for this return to popularity. As Catriona Ward has speculated, there just seems to be a ‘strange sort of seismic move in the collective unconscious where everybody just starts writing ghost stories’ – though she also notes more prosaically that perhaps it is just ‘publishers are [now more] ready to accept the ghost story’ (Meinertzhagen 2018). Of course, this particular sub‐genre of the Gothic never really went away: Susan Hill, for example, has been writing bestselling ghost stories, most famously The Woman in Black (1983), since the 1960s. Now, however, a ‘seismic move’ back towards them has meant that many other writers have joined her. I will examine here four novel‐length examples of them in this chapter, by Mosse, Mitchell, Catriona Ward, and Peter James, which offer interesting reworkings of the form. There are, however, many more which could have been included here, including recent offerings from Hill (her cursed doll story Dolly (2013), which fees like a perverse and dark rewriting of The Lion the Witch and the Wardrobe) and Sarah Waters’s The Little Stranger (2009), both recently adapted into film and tv respectively (2018, 2019). The last decade seems like a cultural moment where the zeitgeist is indeed ghostly, drawn towards the insidious and the abject. If vampire fiction is traditionally preoccupied with the pathological body and with infectious disease, frequently as a metaphor for society’s ills, the ghost story is traditionally concerned with psychological malaise, with the boundaries between fantasy and reality and the line between sanity and mental illness. It could be argued that it is highly appropriate then that it is having a moment in the era of ‘fake news’. It may also seem appropriate to, and act as a reflection of, an age in which much of life is increasingly lived online, corporeality frequently abandoned in favour of ghostly half‐lives on the Internet. All ghost stories are preoccupied with the separation of ghostly consciousness from the body: we, as users of social media, now live that existence every day. Writing at the start of the C21st, Catherine Spooner suggested that 1990s Gothic texts were preoccupied with blood and flesh ‘in an attempt to reinstate the physicality of the body in an increasingly decorporealized information society’ (2004, 65). The proliferation of ghost stories in the new century suggests we have given up that particular fight, and instead have embraced the incorporeal as the daily – if disturbing – reality of our lives.



Kate Mosse: The Winter Ghosts (2009)

As the Guardian mentions above, it is intriguing that contemporary authors famous for other genres – like David Mitchell and Kate Mosse – have recently branched out into ghost stories. Of course, this is not unique to the C21st: the Gothic has always been experimented with by authors best known for writing in other styles, from Dickens to George Eliot, and clearly that tradition continues today. Mosse, for example, is primarily famous for her bestselling historical adventures, but in her recent novels The Taxidermist’s Daughter (2014) and The Winter Ghosts (2009) and her short story collection The Mistletoe Bride (2013) she combines her historical format with the tone and style of the Gothic. The former (set in 1912) is marketed as Gothic but is in fact more the kind of atmospheric mystery in the tradition of Wilkie Collins (with its characters preoccupied by a mysterious female central figure, it has echoes of his The Woman in White). Not actually supernatural, it in fact reveals itself as a rape‐revenge story, with the only haunting the psychological cost of a violent crime committed years before. More directly in the thrall of the Gothic is The Winter Ghosts, which also shares with Ward’s Rawblood and Sarah Perry’s Melmoth a preoccupation with the need to bear witness to the atrocities of human history. This novel is filled, as Telegraph critic Helen Brown approvingly notes, with ‘all the classic ingredients’ of the old‐fashioned ghost story. Mosse has paid tribute to and acknowledged her fondness for the famous names of the ghost story canon: ‘I see the influence of all three traditions in my own books … what matters is that each has what the great Edith Wharton called “the fun of the shudder”’(Mosse 2010).

In particular, there are strong echoes of the work of M.R. James in this tale of a stranger travelling through rural France in the 1920s who is forced to spend the night at a gloomy hotel following a car crash. All the usual Jamesian tropes are present: mysterious hotel rooms, ancient, unreadable manuscripts, and the interaction of an outsider with villagers both sceptical and knowing – but the key difference is the hero, who is not a respectable and rational sceptic like the central character of ‘Canon Alberic’s Scrap‐Book’ or indeed of most ‘classic’ ghost stories. From M.R. James to Edith Nesbit, Victorian and Edwardian authors usually represent their – normally male – protagonist as a highly educated, respectable member of the middle classes, too rational and pragmatic to believe in the paranormal. Inevitably it is the disenfranchised in these narratives – local village people and/or the working classes, and women – who are aware of mysteries and dangers that cannot be explained by modern science and rationality. The central character, however, is too secure in his superior status to feel anything but amused contempt for those who listen to superstition, until events prove them right and him wrong. The narrative usually follows the process by which exposure to supernatural forces risks either their sanity or life, or that of someone they love. In doing so‚ they function as an anticipation of (or in the case of James, arguably a rejection of) the modernist era, disrupting the certainties of the period and examining gender politics of the time.

Mosse in The Winter Ghosts takes this process further, reminding us of a long tradition in which women writers have used the ghost story ‘to offer critiques of male power and sexuality which are often more radical than those in more realist genres’ (Wallace 2004, 57). As a self‐declared feminist and one of the organizers of the controversial Women’s Prize for Fiction (previously known as the Orange prize), Mosse is clearly interested in the relationship between gender and literary history. Hence‚ her tribute to the Gothic deliberately references and then subverts the format of the Victorian and Edwardian ghost story and its representation of masculinity. Freddie Watson is as educated and middle class as any M.R. James protagonist, but when he arrives at an isolated village after a car crash, it is only he who is able to see and communicate with the beautiful and mysterious Fabrissa and her companions. The whole village has felt haunted for years, but none of the locals know why until Freddie, in pursuit of Fabrissa, finds the bodies of a Cathars community who were bricked up alive in the nearby mountains by Catholic pursuers six hundred years before. This ability to communicate with the dead is a result of his separation from ‘normality’, sanity‚ and society, as displayed by his obsession with his more successfully masculine older brother, and the nervous breakdown he suffers after learning of George’s death at the Somme:


It made perfect sense to me how I, a man who for so many years had walked the line between the quick and the dead, might be able to hear their voices in the silence where others could not. For ten years I’d heard and sensed things that lay beyond the boundaries of the everyday. I’d been haunted by images of George …

(Mosse 2009)


Freddie neatly represents the movement away from the Muscular Christianity of the Victorian era and towards a more modern understanding of masculinity as a complex, damaged construct which must constantly evolve to survive. Post‐nervous breakdown and contemplating suicide, his physical and mental fragility are further demonstrated when he falls ill – not once but twice – with something resembling what would in a Victorian novel be termed ‘brain fever’. As a passive, ineffectual invalid (nursed by his landlady) for much of the narrative, it is unsurprising that he is tortured by a belief that the wrong brother was killed in the War, and that he is inadequate by the gender standards of the time, which are, of course, exemplified by George.

The narrative, however, is interested in the way courage and rationality as laudable attributes are undermined by the events of the C20th and the movement into the modern era. Old values are doomed, as symbolized by his older brother’s death at the Front. After all, ‘courage hadn’t saved George in the end, hadn’t saved any of them’. What does save Freddie, and by extension the ghosts he lays to rest, is open‐mindedness and a willingness to embrace and learn from his own imitations, rather than despise them. Rather than pretending to be logical and ‘normal’, he like a good Freudian, realizes that to become a ‘modern man’ is to acknowledge the frailty of his ‘delicate, vulnerable, suggestible, shabby little mind’ (Mosse 2009). Whereas the usual rational hero of the ghost story is often punished with anxiety about his own sanity – or worse, with a descent into madness – at the end of the narrative, Freddie is rewarded with a return to health and purpose, and the blighted village alongside him. By freeing the Cather ghosts and their desire ‘not to be forgotten’, he hence becomes the saviour of a community which has been under a pall for hundreds of years. Victorian and Edwardian ghost stories are traditionally about the failure of masculinity, but Mosse here represents modern gender changes and fluidity as a progression, a movement towards healing which in turn heals the village. The novel’s interest in psychoanalysis is historically authentic in terms of its 1920s setting, but also functions as an examination of how a society deals with trauma, whether it be the horrors of the First World War or the post 9/11 atrocities of the C21st.

 

Catriona Ward: Rawblood (2015)

The horrors of the past are also a key theme in Rawblood, the critically acclaimed debut novel by Catriona Ward, which is the most difficult and ‘highbrow’ of the ghost stories I examine here. Like Mosse’s Winter Ghosts, this is also set just post WW1 – a time inevitably appropriate to the ghost story for it is already haunted by recent trauma and our memory of that conflict – but undercut with echoes of other pasts. In this case, however, the novel’s earlier sections are reflecting back over the C19th, with different narrators from different points in the Victorian period telling their part of the story. The central plot concerns Rawblood, the haunted family home of central character Iris, who is growing up there under the blight of the family ghost. Soon, however, the story becomes a complex interweaving of different tales of oppression and suffering, as those cursed by the ghost tell their tale. The narrative jumps between the horrors of incarceration in an Edwardian mental asylum; the nightmare of the trenches; the guilt and isolation of a Victorian gay couple; and the abuse of animals for vivisection and experimentation. As Nina Allan observes in her review of the novel:


Rawblood offers a stark critique of social injustice during the Victorian age, shining an interrogative light upon racial and social prejudice, conditions in the Victorian mental asylum, abuse of children, negative societal attitudes towards homosexuals and single mothers.

(Allan, 2015)


The novel thus becomes a kind of insight into, and condemnation of, the sins of a whole century, in its exploration of the impact of the social cost of the Victorian and Edwardian period, in particular its medical experimentation in the name of progress. Allan notes that ‘Rawblood is refreshingly, almost shockingly free of nostalgia’: I would go further, for it seems to function, to use a term more usually associated with historical fiction on screen, as a kind of anti‐heritage novel, not only de‐romanticizing the past but dwelling on its worst cruelties. This rejection of nostalgia is particularly apparent given its location of suffering around the most usual, visual symbol of ‘heritage’ – the country house. The complicated and diverse plot always returns to Rawblood and its ghost, as too does Iris herself, and the house is eventually exposed as not just the setting but the cause of the family curse. Iris, tortured and scarred from years of medical experimentation in the asylum where she eventually dies, finds out near the end of the novel that is she who is the ghost. Hence‚ it is her love for, and determined desire to return to, her home which keeps her and her family in a cycle of violence and suffering throughout the decades. ‘I have tied us here. My family pine for Rawblood, they love it with a fervour, All because I cannot bear to be parted from my home’. Iris is trapped within Rawblood, recreating and revisiting memories from the house’s past by haunting all the narratives in the novel. Time itself has become cyclical in this novel: Iris is the ghost of her parent’s and grandparent’s story, as well as of her own. Time, for her, is meaningless, for she exists outside it: witnessing a moment from her own past, she muses that ‘none of it has happened, yet, then … although, of course, it had’ (Ward 2015). Yet she is finally reminded that for her, as for all humans, time spent with those we love is always a scarce and valuable commodity. During the final moments in the novel when she is reunited with her lover Tom, it becomes, for her all too brief: ‘I’m not ready. We’ve barely begun. No, wait, I hold to him. Warm, familiar. Wait’ (Ward 2015).

This kind of examination of time, and the construction of ghosts as a kind of temporal anomaly has become a common theme in modern Gothic fiction. Catherine Spooner notes that given that ‘the Gothic is inherently concerned with the incursions of the past into the present, with hauntings and repetition, it sits oddly with the sequential tabulation of calendar time, which always points not towards what has already happened in the past but to what is about to happen in the future’ (Spooner 120). All four of the novels discussed here certainly challenge and defamiliarize calendar time. Mosse’s novel only explains ghosts as a crack in time, for example. And Peter James’s The House on Cold Hill connects spectres with the artificiality of our linear experience of time in a way that strongly recalls Iris’s haunting:


Maybe ghosts aren’t ghosts at all, and it is to do with our understanding of time. We live in linear time, right? We go from A to B to C … that is how we perceive every day. But what if our perception is wrong? What if everything that ever was, still is, and we’re trapped in one tiny part of the space time continuum.

(James 2015)


James’s characters attempt to explain ghosts via science and perception: similar ideas seem to inspire the plot of Rawblood, but no such discussion takes place in this novel. Instead‚ the focus is sorely on the experiences of Iris and her victims who are doomed to step outside the linear. Time as we understand it is, for Ward, positive progression, for horror occurs when one gets stuck endlessly revisiting the past. The Winter Ghosts, as we have seen, requires the past to be returned to, acknowledged‚ and understood for resolution and healing to be achieved. Rawblood is a rather different type of historical novel: Iris, in contrast to Freddie, needs to break free from history, forget vengeance, and leave her home a ruin, in order to achieve peace. Hence‚ only by burning down the house and being buried by Tom in its grounds can she finally lay herself to rest. The novel is thus a bitter condemnation of the cruelty of the past, and also an exhortation to leave it behind, rather than endlessly revisiting it as our modern culture does.

It is helpful to recall here Svetlana Boym’s analysis of nostalgia in which she notes that the phenomenon was originally understood, in the C17th, as a disease, and one of the early symptoms of which ‘was an ability to see ghosts’ (Boym 2001, 3). We might speculate about how this novel, with its angry condemnation of history, views the backward‐looking obsession with the past that spawned a thousand glossy period dramas. Our culture is, after all, one that worships the country house, even though it could be argued they all, like Rawblood, have a history of cruelty and oppression concealed within their walls. Vic Sage and Allan LLoyd Smith described the Gothic as providing ‘the perfect anonymous language for the peculiar unwillingness of the past to go away’. Ward seems to be using the genre, this language, to rebel against this relentless cultural revisiting and to remind the reader that we must, as a society, be anti‐nostalgic to avoid being caught, like Iris, in a looping, delusional temporal prison of our own making.

The Gothic is not only interested in the past in general, however. It is also, of course, ‘profoundly concerned with its own past, self‐referentially dependent on traces of other stories, familiar images and narrative structures, intertextual allusion’ (Spooner 9–10). Similarly, Rawblood may be condemnatory of the society and the (especially gender) politics of previous eras, but it is much more affectionate when it comes to literary history. Ward’s very postmodern novel acknowledges the way in which adaption and appropriation are particularly pertinent to the ghost story: ‘Reiteration is the modern form of haunting; reiteration of narrative manoeuvres and motifs, unholy reanimation of the deadness of the past that has the power to make something new’ (Sage and Lloyd Smith, 1996: 4). Nina Allan notes Ibsen, Shakespeare‚ and Maturin’s Melmoth the Wanderer as deliberate sources for the novel (Allan 2015). Ward herself suggests that Bram Stoker’s Dracula and its ‘pompous, self‐deluding, unreliable diary’ format was an important influence on its form. For me, however, the text most closely evoked by Rawblood is Daphne Du Maurier’s Rebecca: another bildungsroman about family secrets, vengeful female ghosts, and a young woman’s relationship with the beautiful home she loves too much. Du Maurier’s Manderley, like its source Bronte’s Thornfield, is burnt down as an act of revenge against the sins of patriarchy: her long‐suffering protagonist‚ however‚ remains haunted by it, and them, long after she leaves the house behind. Rawblood is inhabited by a more rebellious heroine, however, and this more overtly feminist novel allows its Bertha Mason/ Rebecca de Winter homage to be the narrative focus and central voice. In doing so, it gives her righteous rage full gratification, chronicling her anger against the oppressions of the past. At the same time, however, it beautifully celebrates the literature of that past, and its most famous, subversive and disturbing narratives – which continue to haunt the modern reader.



Peter James: The House on Cold Hill (2015)

I’ve included this novel from the hugely popular crime writer Peter James as an example of the most mainstream face of the ghost story and the way it seems to be becoming genre fiction (a sequel to this novel has just been released). Less ‘literary’ in style than the other works discussed here, as well as the only one set in the present day, this is a quick and easy read, though with the self‐conscious awareness of its own predecessors typical of the genre. In this case‚ it is Jay Anson’s much‐adapted novel The Amityville Horror which provides the main point of reference for the story, along with Shirely Jackson’s classic The House on Haunted Hill (Richard Benjamin’s 1986 comedy film The Money Pit also gets a more light‐hearted mention). The novel treads familiar haunted‐house ground, as a family purchase and begin to restore – at great expense – their dilapidated dream home, and soon realize that it is haunted by the ghosts of the previous inhabitants. James has said that his own experience of moving into a former home in the country provided the inspiration for the story, and the first few chapters are based on events which he claim happened to him. Certainly the book is full of biographical detail, and by writing in this way James has constructed it as a kind of non‐fiction with an extra dimension of horror coming from real‐life ghostly occurrences. This was, of course, a device also used by Jay Anson‚ who claimed that The Amityville Horror was journalism rather than fiction.

The novel centres on the character of the husband and father, Ollie, and chronicles his gradual increasing awareness of supernatural phenomenon, his detection of the crimes and tragedies that have occurred in the house, and his ultimately futile attempts to save himself and his family. The novel is in this regard a study of how modern masculinity, as constructed by self‐confessed ‘man’s man’ James – an admirer of James Bond and Graham Greene with a fondness for racing cars – copes with the unexplained (James 2014). The plot thus explores the pressures on Ollie, who responds to the supernatural with what seems to the reader a foolishly stubborn reluctance to be threatened or persuaded into leaving his house. Ollie is aware of the ghosts from early in the novel, but being the very antithesis of Mosse’s Freddie, refuses to take any warnings and searches pointlessly for rational explanations. When none can be found, he still cannot abandon his home until it is too late:


It was going to be fine. Really it was … this was their dream home. You had to try to live your dreams. Too many people went to their graves with their dreams still inside them. And that was not going to happen to him … He would make the house safe and happy for Jade and Caro. Somehow …

(James 2015)


Ollie is constructed as an everyman whose problems in this novel are typical of the stresses of any middle‐class breadwinner in the C21st, just exacerbated by the malevolent presences that are haunting him. He worries about his large mortgage, spiralling tradesman bills, and his soon‐to‐be failing business (sabotaged by the mysterious emails to clients, which come from his computer) alongside the growing anxieties about his house. The novel’s effectiveness lies in its collapsing together of these mundane everyday stresses and the supernatural. Moreover, the plot is punctuated by detailed depictions of Ollie’s daily routine, his working habits, even how he likes his tea and coffee. The realism of these domestic details make the appearance of the ghosts more unsettling: this juxtaposition of the familiar and the fearful is the very essence of the uncanny.

This quintessentially Gothic subversion of the everyday is most effectively exemplified by the novel’s interest in technology, which soon becomes the main means by which the haunting manifests itself. The ghosts of Cold Hill House seem attracted to C21st devices, and increasingly able to use them. The first sighting of the supernatural in the narrative is a ghostly apparition on a Facetime chat; soon the ghosts are communicating via text and i‐message, and by the end of the novel they are able to send convincingly professional emails. This all feels rather tongue‐in‐cheek, with the ghosts like elderly relatives slowly getting the hang of communication in the modern age. Indeed some of the messages display a certain black humour: for example, after Ollie promises his wife that an exorcism will cleanse the house, ‘in your fucking dreams’ flashes up his computer screen. In this use of the Internet‚ the novel can described as an example of what Piatti‐Farnell and Brien term ‘“digital Gothic” … where manifestations of the Gothic extend to hauntingly real online presences and almost provocatively supernatural virtual phenomena’ (2015, 2). Ghost films have often been based around digital Gothic, perhaps most famously in the Paranormal Activity series (where supernatural occurrences are captured on video camera), but it is more unusual to see a novel harness the uncanny potential of technology in this way. This is, however, a particularly cinematic novel, which, perhaps because of its fidelity to its much‐adapted source texts, feels like a movie screenplay (and hence it is unsurprising that is has been adapted by James into a play which toured the UK in 2019). And an interest in technology and the virtual runs through the novel generally, as indeed it would be expected to in a novel set in the present day. Ollie runs a website design business, posts on Facebook, and his family depend on devices throughout. It is when these computers are hacked by malevolent spirits that his life really begins to unravel. The Gothic has always interrogated the construction of identity, and in this novel that becomes that most modern of phenomenon, online identity theft.

As Anthony Mandal reminds us, Gothic texts have long been fascinated by, and wary of, technology: from Shelley’s Frankenstein to ‘found‐footage’ films like those I mentioned above, the Gothic is often ‘technophobic or at least techno sceptical’, warning us of the dangers of the non‐human (89). Cold Hill House also acknowledges the horror of modernity and is happy to exploit the Gothic potential of the parallel lives we lead online. The subject of my last section, Slade House, shares these anxieties about the modern: here‚ technology – in human hands at least – is mostly useless. Attempts to phone or text in Mitchell’s novel only give the protagonists a false sense of security, and fail to save them from their fate. Mitchell particularly exploits the anxiety of the unanswered text, as the missing Freya’s partner desperately asks for a reply: ‘called Nic n Beryl but they not hear from you. Police say wait 48hrs b4 search. PLS FREYA CALL ME AS LOSING M MIND!!!’ (sic., Mitchell 2015).The other ghost stories I have explored here are rather different: isolation characterizes both Rawblood and The Winter Ghosts, in which letters are the only means of communication. That in itself is a site of anxiety, of course, as we see Freddie Watson cut off from modern life by the absence of a phone in the village. Being without technology, for the modern reader, is perhaps as unsettling as when it fails. All these authors seem to enjoy the potential our increasingly disembodied digital lives offer for terror, but for James the ghost in the machine is the most dangerous spirit of all.



David Mitchell: Slade House (2015)

I am concluding this with a rather different type of ghost story: Mitchell’s Slade House, which is an interesting contrast to the other examples I have looked at here, in that it uses the haunted‐house genre in fresh ways. A ‘sequel of sorts’ or ‘sly footnote’ to his Booker longlisted The Bone Clocks, this is a time‐travelling, serial killer, science fiction fantasy novel, and hence like much of Mitchell’s work seems to resist genre definition (Garner 2015). As a review in The Irish Times argues, however, Mitchell’s ‘major theme [is] the question of what happens to the soul after death’, and hence it is appropriate that in his most recent novel he turned to the ghost story as a means of exploring this (Boyne, 2015). With its haunted‐house setting and preoccupation with evil and time‚ Slade House can be considered, in Mitchell’s own words, as an ‘alternate sub‐genre of the ghost story’, and it is useful to include here as an example of the way the genre can and has evolved into something quite different (Mitchell 2016).

Like The Bone Clocks, and indeed like Rawblood, Slade House follows several different narrators at different moments in recent history: ‘Mitchell’s characteristic is to play with fiction in order to ask questions about time, identity and temptation rather than give us a linear narrative’ (Craig 2015). The first narrator is a teenage boy in 1979, the next a policeman in the 1980s, and so on‚ until its last section set in the present day. In each case‚ the narrators’ lives are short‐lived: we follow them as they enter the eponymous house, and in turn they become fodder for the powerfully occult Grayer twins‚ who eat souls in order to survive through the decades. It is these narrators, then, who haunt the house, attempting to warn off future victims, and it is the stories and artefacts they leave behind which eventually bring about the destruction of their prison and its owners.

This device of making the narrator the ghost – as seen in Rawblood and the titular story of Mosse’s short story collection The Mistletoe Bride – is becoming a reoccurring theme in contemporary Gothic. Whereas the ghost began its literary life as something abject and other, recent examples of the genre are more interested in the divided split self and in questioning of identity. What is intriguing here, though, is the ordinariness of the ghosts themselves. Unlike the other ghost stories I have discussed, the novel is less concerned with examining the historical per se as it is with representing those who fall through ‘the cracks’ of history (Mitchell 2015, 69). The voices Mitchell represents here are ghostly even before they enter Slade House because they are socially marginal: ‘the Grayers, in their pursuit of power, make a point of seeking out those whose absence from society might be less mourned’ (Boyne 2015). Nathan Bishop is on the autistic spectrum and bullied at school, for example; Sally Timms is an overlooked ‘loner, with weight issues’, and the more superficially successful – though racist and sexist – Detective Gordon Edmonds is lonely with a ‘bloody train wreck’ of a personal life (Mitchell 2015). The carefully intimate first‐person narration means that the reader is made to care about their individual stories (Kelly 2015), but society more generally does not. Edmonds make clear that the police are only going through the motions of seeking out the missing Bishops – ‘the case died from lack of interest’ – and his own disappearance soon ‘falls off the radar’ of police attention, too (Mitchell 2015). Similarly, the only person who seems to be searching for Sally is her own sister, Freya, who is killed in her turn. The classically Gothic portraits lining the walls of the house hint at several more, earlier unnamed victims who have been lost along to the Grayers over the years. When Edmonds’s ghost complains to Sally that the Grayers ‘took away my name’, his words are a reminder of those who are insignificant not only to those evil powers for whom they exist only as fodder, but to society as a whole. In this way, the novel becomes social critique, making us remember and mourn those on the margins, and despise those like the Grayers whose ‘insatiable need to stay alive at the expense of whatever unlucky person happens to cross their paths speaks to selfishness and the contemporary greed for power’ (Boyne 2015). The twins’ determination to live ‘whatever lives we wish while our fellow birth Victorians are all dead or dying out’ becomes a condemnation of our youth‐obsessed consumer society, which exploits whatever resources it can to survive. Mitchell has spoken elsewhere about his concern over the environmental crisis, and quoting science fiction film The Matrix (1999) notes that ‘humans spread and breed until the natural resources are used up, and then move on. What’s the only other life form that does this? The virus’ (Patel 2015). With this in mind, perhaps the twins who use ‘human beings like disposable gloves’ are not so far removed from us after all (Mitchell 2015): far from being monstrous Edwardian anomalies, they can be regarded as a warning about our C21st greed and self‐indulgence. Within Slade House, the soul itself is reduced to a resource to be exploited: this novel hints that the real world is not so very different.



Conclusion

The novels discussed here reveal not only a recent return of the ghost story – if it did indeed ever go away – but the myriad forms the genre can take and uses to which it can be put. Slade House is a darkly comic fantasy with serious political points to make; The House on Cold Hill is an exploration of the horrors of contemporary middle‐class normality; The Winter Ghosts is a gently subversive reworking of the gender politics of the golden era of the genre; and Rawblood is a furious, anti‐heritage condemnation of them. But‚ of course‚ different though these novels are, they have key concerns in common. All are interested in the increasingly scientific, technological modern world, even if they are also cynical about it and remind us of the human cost of progress. All are fascinated by the possibility of alternative theories of time and its implications on cause and effect, perhaps a product of an environmentally challenged age when time seems to be running out. All are nostalgic about a literary tradition which they constantly, and often lovingly, reference and acknowledge, even if judging the ideologies it often contained. And, of course, all are preoccupied with identity and the construction of self: something which troubled our predecessors in the long C19th too, but is more problematic and complex, in our Internet age, than ever before. Hence‚ the recent ghost story is much more likely to feature the first‐person narrator as the ghost, rather than just a seer of them: there is no comforting retreat back into detachment or normality for the reader of these stories as there might have been for the Edwardians. The Gothic is such a pervasive part of our culture now that it is closer to us than ever, but it is in constant pursuit of new ways to unsettle and disturb. In doing so, it reminds us that we are no closer to uncovering the mysteries of life and death than we ever were, and that we remain constantly haunted by that fact.
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64
Post‐Troubles Northern Irish Fiction

GEORGE LEGG



Up until the late 1980s, the Northern Irish novel had been considered a rather one‐dimensional affair – a mode of writing which (unlike poetry and drama) was held as unable to provide a nuanced and sophisticated representation of the Troubles. A clear and obvious example of this shortcoming was the proliferation of what is commonly dubbed ‘Troubles trash’ – a novel form which viewed Northern Ireland as little more than a space of spectacular terrorism and love across the barricades. Alongside this, more established novelists, from Jennifer Johnson to Bernard MacLaverty, Lionel Shriver to Brian Moore, were also felt to have struggled when writing about the cycles of violence that dominated the North. According to Eve Patten, rather than examining ‘the complexity and ambiguity of social conflict’, these writers developed strategies in which ‘consolatory images’ have ‘largely obscured the exploration of community, identity and motivation’ (Patten 1995, 132). The unsettled specificity of Northern Ireland was – so the argument ran – somehow beyond the purview of fictional representation.

Fast‐forward 30 years‚ and Northern Irish fiction is said to be having ‘a bit of a moment’. As Caroline Magennis has noted, Northern Irish ‘novels have been picked up by major publishing houses and Bernard McLaverty, Lucy Cauldwell, David Park and Paul McVeigh have had critical successes’ (Magennis 2015). A lot, then, has changed, but the reasons why are not straight forward. One significant development is that – at the start of the 1990s – a new generation of novelists began to write about the Troubles by concomitantly disengaging from that conflict’s suffocating dynamics. In other words, they looked directly at the conflict as a means of then moving beyond it, turning to the North’s violent terrain in order to then imagine a post‐Troubles landscape. Patten contends that these writers adopted a ‘post‐modern’ approach, deploying ‘strategies such as perspectivism, ambiguity and displacement’ (Patten 1995, 129). Identifying three novelists for particular praise – Glenn Patterson, Frances Molloy‚ and Robert McLiam Wilson – Patten emphasized how their literary techniques ‘provid[ed] an enabling distance from which to survey and destabilize configurations of home’ (Patten 1995, 130). Where earlier fiction broached the Troubles through modes of stereotype and consolation, this new generation rekindled Northern Irish fiction by looking both towards and away from that conflict. Northern novels began to prioritise ‘ironic exploration, an incentive towards double‐think’ (Patten 1995, 129).

Irony. Ambiguity. Displacement. Postmodernism. These are all rather dated terms today. But their age suggests not only the pervasiveness of this mode of writing, it also gestures towards the strand of literary theory from which this vernacular originated. In the context of Northern Ireland, critics such as Laura Pelashiar, Linden Peach, Elmer Kennedy‐Andrews, John Brannigan‚ and Gerry Smyth have all followed Patten in identifying a new brand of Northern Irish fiction – one that emerged at the start of the 1990s and has been evolving ever since. In keeping with Patten’s earlier arguments, this new mode of writing is held to be particularly attentive to the preceding narratives of the Troubles only to then ensure that these characteristics ‘are displaced and defamiliarised through a variety of strategies’ (Smyth 1997, 116). Again, we have a stress placed upon a movement towards conflict only for that terrain to then be disrupted and pushed away. Within this bifurcated approach – this double vision – it is tempting to add another well‐worn label to describe this mode of writing: hybridity. Certainly the multiplicity at work in these novels echoes what Smyth sees as hybridity’s ability to ‘inhabit a dual location simultaneously’ (Smyth 1997, 24). But the significance of this term also derives from its tendency to be connected to a dissident writing practice – a technique that Smyth glosses as that of ‘the resisting novelist’ (Smyth 1997, 24).

With the signing of the Good Friday Agreement, ideas of hybridity have now been enshrined in Northern Ireland’s constitutional framework. The Agreement’s advancement of a dual (British/Irish) identity is, as Declan Kiberd has argued, a ‘cheerfully paradoxical approach […] which is remarkably hospitable to theories of hybridity and ideas of perpetual negotiation’ (Kiberd 1999, 442–443). Yet there is also something disabling about this particular vision of identity politics. As Colin Graham has argued, in accepting that Irish/British hybrid identities are ‘the irreducible elemental stuff of life in the North of Ireland’, the Agreement has also ‘allowed for the entanglements of everyday existence to remain outside the dominant political discourse’ (Graham 2005, 567). For Graham, the key consequence of these occluded ‘entanglements’ is a recalibration of Northern Irish history, whereby the past – and the unresolved complexities it contains – become an inaccessible domain, one negated by the Agreement’s opening declaration that peace is best maintained through ‘a fresh start’. Here, the ‘post‐’ of post‐Troubles means a wilful forgetting of all that has gone before. It is a blinkered perspective into the future, rather than a hybrid glance back from where we are. Or, as Graham states elsewhere, it is a concerted attempt ‘to cram all that glistens with the not‐so‐gold of the Troubles into a memory bank of material culture and traumatic non‐recall’ (Graham 2005, 567–568).

We can see this logic in the new enterprises that have come to dominate the North. In a venture like Belfast’s Titanic Experience, for example, the sectarianism that so often dominated the shipyards is silenced by a didactic desire to promote the city’s ecumenical embrace of the industrial spectacle of the Titanic itself. Rather than religious division, we learn about ‘Boomtown Belfast’ and ‘the thriving industries that led to the creation of Titanic’. In such contexts‚ it is not hard to see the rationale of a capitalist peace underpinning the demand that sectarianism be written out of Northern Ireland’s collective history (Legg 2018, 1–22). Capitalism is far more efficient when there is a path of least resistance, a clean slate across which it can perpetuate its own self‐image. Nevertheless, it is also not difficult to read this state‐sponsored demand for a collective amnesia as encouraging Northern Irish culture to break the rules and glance back: to exhume a far more unsettled version of the past. Graham implies as much when he isolates how ‘a recurrent trope in post‐Ceasefire Northern Irish culture has been an ache which notices, knows, but can barely comment on the dark cauterisation of the past’ (Graham 2005, 568). To look in two directions at once – to undertake a hybrid double take – might still be a crucial way of registering, and even resisting, the shock of Northern Ireland’s post‐Troubles dispensation.

In her recent study of post‐Agreement fiction, Birte Heidemann sees this sense of multiplicity as the central innovation in the contemporary Northern Irish novel. Of particular concern for Heidemann is the fact that these writers emphasize the importance of ‘(re)turning to the country’s unresolved past’ so as to ‘embrace the “unpredictable actualizations of multiple possibilities” of history’ (Heidemann 2016, 51). Embracing the ‘unresolved’, the ‘multiple’, the ‘unpredictable’, this strand of writing has identified history as an arena potentially immune to the erosive impulse of a post‐Troubles climate. It is arguably for this reason that contemporary Northern Irish novelists have come to develop literary techniques which encourage such multiplicity. Flash‐forwards and flash‐backs sit alongside genres of historical fiction to produce what Heidemann calls ‘textual devices in which fictional subject positions remain perpetually suspended between the two liminal co‐ordinates of identification (loss) and reidentification (renewal), past and present, conflict and conciliation’ (Heidemann 2016, 51).

As compelling as this may be, we must also take cognizance of Heidemann’s assertion that such work can write ‘against the rhetorical impasses of the Agreement’ (Heidemann 2016, 51). In this desire to revisit the liminality of the past‚ there is also a danger that the novel might resolve or, at the very least, contain the disruptions that the past can hold. If history, like literature, is a discipline preoccupied with narrative, then there is an inherent danger that the novel might lessen the dissident potential of the past by reconstructing it in a more coherent form. The novel is, in this respect, in danger of being infected by what Jacques Derrida has termed ‘le mal d’archive’ (Derrida and Prenowitz 1995, 14) – an illness in which the very act of remembrance carries with it a contradictory impulse towards ‘forgetfulness’ (Derrida 1996, 19).

Of course, literary criticism is not immune to this process either. The binary logic which underpins the arguments of Patten, Smyth, Kennedy‐Andrews et al. (‘bad’ novels must be replaced by ‘good’) means that these critics are in danger of downplaying the persistence of such ‘failings’ in the modes of writing they subsequently praise. Indeed, as Richard Kirkland has noted in relation to these arguments, the demand for new forms ‘can only be effective if the criticism that makes these assertions is equally stringent in interrogating its own complacencies’ (Kirkland 2002, 82). Consequently, in the analysis that follows, I aim to attend to a working through – rather than a break from – the narratives of forgetfulness that otherwise plague Northern Ireland’s post‐Troubles culture. After all, if we are to consider how fiction might resist the amnesiac impulses of contemporary Northern Ireland, then we must also register the slippages and contradictions these novels simultaneously reveal.

***

More than any other novelist, Glenn Patterson has been heralded as capturing the condition of a post‐Troubles Northern Ireland. Since 1997 the dust‐jackets to his work have told us how ‘Patterson has become the most serious and humane chronicler of Northern Ireland over the past thirty years’. Tellingly, though, praise for Patterson’s ability to ‘chronicle’ Northern Ireland has also coincided with the Agreement’s cauterization of the past – its predication that, above all, Northern Ireland should move forwards through a ‘fresh start’. It is therefore not untimely to interrogate how his writing seeks to address this erosive view of history, a project that arguably came into sharpest focus during the peace process – a time when Patterson was suffering from writer’s block:


I came back to work [in 1996] and sat for weeks, and weeks, and I couldn’t write anything. And then I stumbled across the International while I was reading Jonathan Bardon’s History of Belfast. Almost instantly I looked at it and thought, ‘What a great name, what a great name for a book’.

(Hicks 2008, 115)


The International would be published in 1999‚ but its engagement with the present is – as Bardon’s influence suggests – one conditioned by the past. Indeed, as Patterson has indicated elsewhere, his turn to Bardon was motivated by that historian’s ability to present Belfast in all its plurality: ‘a 300‐page reminder that Belfast was not – as it so often appeared – static, stalemated, but was, like all cities, perpetually in process’ (Patterson 2006, 46).

This version of the past, and the trajectory it will provide Patterson’s novel, is one that consciously overturns the settled, ‘stalemated’ and ultimately forgetful reasoning of a post‐Troubles climate. We can see as much in its opening line: ‘If I had known history was to be written that Sunday in the International Hotel I might have made an effort to get out of bed before tea time’ (Patterson 1999, 1). Starting in this way, Patterson establishes a narrative that will deconstruct an attempt to craft a teleological journey towards a final ‘historic’ destination. In this story, the flow of time is to be unknown and unpredictable. To help achieve this‚ Patterson places the triviality of everyday realities against the fated logic of the momentous event. In that first sentence we have the routine of everyday life (‘tea time’) shown to supersede the prospect of irreversible historical change: be it the arrival of the Troubles or the Agreement’s foreclosure of the past.

Set on a single day (28 January 1967) and in a single location (the International Hotel, central Belfast), the structure of the novel exaggerates this insistence on the heterogeneity of the everyday. Both time and location mean the novel is bookended by historical turning points. The International is, for example, where Peter Ward worked before being killed by the UVF in what is held to be the second murder of the Troubles (McKittrick et al. 2001, 25–28). Similarly, it was on the evening of 28 January 1967 that the inaugural meeting of Northern Ireland’s Civil Rights Association took place – a meeting that would trigger the marches that helped propel Northern Ireland into a protracted sectarian war. Although these landmark events frame The International, the novel’s critical purchase comes from Patterson’s decision to have them haunt the narrative rather than dominate its action. Insisting on the humdrum reality that surrounded this history, Patterson refuses to draw a line under the past while simultaneously undermining the impression that Northern Ireland’s Troubles were preordained – their point of origin a source only for embarrassment and disgrace.

Understood in these terms, Patterson’s insistence on the everyday – what we might even term the ephemeral – becomes a lens through which we can explore a different theoretical and contextual domain for Northern Irish fiction. Examining the role of the everyday and the ephemeral in an altogether different context‚ Christina Bashford gestures towards its complex potential – what she terms its ability to be ‘a source of almost unimaginable richness, providing the sort of telling detail that draws one’s interest and opens up avenues for exploration’ (Bashford 2008, 460). It is this approach that The International strives to take, exhuming the rich possibilities of fleeting and tangential moments in an otherwise fated and forgotten past. In this way, the fleeting, half‐remembered rhythms of the city provide a template for unlocking that communal complexity Patten perceives as being so absent in novels about the Troubles.

The International stresses its commitment to unlocking these complexities through the careful construction of its narrative voice. ‘It was the first novel I can remember thinking: the voice is everything here’, recalls Patterson. ‘I remember thinking to myself, okay, […] it’s going to be a first person narrative’ (Hicks 2008, 115). The narrator in question is the novel’s bi‐sexual barman, Danny. It is solely through his eyes that we experience Belfast in 1967 and, by queering his perspective, Patterson heightens the transient and subversive nature of his voice:


Frank had been telling the truth about one thing though. Walking back towards the International that day in July he had said that the most important lesson I could learn was to be alert at all times. Men like us, he said, were scared, a lot of them, and with good cause. You might get no more than a glance, a gesture, a half‐sentence, before they shied away. You never knew what you might miss if you weren’t quick to pick up the signs.

(Patterson 1999, 73)


Learning to thrive on ‘a glance, a gesture, a half‐sentence’, Danny’s evolving sexual identity also constructs a world filled with the richness of the transient, the fleeting, the unrecorded – actions that lurk at the margins of narrative, subverting the main event. Within these passing moments lies what Bashford has termed ‘the sort of telling detail that draws one’s interest’. Like ephemera, once Danny has ‘pick[ed] up the signs’, this transitory construction has the potential to ‘ope[n] up avenues’ that lead to a different domain, an alternative understanding of the past and the present (Bashford 2008, 460).

Stepping out into Belfast during his lunch break, Danny crystalizes the novel’s desire for this different view of history:


I wish I could describe for you Belfast as it was then, before it was brought shaking, quaking and lying about it with batons and stones on to the world’s small screens, but I’m afraid I was not in the habit of noticing it much myself.

(Patterson 1999, 43)


Still conscious that the weight of historical determinism hangs heavy over his retrospective vision, Danny’s insistence on not noticing gives rise to a far more distracted vision of the humdrum rhythms of the city. As he goes on to describe:


Once in a while I said hello to someone I knew from the estate or the hotel, I made eye contact with a man looking in the window of Mullan’s bookshop, but his wife joined him before I could tell whether there was anything to it. I bought a fruit scone in Inglis’s and because the girl at the till was attractive in a kind of boyish way, I went back and bought another one.

(Patterson 1999, 43–44)


Rather than a divided city, the Belfast Danny offers us reverberates with the transitory rhythm of his sexual identity. Through his attraction to the ephemeral moments of ‘a glance, a gesture, a half‐sentence’, we are privy to the fragments of ‘Belfast as it was then’. Thus‚ making ‘eye contact with a man’ foregrounds the otherwise nondescript ‘Mullan’s bookshop’, while the ‘boyish’ flicker of ‘the girl at the till’ means an Inglis ‘fruit scone’ is added to this emerging portrait of the city. Afforded such casual details, Patterson, as critics have often noted, ‘carefully draws his native city as a humdrum place’ (Kennedy 1999).

This intimate portrait serves a larger purpose, however. While giving us an ephemeral insight into a now forgotten Belfast, this mundane view of the city also projects forward – its multiple perspectives suggesting that it was by no means inevitable that Northern Ireland would soon be brought ‘quaking to its knees’. As Patterson has stated when discussing what motivated him to return to the 1960s for this novel: ‘I remember reading an article by biologist Stephen Gould which said if you rewind the tape of history to a certain event and then play it forward, you have no guarantee that it will go forward in the same way’ (Quigley 1999). Returning us to that hybrid sense of history, Patterson works against the enclosing impulse of the peace process. Instead of moving forward‚ he looks back into the North’s turbulent past so as to imagine a series of alternative futures.

For this reason‚ it is telling that reviews of The International maintain that – in spite of the novel’s humdrum details – we are still ‘constantly reminded of the tensions buried under the surface’ (O’Farrell 1999). Patterson is of course aware that he is ‘not showing a place without fault’, but the terms on which these submerged ‘tensions’ are said to be revealed suggests a broader misreading is at work (McDowell 1999). According to reviewers‚ it is ‘in the accidental burning of a local shopping mall [that] Patterson delicately prefigures the destruction to come’ (Kennedy 1999). For Teddy Jamieson this is ‘a symbolic harbinger’ (Jamieson 1999), while for Elmer Kennedy‐Andrews it is ‘a grim foreshadowing of events to come’ (Kennedy‐Andrews 2002, 110). Certainly in describing the fire, Danny alludes to such ‘symbolic’ potential – ‘flames of that size not then being regular sights in the city’ – yet in the same breath he rapidly undermines this ‘grim foreshadowing’ by observing how fires ‘loo[k] much more like our idea of history in the making’ (Patterson 1999, 2). In fact‚ it is with this notion of ‘history in the making’ that an alternative rendering of the fire can be discerned. As Danny tells us:


The day before the inaugural meeting of the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association in January 1967, the morning of the day of the Portadown Bun Boycott, a blaze broke out in Belfast city centre.

(Patterson 1999, 2)


The alliterative construction Patterson brings to ‘the morning’ of his novel yokes these two distinct events together, suggesting a continuity of sorts. ‘The Portadown Bun Boycott’ hereby evolves into a story of how a ‘blaze broke out in Belfast’. Like the tape of history that fast‐forwards differently, Patterson’s alliteration propels a protest about inflated bread prices towards that sense of an alternative ‘history in the making’. In this, the ominous flames of future events appear to comment on the nature of the Boycott itself. Subsequently, the critical recourse for interpreting this fire as a ‘symbolic’ omen of the Troubles comes to confirm the impossibility of revisiting the history of Northern Ireland with anything other than a fated and doomed perspective. Rather than perceiving the fire’s occurrence as articulating an alternative reading of the events following January 1967, critics seem impelled to connect its destructive potential to the temporally separate meeting of the Civil Rights Association.

In many important ways, this critical predilection replicates the erosive reasoning of the Good Friday Agreement itself. Indeed, as Patterson has stated, in his desire to play with history, he was highly conscious of this broader politics of forgetting:


The Good Friday Agreement made many people feel that there was an end, and many people felt we had drawn a line under the past; but I think what happened a half‐dozen years after that was that the peace, wasn’t, actually, as complete as we all imagined that it would be. The present is bedeviled still by issues that have to do with the past and there was a question of how have we accounted for actions of the past.

(Hicks 2008, 107)


In contrast to Patterson’s hybrid and humdrum version of the past, the peace process approximates a simplistic sense that digging over an always already corrupted history will lead in one direction only: a resurfacing of embarrassing memories that threaten the peacefulness of the present. Writing in this context, Patterson’s inference that a reimagined past can push forward in diverse directions is scuppered by the archivist mentality he is trying to overturn. However multifarious his representation of past events, there is an insatiable tendency for that past to be connected with a monotone version of history to which there is seemingly little alternative.

Nevertheless, this desire to ‘other’ the past that Patterson recreates is indebted, in part, to the novel’s own insistence on silencing the embarrassing history Belfast is set to endure. As Danny tells us towards the end of his narrative:


For a good many years, in fact, Belfast disgraced itself. There is no other word. And no justification, least of all the beautiful ideals of tolerance and equality on which the Civil Rights Association was founded in the International Hotel in January 1967. But, like I said, I shouldn’t get started.

(Patterson 1999, 240–241)


As that final sentence affirms, amplifying the embarrassment of the recent past is not Patterson’s concern. Instead The International shies away from fixating on moments of atrocity under which the peace process has decided to draw a line. While there is much to commend in this narrative technique, there is also an anxiety that Patterson’s alternative history will actually buttress the Agreement’s effacement of the past. Tinged with nostalgia, Patterson’s loving portrait of this alternative city is perhaps guilty of further forgetting Northern Ireland’s not so glistening history. By not ‘get[ting] started’ on the violence of the Troubles, Patterson’s novel could – in some sense – deepen that broad political desire for a ‘fresh start’. Where Belfast’s Titanic Centre refused to mention the sectarianism in the shipyards, so The International cauterizes the wounds that otherwise dominate Belfast’s past, present‚ and future.

Yet, as the passage above illustrates, Patterson’s interest in 1960s Belfast also revolves around the ‘justification’ for its future disgrace. He turns to the humdrum activities of the past, not to freeze them in a moment of retrospective nostalgia, but rather to stretch them out into a chain of causality. In this, Patterson does not suspend the past’s ephemeral potential. Instead – in that movement of a hybrid doubletake – he cuts across temporal and archival boundaries to ‘radically interrogate’ how the present moment has been ‘justified’. As Patterson has commented: ‘The International doesn’t say that things could have been completely different but I would say that what happened here was preventable’ (Quigley 1999). The novel therefore thrives on the idea of possibilities, the ‘could have’ of history, opening as it does with the retrospective plurality of ‘if’. As such, this novel embodies an impetus recurrent in post‐Troubles fiction: the desire to return to the past so as to exhume different positions. Following this trajectory, notes Eamonn Hughes, such writing is able to ‘locate the Troubles as one strand in a more complex set of stories’ (Hughes 2001, 80). For ‘what art says’, remarks Patterson, ‘is yes, it’s like this, but also like this and like this and like this and like this’ (Patterson 2004, 18).

***

If Patterson’s work can be understood, at points, to endorse the Agreement’s blinkered view of history, an alternative perspective is suggested by an earlier piece of post‐Troubles fiction. Deirdre Madden’s One by One in the Darkness (1996) is an example of what Heidemann terms ‘the transition from post‐ceasefire to post‐Agreement fiction’, offering its reader a ‘fragmented narrative [which] resists closure and fixity’. In this way, Heidemann argues, the novel articulates ‘new literary‐critical impulses on the failed legacies of the peace process’ and, I would add, its static vision of the past. Madden achieves this by presenting the story of four female protagonists traumatized by the sectarian murder of a husband and a father. ‘Not only does the death of Charlie Quinn disrupt their sense of “home”’, notes Heidemann, but it also ‘effectively dislocates their lived experiences of temporality associated with the event’ (Heidemann 2016, 64–65).

This temporal disruption is foregrounded by the novel’s action: ‘Cate returns home for a week to announce she is pregnant, the “present” of her visit interwoven with memories of […] childhood’ (Higgins 1999, 146). Through these multiple temporalities, there is also an impression that before the changing space of ‘home’ can be fully comprehended‚ we must first understand the narratorial space of that journey to it. Christine St. Peter certainly suggests as much when she outlines, in noticeably spatial terms, how Madden’s temporal hybridity achieves its subject: ‘the novel recounts two stories alternately, a narrative technique that opens up spaces in the novel as the reader moves back and forth between the eyes of innocence and those of tragic but courageous experience’ (St. Peter 2000, 119). In contrast to Patterson, then, the hybridity of Madden’s narrative technique ‘opens up spaces’ which its characters are then unable to close, an implication that appears to be confirmed in the novel’s title. Placing the logical progression of One by One in the totalized and abstract space of the Darkness, Madden suggests that any sense of continuity will be provisional – always already disrupted by the ‘graceless immensity’ of the novel’s dark destination, its melancholic road to nowhere (Madden 1996, 181).

The novel is haunted by this search for closure at both the familial and societal level. Set against personal attempts to preserve Charlie’s memory, the peace process looms, trying to establish a terminus for the Troubles:


‘When all this is over’, she said to Sally, ‘they’ll probably want to make a memorial. I hope they do something original. They should build it around the sky’.

(Madden 1996, 150)


As Cate’s conversation with Sally indicates, there is an implicit tension between forgetting and remembering in this novel, a contrast between official state action (‘they’ll’) and personal desire (‘I hope’). Where the idea of a memorial marks a certain level of closure – a solid structure that punctuates the past with a point of finality – Cate’s preference for ‘something original’ built ‘around the sky’ pushes us in a converse direction. Her emphasis is on fluidity, the changeability of atmospherics, the unpredictability of weather:


Cate’s voice trailed away, and she continued to stare out of the window. She imagined a room, a perfectly square room. Three of its walls, unbroken by windows, would be covered by neat rows of names, over three thousand of them; and the fourth wall would be nothing but window. The whole structure would be built where the horizon was low and the sky huge.

(Madden 1996, 149)


Here the ‘neat’ and ‘unbroken’ rows of lost lives are ordered on the walls of this imagined structure. As with the novel’s title, however, this accumulation of names – one by one – is disrupted by a bigger backdrop of blankness, a ‘fourth wall’ of ‘nothing’, of pure sky. As such the structure denies the fixity that will come to characterize the Good Friday Agreement. Cate’s vision does not attempt to enclose the past but rather sees it as expansive and various – always connected to the present through a porous living wall.

In many ways, as Geraldine Higgins has argued, this imagined room is ‘suggestive of the narrative and temporal ordering of Madden’s novel’: the seven‐day period of Cate’s visit home giving a three walled structure to Madden’s writing, while leaving a fourth wall open to the memories, mutations‚ and transgressions of the past (Higgins 1999, 147). In this important sense, and in contrast to Patterson, Madden immunizes her narrative from Derrida’s archive fever (le mal d’archive). Rather than remaining wedded to the past through a nostalgic retreat, her hybrid interlocking of past and present means the novel can preserve earlier memories while simultaneously ensuring the complexity and discomfort of that history is not then occluded from a contemporary perspective.

Nonetheless, the monument Cate imagines goes further than simply acknowledging the schism between official and imagined perceptions of the past. By emphasizing the sky as a means of comprehending a post‐Troubles Northern Ireland, Madden is making a profound visual statement. As we learn through the novel’s recurrent excursions into the past, the ground of Northern Ireland has been a constant source of contestation: ‘she saw Planter towns that had had the heart bombed out of them […] she saw signposts for places which had once held no particular significance but whose names were now tainted by the memory of things’ (Madden 1996, 82–83). Instead of fixating only on Northern Ireland’s wounded terrain, Cate’s desire to look up and away from that ground is an implicitly hopeful gesture – a means of escaping the overbearing palimpsest of the Northern Irish landscape. But it also raises the question of language itself. Surveying the North’s conflictual geography midway through the novel, Cate soon comes to realize ‘that if she had been asked to pick a single word to sum up her feelings towards Northern Ireland she would be at a complete loss’. Here, the tension between the comfort of home and the pain of conflict make Cate unsure ‘whether a negative or a positive word would have been more apt’ (Madden 1996, 83). Running against this, the blankness of the sky’s atmospherics are (as Virginia Woolf has taught us) excessive in their legibility. Indeed, for Cate the very idea of having ‘the sky huge’ allows for a multitude of interpretations: ‘it would be a place which afforded dignity to memory, where you could bring your anger, as well as your grief’ (Madden 1996, 149).

There is something implicitly gendered in this hybrid strategy of remembrance. Indeed, ‘if there is anything identifiably “feminine” about Madden’s writing presence on the battlefield of northern narratives’, notes Higgins, then it is in precisely these ‘commemorative structures and strategies’ (Higgins 1999, 158). Here we have a pointed contrast between Madden’s fusion of past and present and what Higgins perceives as the secluded ‘“chambers” of Heaney’s sepulcher in “Funeral Rights” or Longley’s “wind‐encircled burial mound” in “Letter to Seamus Heaney”’ (Higgins 1999, 159). While this point is further reinforced by my weariness that Patterson’s fiction is, at times, also liable to the enclosed view of history, I want to develop Higgins’s gendered reading of Madden’s work in ways that have not been anticipated. Specifically, I want to suggest that, in Madden’s insistence an organic view of commemoration, she prioritizes a feminized view of time that denies the regimented logic of the clock.

Consider, for example, how Charlie’s memory is cultivated by his wife Emily:


She didn’t know how to pray for him, so she cultivated roses on the earth that sheltered his body, and said to him in her heart, ‘This is for you, Charlie’. Her daughters teased her about her mania, but she only smiled. She knew they understood. It made her able to bear time, because it hooked her into the circle of the seasons, and time would otherwise have been a horrible straight line, a straight, merciless journey at speed towards death. Instead of which, she had pulled Charlie back into the circle and back into her life, in a way which she wordlessly comprehended, and which offered to her the nearest approximation she would ever have to comfort or consolation.

(Madden 1996, 106)


As with Cate’s memorial, Madden returns us to the traumas of the Troubles so as to find a mode of ‘consolation’ that moves into the wordless depths of remembrance. The imagery here is natural, organic‚ and fertile. Emily not only cultivates Charlie’s memory but syncs it with her own life cycle. In this way, Emily demands the seasonal ‘comfort’ of repetition and return, against the ‘horrible’ linearity of an historical focus that demands a fresh start – a constant movement forward. The ‘mania’ associated with her seeding of memory (‘This is for you, Charlie’) evokes the madness of Shakespeare’s Ophelia: ‘There’s rosemary, that’s for remembrance […] There’s fennel for you, and columbines’ (Greenblatt et al. 1997, 1734). Yet as with Ophelia, Emily’s ritual is not so much hysteria as a visceral, feminized re‐ordering of official narratives. Understood as such, Emily’s personal mode of commemoration offers a conscious disturbance of the public realm. And, more than that, it defies the linear movement of an official history in which, as Walter Benjamin puts it, ‘the present rulers step over those who are lying prostrate’ (Benjamin 1992, 248).

This insistence on a personal mode of remembrance has important political connotations. Relaying a fractured sense of the past through a feminine perspective, Madden’s novel draws parallels with what Ailbhe Smyth has gendered as the ‘wild’ Irish voice:


Irish women’s voices were wild voices, not because women are essentially wild but because historically we’re wild – we have been maintained outside what passes for the story, the narrative, the one and only narrative of our nation. So that wild voice needs to come in and start disrupting.

(Gray 1994, 106)


In focusing on narrational exclusion and inclusion, Smyth moves beyond merely reinforcing the gender politics that undergird this sense of disruption: it’s not because ‘women are essentially wild’ but because they are positioned in a subversive, marginal domain. As such, Smyth is able to advocate a tangible way in which this voice can have a visible effect: it ‘needs to come in and start disrupting’. Applied to Madden’s fragmented, hybrid, mode of narrative, Smyth’s thesis illustrates how One by One seeks to disrupt the monocular sense of history the peace process has set in motion. Rather than reading Emily’s ‘mania’ as a symptom of the Troubles – the private grief that follows a sectarian murder – this disorder can be read as her means of rewriting our understanding of that conflict. Emily’s melancholic refusal to ‘move on’ from Charlie’s death becomes a means of resistance rather than a consequence of her suffering. In her cyclical mode of memory, Emily unspools what she perceives to be history’s ‘merciless’ method of accumulation – the relentless ‘effect of one day following another’ (Madden 1996, 113).

In the closing paragraphs of the novel, the implications of this narrative technique become clear:


Helen’s vision swung violently away, and now she was aware of the cold light of dead stars; the graceless immensity of a dark universe. Now her image of her father’s death was infinitely small, infinitely tender: the searing grief came from the tension between that smallness and the enormity of infinite time and space. No pity, no forgiveness, no justification: maybe if she could have conceived of a consciousness where every unique horror in the history of humanity was known and grieved for, it would have given her some comfort. Sometimes she felt that all she had was her grief, a grief she could scarcely bear.

In the solid stone house, the silence was uncanny.

One by one in the darkness, the sisters slept.

(Madden 1996, 181)


The novel’s closing ‘vision’ at once illustrates how Madden’s content is concerned with the invasion of political violence into private space, while simultaneously outlining how her hybridized narrative counterbalances such an incursion. From Helen’s perspective, the invasion of private space creates a ‘tension’ that produces the ‘searing grief’ of a cauterized agency; no longer able to ‘conceiv[e]’, she is afflicted with the ‘disconnection and fragmentation’ Liam Harte and Michael Parker have foregrounded in their analysis of the novel (Harte and Parker 2000, 7). Nonetheless, within this fragmented ‘consciousness’ the possibility of ‘comfort’ is still ‘conceived’ – a point at which the novel’s own interplay between form and content tellingly emerges. While Helen’s trauma encapsulates the violence that has invaded her private domain, this incursion is countered by the closure Madden’s narrative simultaneously offers. Here, the wildness of Helen’s grief, a ‘grief she could scarcely bear’, is resolved by the narrative’s closing couplet. Unlike the fragmented structure of Madden’s novel, these lines cohere into a totalized ‘composition’ – a grounded and ‘solid’ sense of ending. Yet, despite this suggestion of closure, we are – in fact – returned to the cyclical mode of remembrance this novel has prioritized. Rather than endorsing an accumulation of time that pushes forward (one by one) so as to forget what has gone before, the ‘uncanny’ ‘silence’ of Madden’s final sentence loops us back to the novel begins: ‘a solid stone house where the silence was uncanny’ (Madden 1996, 1).

In this way, Madden’s novel remains rooted at the intersection of past and present, remembering and forgetting. Where Patterson had sought to challenge the post‐Troubles consensus by recovering lost histories that project forward differently, Madden refuses the sense of closure offered by the future. There is perhaps a fossilized reasoning at work in this commitment to the past – an inability for Madden’s narrative and her characters to progress. Unlike Danny in The International, the women of One by One are afflicted with a debilitating sense of melancholia – a refusal to mourn and move on. Indeed, we could even view this as a pathological failing because, as Marcia Carvell writes, ‘while the one who has mourned is free to find a new and genuinely gratifying love, the melancholic is condemned to a form of passive repetition’ (Cavell 2006, 57). But it is also possible to view this compulsion to repeat from an inverse perspective. Mourning and moving forward, we could argue, actually fixes and rigidifies the past. Mourning is, as David Eng and David Kazanjian have suggested, a saying goodbye so that the past becomes ‘declared, resolved, finished, and dead, [whereas] in melancholia the past remains steadfastly alive in the present’ (Eng and Kazanjian 2003, 3–4). In this way melancholia can induce a sense of disruption, what Giorgio Agamben calls ‘a zone of undecidability, in which the past is dislocated into the present and the present extended into the past’ (Agamben 2005, 74). By keeping the window between past and present consciously open, Madden not only ruptures what will be the Good Friday Agreement’s imperative to forget, but also provides an alternative perspective through her own political endeavour: her feminine protagonists coming in from the margins of history so as to disrupt its teleological core.
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65
Globalization and Its Discontents in Twenty‐First‐Century British and Irish Crime Fiction

STEPHEN BUTLER



If there is one event that has dominated British and Irish politics recently at the time of writing this chapter, it is Brexit. British politics has been chaotically reeling from the 2016 referendum result in which the nation decided to ‘take back control’ of the perceived threat to its own sovereignty by deciding to withdraw from its membership in the European Union. The fallout of this decision shows no current signs of abating‚ but the manner in which the referendum was conducted exposed a few hard truths about the current social and political state of Britain, summed up succinctly by one journalist: ‘Everywhere you look, politics feels toxic’ (Lewis 2018). This was exemplified by the murder of Yorkshire Labour MP Jo Cox in June 2016 by neo‐Nazi sympathizer Thomas Mair. His justification for the crime was that a Brexit Remain vote would be a body blow to the ‘white race’ who was now engaged in ‘a very bloody struggle’ for existential survival (Cobain et al. 2016). It may be an extreme example, but similar racist statements became all too depressingly familiar during the referendum debate as the Tory government cynically exploited the ‘problem’ of immigration and maintaining control of its sovereign borders as its main justification for Brexit. The overt racism and nostalgic yearning for a supposedly greater time of national prosperity was mirrored in Trump’s rise to power in America in the same year. The only difference was the focus of the nostalgia – in Trump’s case the heydays of America as a twentieth‐century global superpower and in the case of England a refusal to admit that the sun set on its former imperial glory a considerable time ago.

The refusal to accept Britain’s contemporary world status and the prejudicial overtones implicit in people with such a mindset was exposed by two tweets sent by former deputy leader of the Ulster Unionist Party, member of the Ulster Assembly and peer of the realm, Lord Kilclooney. Both times they were directed at current Republic of Ireland Taoiseach Leo Varadkar‚ whom he referred to as first ‘the Indian’, which he doubled‐down on later in the year with the updated slur of ‘typical Indian’ (Agerholm 2018). This outdated colonial and imperialist attitude is a key element in the current Brexit situation‚ as one of its main issues concerns the border in Ireland with both Tory politicians and the general public displaying breathtaking ignorance of the sensitivity of the border issue for Irish politics, despite the current Tory government only being in power thanks to its controversial alliance with the Democratic Unionist Party (Kentish 2017). Ironically, this alliance and the DUP’s intransigent insistence on a hard border being re‐established in Northern Ireland may actually pave the way for a United Ireland as there are very few people in Ireland, North or South, who want to see a return to the violent and divisive politics of the Troubles (Kielty 2019). At the very least, ‘Brexit brings the existential questions of Irish nationhood back into play’, and many of the same questions concerning national sovereignty and how it treats people looking to cross its borders now occupies the Irish government as much as its British counterpart (O’Toole 2018c).

In the case of Ireland‚ this is a debate that has been simmering for the last two decades with Brexit as merely its current manifestation. The phenomenon of the Celtic Tiger preceded the Brexit discussion, but its rise and subsequent crash raised the issue of Irish national identity a few years before it began to dominate the headlines over the Irish sea. Much of the success of the Celtic Tiger derived from Ireland’s status as a tax haven for multinational (mainly American) corporations who outsourced their labour, primarily in the fields of information and communication technologies, to the Emerald Isle (Hira A. & R. 2008, 168). And its fall was arguably due to the same neoliberal global policy as cheaper markets opened up in other developing countries‚ leading the same multinational corporations to set out for even cheaper tax‐friendly shores. The economic depression that followed was a blow, but it did not alter the fact that due to this temporary economic boom Ireland had joined ‘the new global order of which Ireland is a constituent part’ (Cleary 2007, 12). It was something of a sea change for the country‚ as attested by various comments from public figures and writers. Renowned and popular novelist Roddy Doyle summed it up in the introduction to his significantly named collection The Deportees: ‘It happened, I think, some time in the mid‐90s. I went to bed in one country and woke up in another’ (2007, x). Having said that, if you only obtained your information about Ireland from its popular culture and literature‚ you would be forgiven for having a very different vision of Ireland. While the country has propelled itself forward into the twenty‐first century‚ its literature seems obsessed with its own nostalgic navel‐gazing with the early years of the Irish Republic’s formation, rarely straying past the sepia‐infused memory tones of the 1950s.

Dublin‐born crime writer Tana French summarized it thus: ‘I don’t think we’ve dealt with the Celtic Tiger boom, never mind the recession – psychologically, just on the national psyche level’ (Burke 2011b, 336). She does, however, make an exception for her own chosen genre of crime writing‚ as she firmly believes that ‘crime writing subconsciously becomes a way to explore the things that we can’t deal with within our society’ (ibid). In this, she is echoing the sentiment of various crime fiction scholars who have claimed that one of the strengths of the genre is its ability to offer a realistic sociopolitical lens through which to address contemporary issues. Messent (2012, 12) contends that the genre ‘confronts the problems of the everyday world in which we live as directly as possible’, and O’Toole confirms French’s point that Irish crime fiction is a realist genre concerned with the problems of Irish ‘contemporary society’ (Burke 2011b, 10). The issues raised by Ireland’s status as an exemplum for neoliberal global business practices in the early years of the new millennium (Cronin 2009, 56) are not too dissimilar from matters recently raised in Britain due to Brexit. The reactionary hostility and mistrust that rises to meet the influx of workers from other countries due to the global migration of capital has plagued Ireland as much as it has its island neighbour. The following comment on post‐millennial Ireland could equally apply to attitudes synonymous with Brexit Britain: ‘Quite suddenly, or so it seemed, Ireland became a multicultural society. It happened in or around 1996, and caught everyone by surprise’ (Brannigan 2009, 1). What unites both Britain and Ireland is a current identity crisis, so it is apposite that crime fiction is a flourishing genre in both locales; as Krajenbrink and Quinn point out, ‘questions of identity have traditionally been central to crime and detective fiction’ (2009, 1). Rather than treat each country and its literature separately‚ this chapter will show how the genre in both countries is dealing with the changing face of global politics and economics and the effect this is having on the notion of national identity. The coterminous issues raised by both the Celtic Tiger and Brexit will be discussed using exemplary and complementary texts from both sides of the Irish Channel. Due to the sheer volume of crime writing being published‚ the choice of texts is by no means exhaustive – the thematic approach is one way to manage an already prodigiously productive genre that is rapidly burgeoning with each passing year on both sides of the Irish Channel.

 

Multicultural Britain and Ireland

The year 2000 was an auspicious year for British crime fiction as David Peace published the second volume of his Red Riding Quartet partly based on the Yorkshire Ripper case‚ and J.G. Ballard used a crime novel to address the issues of a ‘new global order’ in Super‐Cannes. The former is the current focus as it shows how the divisions that have been laid bare through the Brexit discussion have been festering in the English psyche for quite a while. Indeed, Peace’s series often presents a long historical vision of England, ‘my England on the morning of Sunday 15 December, in the year of Our Lord 1974, looking a thousand years younger and none the better’ (Peace 2009, 45). This is counteracted by the documenting of the subtle changes that were taking place in the Yorkshire of the 1970s – changes that led the country to the situation it is currently in and that manifested itself through both the real murder of MP Jo Cox and the fictional counterparts of Peace’s quartet. Cox represented the constituency of Batley, Yorkshire‚ and was murdered by a known racist – Mair’s ire is not surprising when the only mention of the town in Peace’s novel is a reference to ‘Batley, another Bradford, another Delhi: another piece of Black Yorkshire’ (284). Just as was the case in 2016 when false immigration numbers were provided to fuel hysteria over border controls (Cooper 2016), people in Yorkshire in the 1970s are concerned that there are 9,000,000 immigrants coming to the benighted shores of England (Peace 2009, 96). There is a steady stream of derogatory invective hurled at ‘gippos, nutters and Paddies’, ‘Pakis’, ‘wogs’, ‘niggers’, ‘puffs and perverts’, ‘bloody Jocks’, and ‘Micks’. The reactionary nature of the English working class, much lamented by fellow English writer Alan Moore, is laid bare for all to see in the quartet (Parkin 2013, 25).

Thankfully, British crime fiction, at least in its twenty‐first‐century guise, does not endorse the same reactionary views; most contemporary writers have learnt not to repeat the mistakes of their illustrious yet problematic predecessor Agatha Christie. Just as America had the salient example of Walter Mosley to provide ‘colour’ to the hardboiled genre with the character of Easy Rawlins, so in England Mike Phillips presented ‘ageing black street punk’ Sam Dean, a Jamaican‐born character living in London. His reason for doing so is clear as he sees himself as ‘the first generation of writers creating fiction from inside a consciousness which was both black and British i.e. the first to regard Britain unambiguously as “home”’ (Matzke et al., 278). As such he has been labelled a writer of ‘ethnic detective’ fiction, which is seen as an amalgam of the crime fiction genre with issues concerning multiculturalism (Gosselin 2009, 5). As Steven Knight summarized of Phillips’ oeuvre, it is ‘rich with the multiclass multiracial sociology of modern Britain’ (Knight 2010, 219). One of the tasks of such a writer is to introduce the reader to other cultures‚ which is very much the case with the Bradford crime writer A.A. Dhand. Peace already highlighted that Bradford was an example of a ‘Black Yorkshire’ that had been territorially claimed by ‘Pakis’ and other minorities. Dhand’s fiction is proof of this claim but from the inside as it were, by introducing the character of Harry Vardee, a Sikh detective in the Yorkshire police force described by Dhand as the first ‘British Asian detective’ (Huddleston 2016). It is not, however, an unproblematic strategy as Dhand has Harry admit that his goal to be the first Asian Detective Superintendent may well come true but only as ‘an opportunity to showcase diversity’ in the Yorkshire police force (2016, 105). In social theory‚ this inadequate attempt to embrace diversity is known as ‘weak cosmopolitanism’, which is not a term that could be applied to Dhand’s novel itself (Miller 2007, 27).

Despite such misgivings, Dhand’s novel does provide an inside, warts and all, perspective on different cultures, epitomized in the marriage of the Sikh Harry to his Muslim wife Saima, a union that brings shame on both of them from their respective communities‚ who can be as reactionary and conservative as the English working class in that regard. As Harry puts it: ‘Navigating the minefield of Asian religious politics was damn near impossible’ (31–32). Dhand often illustrates how their marriage is a microcosm of the ‘diverse ethnic mix of the city’ of Bradford (15). Any enthusiasm for a diverse, multicultural Bradford, though, is tempered by repeated references to the race riots that took place in 1995 and 2001 in the same city. The North of England is correctly portrayed as a bastion for far‐right Nationalist groups such as the BNP‚ and Harry diagnoses and predicts the Brexit referendum result when he observes that ‘the recession helped; when the chips were down, patriots always turned on the foreigners’ (40). One of the more interesting examples of an ‘ethnic detective’ is Fernandez Britten, the titular character of Hannah Berry’s crime graphic novel Britten and Brulightly. Even though he was born in Ecuador, the character is named Britten to emphasize his adopted nationality, and he is arguably more native than the natives themselves as epitomized by his choice of crime‐solving partner, Stewart Brulightly, who is the talking (but not walking) example of an icon synonymous with the British (although with unmistakable colonial overtones) – a tea bag. The noir tones of the graphic novel share more than merely aesthetic similarities with Alan Moore’s graphic depiction of the Jack the Ripper cases in From Hell or the Hellblazer series starring British occult detective John Constantine – Britten is a very British noir character‚ but he is a permanent outsider to the English ‘natives’ who continuously denigrate him as being French and possessing a ‘big foreign nose’ (Berry 2008, 13).

As mentioned, Ireland has also had to adapt to the changing reality of a multicultural society, but it still lags behind Britain in that regard. The fact that ‘Paddies’ and ‘Micks’ are treated with as much contempt as other minorities from similar diasporas in Peace’s series illustrates how Ireland was itself a country more suited to adding to the immigration numbers of other countries than accepting migrants onto its shores. Tana French poetically pullulates in her opening novel on ‘all the mythic, murmuring ranks of Ireland’s lost’ (2007, 34). This may explain why there is as yet no tradition of ethnic detective fiction in Ireland‚ as it does not possess the same diversity as its close neighbour. It does not mean that racial and ethnic issues are not important in Irish crime fiction, merely that there is an absence of an insider perspective on these matters. Instead, there are frequent comments in such novels about the changing face of Ireland and of how it has only been in very recent years that a ‘migrant problem’ in Ireland actually refers to people trying to enter the country rather than setting sail for the shores of America or Australia. In Ken Bruen’s first Jack Taylor novel, The Guards, this twenty‐first century reality of Ireland is compared favourably to the parochialism of the last century: ‘“The new Ireland. Ten years from now, I’ll be serving Romanian‐Irish, African‐Irish”. Thought I’d best play my cards, said, “Better than the parish pump shite of the fifties”. “Way better”’ (2001, 233). If there is one minority group that bears the same brunt of prejudice in both countries it is the ‘gyppos’, referred to in Ireland as ‘tinkers’ and the subject of Bruen’s second Taylor novel. He highlights how the racist laws towards the travelling community are enshrined in both London by‐laws and the casual prejudice of the Irish public: ‘Travellers, tinkers, gypos … what? I’m very uncomfortable with tinkers’ (2002, 47). The entire plot of multiple murders on members of the travelling community revolves around this hatred towards the minority group. This prejudice is shared by people in Northern Ireland as Brian McGilloway’s work caustically comments on at times: ‘The agency chose a site off the main road and miles away from any other housing developments and then, showing a severe lack of understanding of the term “itinerant”’ (2007, 20).

Tartan Noir is a questionably British genre equally as vibrant as its Emerald counterpart, but Scottish writers have the same issue regarding the lack of an insider aspect when dealing with minority groups, which the genre often does‚ with Len Wanner describing Scottish crime novels as ‘reflections of Scotland’s recent search for an independent identity amid its ever‐increasing multiculturalism’ (2015, 65). One of the more outspoken crime writers in this regard is Louise Welsh‚ who helped set up The Empire Café project as a way to explore ‘Scotland’s relationship with the North Atlantic Slave Trade’, according to its website. For Welsh, this salutary history lesson is all too necessary for contemporary Scotland‚ which is still dictated by ‘racist social policies’ (2014). These social policies have an influence on the Scottish literary scene‚ which still suffers from issues of representation of diversity due to Scotland’s lack of the multicultural history that Britain possesses, and that links Tartan and Emerald noir in this regard. Welsh pushes this agenda forcefully in a Guardian interview: ‘What we don't have in Scotland is writers of colour. I know we're not as diverse as somewhere like London but nevertheless there's a whole sector of the population that we don't hear from and I think that's problematic’ (Rustin 2014). To interject some much‐needed humour to the discussion, Welsh mentions in her debut novel that while Scotland may have a lack of a multicultural history‚ its capital city has been fond of a certain foreign export: ‘You know, Glasgow imports more baseball bats than any city in Britain and there’s not a single baseball team in town’ (164). The city’s inhabitants are, however, shown to have certain prejudices in place when it comes to their adoption of foreign goods as mentioned by a fence when discussing the price discrepancy in the jewellery he is selling: ‘Racism. This is Navajo Indian and this is Indian. Racism. Indian silver, the kiss of death’ (137).

It is left to writers such as Welsh to subtly make the case for minority, if not migratory, characters in Scottish crime writing and to confront the same systemic racism that plagues Ireland. Doing so explicitly can provoke the ire of conservative‐minded readers of the genre, as happened when Val McDermid introduced Syrian refugees to her novel Out of Bounds, not coincidentally published the same year as the Brexit referendum. The detective Karen Pirie takes late‐night walks to cure the insomnia she suffers as a result of her work partner and lover’s recent death. While on her nocturnal perambulations‚ she befriends a group of male Syrian refugees who congregate at a late‐night campfire as their only permissible social space. Like Ireland, Scotland is late to the party with its multicultural composition‚ but it is now becoming a fact of contemporary Scotland as McDermid’s novel confirms: ‘Syrian refugees had been arriving in Scotland for a while, finding a welcome in unlikely places. Like Rothesay, an unfashionable seaside resort populated by retirees and transplanted Glaswegian junkies’ (2016, 127). Readers should expect this trend to manifest itself in an ethnic detective figure appearing in Scottish crime fiction in the foreseeable future. Although, as is the case with Fernandez Britten, there is one ‘funny tinged’ detective figure in Scottish crime writing: Angelique de Xavier, the ‘wee darkie lassie with the funny name’ who is the star of her own trilogy written by Christopher Brookmyre (2001, 58). Angelique is Scottish born and bred, but she has a Belgian mother and a Latin American father, and she shares the physical characteristics of her father, which means she is always a conspicuous presence in any and all of the settings in which she finds herself. The rarity of her situation in the late twentieth century in a non‐multicultural Scotland is humorously encapsulated in her remark that ‘other than herself and James, the closest thing they had to an ethnic minority was the Byrne twins from Dublin’ (2001, 60). Due to this fact, she suffers some form of bullying and racial discrimination throughout her life, whether at her secondary school where she is referred to as the ‘wee darkie’ or at her work‚ where the insults graduate from ‘her skin’ to her gender as she is slowly accepted into the Scottish Special Branch. Similarly to Harry Vardee in Dhand’s series‚ however, de Xavier climbs the ranks of her profession only due to her token role as a diversity figure for the Scottish police force, made clear when she is ‘offered the ‘perfect’ post: co‐ordinating the division’s ethnic minorities liaison efforts’ (2001, 153).



The New Global Order of Britain and Ireland

As Welsh mentioned, there is a long history of socially racist policies in Scotland. This is particularly true of the travelling community in both Britain and Ireland; the Bruen quote above demonstrates Ireland faces the same contemporary problems that supposedly plague Britain and triggered the Brexit referendum – the influx of migrants. It has become an acute problem in recent years as refugees are fleeing from war‐torn counties in the Middle East and its surrounding environs and seeking asylum in perceived refuges such as England and Ireland, described by McDermid as people ‘cast adrift in a city that couldn’t be less like the Middle East’ (2016, 82). The ‘problem’ of migration, though, has been an issue in both Britain and Ireland for several decades due to the ‘increasingly globalised corporate order’ of which both Britain and Ireland are a part (Cleary 2007, 204). Labour in such a system has to become as mobile as the capital it depends on‚ so there has been a steady increase in foreign workers to both islands in recent decades. This new globalized corporate order is exactly what Super‐Cannes represents in Ballard’s turn‐of‐the‐millennium crime novel. While the action of the novel takes place on the French Riviera as the title indicates, the ‘super’ prefix alludes to how the twenty‐first‐century world of globalization has rendered physical geography of secondary concern. The plus side of this is that the national problems facing contemporary France, exemplified in the controversy of the razing of the migrant camp in Calais and the treatment of aid workers there (Samuel 2018), are not present in the globalized hyperspace that is alluded to in the novel’s title. The controversies concerning ‘fortress Europe’ (Joppke 1998, 20) and its exclusionary policies and practices is not one shared by the citizens of the Eden‐Olympia hi‐tech business park complex‚ whose name suggests it is a paradise on Earth for the multinational residents who reside there. Certainly, its enthusiastic proponent Wilder Penrose thinks so as he boasts: ‘We’re truly multinational – Americans, French, Japanese. Even Russians and east Europeans. Black Africa’ (2013, 45).

This enthusiasm is assuaged by the novel’s protagonist, Paul Sinclair, when he observes that for all the colloquy on equality in such statements the reality is that ‘they’re paid up members of the new elite. They’re the corporate chosen people’ (289). Ironically, and presciently, Ballard predicted one of the main aspects of the Brexit debate as it was a distrust of elites that was provided as one of the main tenets for both the Leave vote in Britain and Trump’s presidential campaign in America. In both cases‚ it was members of the corporate elite who were profiting from and exploiting their working‐class constituents while indulging in such hypocritical rhetoric for their own gains (O’Toole 2018a, 24). O’Toole employs the phrase ‘cognitive elite’ to describe the ‘ultra‐wealthy titans of the new age’, and there is no more apt description for the denizens of Eden‐Olympia either (2018a, 78). The further irony in the Irish context is that such multinational corporate elites and their love of Ireland’s tax‐friendly shores are perceived to have brought Ireland into the twenty‐first century when in actual fact they are mimicking the practices and principles of the old absentee landlords that were a common feature during Ireland’s colonial subjugation to the British government (Kuhling & Keohane 2007, 38). The poet Paul Mudoon highlighted this aspect of contemporary Ireland in one of his haikus: ‘The Big House, you see,/still stands, though now the tenants are the absentees’ (2006, 54). The Big House has merely been replaced by the corporate business complex‚ and most multinational corporate shareholders never have to leave their own country due to advances in communications technology that will be discussed subsequently. The results have been as catastrophic as the situation in the nineteenth century, at least according to a coterie of crime writers, of whom Declan Burke is certainly one of the more forthright: ‘who’s going to give a shit about a couple of hundred grand when the government’s stealing seven billion a year and people are dying on hospital trolleys?’ (2011a, 149).

This abandonment of the local and national in favour of the global corporation is the main theme of Alan Glynn’s thriller novel Winterland. One character summarizes the issue in an invective against the ‘24‐hours non‐stop global bullshit’ that contributes to his lack of a sleep cycle as the global markets have their own clocks (2010, 82). The attempt to build an Eden‐Olympia style complex on the docks of Dublin is the fervent dream of the Oberon Capital Group, a multinational corporate group with more ties to Wall Street than to the working people of Dublin, and so it is not surprising that they rail against ‘the excesses of the nanny state’ in the Republic that are obstacles to their desire for an unregulated business park (5). Oberon’s representatives are fulsome in their praise of Ireland’s success during the Celtic Tiger years when they were seen to have rewritten the rule book on the economy, which can only be an allusion to the excessive deregulation that eventually contributed to its downfall (69). The downfall is mostly attributed to the excessive austerity measures of the European Union that hinders a ‘corporate tax environment [that] allows enterprise to breathe’ (133), laying bare the real reason for Brexit of which talk of migrants is merely a distraction. That Ireland is now in the slump of an economic depression is alluded to numerous times throughout the novel, precipitating the occasional social protest that seems to have no effect on the politicians, property developers‚ and business entrepreneurs who are determined to build their Winterland business park regardless of EU and local interference. If the novel had been written in 2018‚ there is a strong probability a fictional version of enthusiastic Brexiteer, Tory politician‚ and aristocratic self‐parody Jacob Rees‐Mogg’s Somerset Capital group would be in bed with Oberon given their recent ‘migration’ to Dublin (Cowburn 2018). As mentioned, Mogg is a classic example of the new ‘cognitive elite’ who seek to conduct their business regardless of national, European‚ or other political boundaries. This makes him a perfect candidate for a cameo in Ballard’s novel, a fully contented supporter of the Eden‐Olympia project, but he also fits the profile of the ‘free market terrorist’ as described in Brookmyre’s serial fiction (2001, 110). These are terrorists with no national or international agenda driving them; they simply follow the liquid flow of money across international borders. Brookmyre is as explicit as Glynn as to who these people view as the enemy of their pursuit for profit: ‘There were those who believed the third Antichrist of Nostradamus’s prophecies was, in fact, the European Union, and certainly something Satanic had been loosed around the ratification of the Maastricht Treaty in the early Nineties’ (2001, 10).

In Glynn, Ballard‚ and Brookmyre’s technothriller novels‚ the role of information and communications technology on this new global trend is seen to be crucial. The narrator of Ballard’s novel defines the contemporary period as the ‘age of e‐mail and the Intelsat’ (2013, 13) and later elaborates on how this new era of the information age has contributed to the current global social structure of which Eden‐Olympia is the shining example. Old‐style class and colonial politics are seen to be outmoded as there is no need for exploitative manual labour and resources in the digital age: ‘the raw material processed at Eden‐Olympia is high grade information’ (47). Similarly, in Glynn’s novel, the global markets that dominate much of the plot are shown to only be possible thanks to the technological innovations in the information and communications sectors. They are precisely the reason one character is trapped in an endless 24‐hour work cycle as this is the new reality of the twenty‐first century, described summarily by another character: ‘because for all the guy in the next car knows, you could be barking at your stockbroker or on a conference call to head office in Tokyo. Or blubbering to your analyst’ (2010, 195). The globalizing aspect of media technology is exposed in a news segment viewed by the same character that manages to encompass stories concerning Waterford, Brussels, London‚ and Baghdad. This leads Gina, the private eye character of the novel, to lament in her own words that her Dublin suffers from ‘disembeddedness’, one of the features of the modern period according to sociologist Anthony Giddens, as it is now a virtual space characterized by ‘an air of unreality, the eerie and soulless feel of a virtual environment’ (Glynn 2010, 4). A virtual environment is one that video games–obsessive character Ray yearns for in Brookmyre’s novel as it allows him to escape both his mundane life and self: ‘you could live a million lives, take on a host of personas’, a yearning shown to be symptomatic of the ‘social sub‐culture’ of the gaming community (2001, 85). Another character repeats almost verbatim the same sentiment expressed in Ballard’s novel when he states: ‘This was the communications age, the era of video‐conferencing, virtual exhibition software, emails, web catalogues’ (18).

No crime novel embodies this feature of the contemporary land/cyber scape more than China Miéville’s The City and the City, which is a police procedural/science fiction hybrid novel in which a crime takes place in a liminal quantum realm in which two cities coexist in the same space, coining the phrase ‘topolganger’ to refer to them, with multiple liminal borders between the two. Due to this, the events of the novel are referred to in a pun that seeks to address this new spatial configuration: ‘I was in charge of what we called the mise‐en‐crime’ (2010, 4). Depressingly, the cities are still rampant with racism and xenophobia due to an obsession with the national characteristics of its residents to highlight that it is probably an unsubtle allegory for the contemporary reality of London; a variation on the famous ‘tale of two cities’. One wonders if the ‘Schrodinger’s pedestrian’ who is the staple of the novel is a prescient allusion to the current notion of ‘Schrodinger’s Immigrant’ prevalent throughout the Brexit debate, who ‘lazes around on benefits whilst simultaneously stealing your job’ (Adler 2014). If the combination of police procedural and science fiction novel seems an unusual combination, it shouldn’t be, as the latter genre is often viewed as one concerned with the radical alterations in our social and political lives due to the role of science and technology (Milner 2012, 12). Ernest Mandel is one critic who makes the equivalent claim for crime fiction which has always been interested in scientific and technological breakthroughs, particularly in the areas of surveillance and optics, as David Simon’s magisterial show The Wire exemplifies (1984, 18). Shoshana Zuboff coined the term ‘surveillance capitalism’ to describe aspects of twenty‐first century society‚ and it is not just David Simon’s show that confirms this in crime fiction. As one character categorically states in Brookmyre’s work: ‘In what might accurately be called the Surveillance Age, there was no such thing as guaranteed privacy’ (2001, 101). McGilloway provides a specific Northern Irish angle to this when he comments on the introduction of surveillance technology to the streets of Derry: ‘It was the only way the people in the city would accept CCTV in the centre. They were worried it was another form of RUC surveillance’ (2011, 83–84).



Regionalism Redux – Local Luddites

Neither the crime nor science fiction genres unambiguously celebrate such technological advances‚ and a case could be made that the former is more conservative in its interpretation of the role of technology, particularly in reference to the emergence of communications and information technologies. Numerous theorists have postulated that one of the more dangerous elements of these technologies is that they seek to eradicate the idea of local spaces in favour of a virtual and a‐chronological hyperspace, defined by David Harvey as the ‘time‐space compression’ characteristic of the postmodern era (1992, 70). Glynn laments this aspect of contemporary Dublin when one character observes in an unusual echo of Calvino’s Invisible Cities: ‘ten years down the line, cities like Frankfurt and Brussels, The Hague and Berlin, these would all be just like American and Asian cities, just like Houston and Kuala Lumpur’ (78). This occurs due to the standardizing conformity of urban planning that is the hallmark of twenty‐first century globalization. As Gina observes of the perceived changes to Dublin and its lack of either mean or green streets: ‘The streets here, between these new hotels and new apartment blocks, lack any atmosphere – they seem forced, a developer’s idea of “new” city living’ (2010, 268). This is unsurprisingly countered by the purveyors of the crime genre who rely on said mean streets for their settings. Despite the international success of both British and Irish crime fiction, their thematic focus is often on the local and particular; Cormac Millar argues in relation to the Emerald Noir phenomenon that ‘it is seen to respond to local conditions, reaching the parts that other forms can’t reach’ (Burke 2011b, 106).

I would argue that this is so much the case that even the term Emerald Noir is too general to do justice to the importance of locality in Irish crime writing. Writers are synonymous with the areas they write about: Tana French with contemporary Dublin and its surrounding areas, Benjamin Black with the Dublin of the 1950s, Lisa McInerney with Cork, Ken Bruen with Galway, Declan Burke with Sligo, Brian McGilloway with Derry, Adrian McKinty with post‐Troubles Belfast. In McGilloway’s first Lucy Black novel set in Derry he makes clear how important the local setting is in his afterword in which he produces pictures of the Prehen woods in a section titled ‘the Landscape of Little Girl Lost’ (306). The reader is clued in (irresistible pun intended) to the knowledge of the local area that Detective Black possesses early in the novel: ‘She had known these woods once and still remembered them enough to know there were landmarks by which to gauge her whereabouts’ (10). Burke’s Harry Rigby is a taxi driver when not embroiled in Sligo’s criminal underworld‚ which means he knows every area of the town, allowing him to make summary statements such as ‘Sligo gets to call itself a city because it has a cathedral and smack’ (2012, 91). Bruen’s Jack Taylor is a firm advocate for what he refers to as ‘old Galway’, an ever‐diminishing locale in the upwardly mobile direction of twenty‐first century Galway‚ but the old bastions display their staying power: ‘Bailey’s seems to have escaped the gallop to prosperity. It hasn’t been sold revamped rezoned’ (2001, 204). Unfortunately, progress is an inexorable reality in Tana French’s debut novel – the scene of the crime is a government work site that is immorally building a motorway over a protected heritage site on the outskirts of Dublin city, as a local resident lamentingly explains to the detectives: ‘It’s unique and it’s ours, the government has no right to destroy it without even asking us’ (2007, 31). And French has always been insistent on the importance of place to her work: ‘these are very much Dublin books, the location is always a character in itself, and it’s important to have someone who knows all the nuances and subtle codes of that location’ (Bannan 2015).

English crime writing may not be as intensely, dare it be said tribally, focused on regional identities as its Irish counterpart‚ but this is not to say that it does not endorse the same ethos. To return to Peace’s Yorkshire‐based turn‐of‐the‐millennium series, the sense of a Northern identity is as strong as anything you will find in in the fictional Game of Thrones (and so the cardinal point will be capitalized throughout this section). The fantasy book series make the parallels between the fictional North of Westeros and the North of England clear by its repeated plundering of English history for its main plot points – the War of the Roses and the Glencoe massacre in Scotland featuring prominently (Tharoor 2015). The TV adaptation ensured the parallel with the North of England was not lost on its viewers by casting Sean Bean as one of the main characters in the first season, and his Yorkshire accent is as prominent as it is in his performance in the TV adaptation of Peace’s crime series and for the same reason – to highlight his Yorkshire roots. Early in Peace’s first book‚ the father of Eddie Dunford is regaling his son with an anecdote revolving around an altercation between a Yorkshireman and a ‘Southerner’ who has lost his way on the Yorkshire Moors. The punchline, if it can be called that, is that the Northerner is the ‘one that’s not lost’ (10). This Northern/Southern antagonism is a leitmotif meandering its way through all four of Peace’s novels. Fellow Northern crime writer Ann Cleeves rather interestingly has an entire series based on the Shetland islands, which may stretch the credulity of believing that so many crimes could occur in such a small locale, but the same criticism could easily be levelled at the television show Broadchurch, which has to date had three seasons of crimes taking place in the titular seaside resort. Cleeves’ Northern identity is as strong as Peace’s but also attests to how the Northern term may be too broad a label. In referring to her Vera Stanhope series‚ it is the county of Northumberland that she claims ‘plays a huge part … Not just the moors and countryside, it gives me a wide variety of landscapes; post‐industrial, ex‐pit villages, shipyards … Which is why I’m still committed to writing Vera because there are so many stories that can be told in that region’ (Cleeves). Even in the island novels there seems to be a hierarchy of places the characters identify with as one character admits to a ‘strange sort of claustrophobia. Though he’d grown up in Fair Isle and that was smaller than Whalsay, here he felt trapped, as if it was hard to breathe’ (2009, 13).

The North/South divide in Ireland is more pronounced due to the border, an issue that will be addressed shortly. By way of illustrative example, when Dr Ian Paisley of the DUP historically travelled south to visit Dublin‚ he could not pass up the opportunity for political point scoring based on a deluded sense of Irish geography and climate: ‘We will never forsake the blue skies of Ulster for the grey mists of an Irish republic’ (McNally 2004). In Adrian McKinty’s Belfast‐based oeuvre‚ these blue skies are a rare sight, and most of the action in his novels takes place through ‘the lens of oleaginous Belfast rain’ (2012, 1). Even a summary glance at McKinty’s first novel reveals another key aspect of his work and its relation to local circumstances that coincides with a long‐standing tradition in crime writing. The word ‘sleekit’ appears six times in the novel, once with an adjectival prefix familiar to anyone raised in either an Ulster or Scottish context. The word corresponds to other local locutions peppered throughout the novel: ‘pochle’, ‘hallion’ ‘nattering’, and ‘neb’. In fellow Northern writer Stuart Neville’s post‐Troubles novel The Twelve, a specific phrase unique to the area is voiced: ‘You’re not at yourself’ (18). These phrasal lexemes are specific to Northern Ireland due to its close proximity to Scotland, a reader from the south of Ireland could struggle with them as much as any other reader – not that southern Irish crime fiction doesn’t have its own specific regional expressions and inflections. Neville’s phrase is arguably a southern one that has migrated North. Bruen often employs the term ‘eejit’, which is a specific and famous Irish articulation, in his work, but he also employs terms that would have a reader scrambling for an urban dictionary; thankfully, the author is more than aware of this and provides the meaning in the context of its use in the novel. At one point in The Guards, Taylor is asked why he has decided to grow a beard‚ to which he replies ‘Notions’, and this is immediately acknowledged as ‘an Irish answer’, which it emphatically is (2001, 150). As is the injunction not too much later in the novel to tell a fellow character that ‘she is mighty’, which Bruen informs his potentially baffled reader is ‘a true Galway description, the highest accolade’ (152). Since the international success of Roddy Doyle’s Barrytown trilogy and its film adaptations, the specific demotic speech of Dubliners has been given a memorable voice‚ and more recently Lisa McPhee’s magisterial Derry Girls has brought the Maiden City’s vernacular to a wider audience‚ but there are few crime writers who are prepared to take the same risk of potentially alienating their readership with accusations of unintelligibility (English audiences have been watching McGee’s show with subtitles and Channel 4 provided a list of the specific local phrases used in the show, not a ploy the BBC utilized when airing the groundbreaking Rab C Nesbitt with its think Govan accent and vernacular). Tana French follows Bruen’s example; when utilizing a specific phrase she makes sure the reader is alerted to its meaning: ‘Mac came back to us. Scarlet. Devastated’ (2012, 349).

By championing demotic speech in their novels, contemporary crime writers are following the example of Dashiell Hammett, whose stylistic characteristics Chandler was one of the first to support: ‘He put these people down on paper as they were, and he made them talk and think in the language they customarily used for these purposes’ (2002, 23). In another context this would be an ideal description of Roddy Doyle’s early work. Yet there are few crime writers who elect to adopt Doyle’s linguistic strategy, as Chandler himself did not, synonymous as he is with a style so unique it furnished its own adjective. As Key Worpole delineates, Chandler’s style moved from an early demotic to an increasingly sophisticated style: ‘the dialogue became more consciously dry‐witted and more often self‐consciously studded with intellectual and literary allusions’ (2008, 44). Again, out of context this is an apposite description of one of Ireland’s celebrated aesthetic novelists, John Banville. Presumably, this was why he was chosen to supersede Chandler and pen a new Marlowe mystery under his crime‐writing pseudonym, Benjamin Black. The pastiche certainly excels at dry wit and self‐conscious literary allusions; in fact, there is a line almost identical to one voiced by Victor Maskell from Banville’s own earlier work: ‘That shade, like Oscar’s wallpaper, would definitely have to go’ (2014, 159). The novel is less convincing and promptly descends into cliché when it attempts to strike a demotic note: ‘I’m just your ordinary Joe, trying to earn a buck and stay honest. There are thousands like me, Mrs. Langrishe — millions. We do our dull jobs, we go home tired in the evenings, and we don’t smell of roses’ (89). An argument can be posited that the former is the principal unifying feature of Irish crime writing – its stylistic and linguistic complexity. It is certainly the feature that Tana French’s critics and readers often point to in her writing. As such, the demotic note tends to be eschewed by most writers‚ with Declan Burke’s Harry Rigby series as one notable exception. This is not a regionally demotic voice despite the previously highlighted importance of the Sligo locale. Rather, Burke follows Hammett and early Chandler in making the language as close to the way people speak as possible, littered with colloquialisms and a linguistic register suffused with words and phrases such as ‘plonk’, ‘wander’ (an Irish expression for a walk or stroll), ‘fair fucks’, and ‘fuckwit’ – all taken from just one of his novels. Not to mention the ineluctable ‘Chandlerisms’ that also pepper his novels, a trait he arguably only shares with Ken Bruen: ‘the moon plump as a new pillow in an old‐fashioned hotel’ (2012, 1).

This situation is mirrored in English crime writing as well. Other than the word ‘chundering’ in the first novel‚ Peace rarely employs specific Yorkshire demotic speech in his novels. The exception is the killer’s narration that occupies the intercalary chapters of 1980, almost entirely related ‘in a yorkshire way’ replete with numerous ‘e’s in place of the traditional first‐person pronoun (2001, 2). Cleeves’ Northumberland and Shetland series similarly contain little in the way of region‐specific words‚ although the former displays a fondness for the word ‘grotty’, whose popularity is attributed to its use and possible coinage by the Beatles in their film A Hard Day’s Night. The same band later recorded ‘It’s only a Northern Song’ to display their own pride in their place of origin, yet the song contains nothing in the way of specifically regional vocabulary, regardless of the band’s knowledge of how many holes there are in Blackburn, Lancashire. It is prominently in Scottish crime writing that the championing of the demotic has its most vocal advocates. Louise Welsh is not related to her famous Scottish compatriot Irvine, who put the Scottish dialect on the international map with the deserved hype surrounding his debut novel Trainspotting. Yet, she firmly believes that the issue cannot be swept under the carpet in Scottish letters: ‘How to express dialects is part of an ongoing literary discussion in Scotland’ (2014). She echoes the arguments of fellow Scots Liz Lochead and James Kelman when she claims that the attitudes towards dialect writing in British literary circles is an example of ‘cultural imperialism’ which she attempts to counter in her work by including terms such as ‘Jellied. Gouching …. dinnae greet son …. Why did you not just chap the door? …. sticking your neb in … the girning faces …. he’s aye been a gabby so and so …. smudges of dust and stoor … grey skies and dreich days …’ (2002). These all occur in her debut crime novel The Cutting Room, but as most readers commented in reviews of the book, the dialect words could have been glossed over, detracting nothing from the novel itself. The same could be said for Val McDermid’s work, which is also suffused with Scots dialect words and specific locutions unique to the country: ‘preloaded’, ‘jakies’, ‘bampots and bawbags’, ‘bidie‐in’, ‘shan’, and ‘besom’ all appear in only one of her novels‚ but if the reader was clueless on the meanings of the words it would not affect the understanding of the whole (2016).

In the same book‚ there is mention of another language issue that again links Scotland and Ireland – the Gaelic language that was suppressed by England’s colonization of both countries. One of the police officers in the novel is called Giorsal, a Scots Gaelic name that draws attention to itself on a couple of occasions: ‘He mispronounced it, enunciating each vowel with deliberate clarity, as if he despised her for being saddled with something so outlandish as a Gaelic name’ (2016, 12). It is considered outlandish due to its minority status in a country where English is the dominant language spoken. There may well be a subtle dig on McDermid’s part on the attempts in Scotland to promote a near‐extinct language that the majority of the people do not speak and have no interest in learning. She is a vocal Raith Rovers fan, which carries over into her work with Karen’s deceased ex‐partner sharing the author’s love of the team from Kirkcaldy. One of the comments from the same novel on her favourite team illustrates the ambivalent attitude towards the Scots Gaelic language: ‘BBC Alba was showing a Raith Rovers game with commentary in Gaelic, a language no one in the club’s home town had ever spoken’ (2016, 137). In Irish crime fiction‚ many of the dialect words unique to the place derive from a shared heritage of Irish and English‚ but the latter is still the dominant language there as well. The ‘language issue’, as it was described by Nuala ni Dhomhnaill in a poem of the same name, is not one that Irish crime fiction is concerned with as there are more than enough contemporary issues that dominate the forefront of Irish social and political discourse‚ but the minority language does occasionally make an appearance‚ as is the case with Jack Taylor‚ who still recalls its rote learning at school in his childhood in an echo of John Montague’s poetry : ‘My early schooling had been solely through Irish. Moving up a grade, we had to relearn our prayers through English. During the transition period, I was prayer‐less. Believed if I died, I’d go straight to hell. Those were the early nights of terror. As I got the swing of the new liturgy, the terror abated. Somewhere, though, the idea rooted that I’d been safer in Irish’ (2001, 279).

One would expect language issues to be absent from crime fiction written in England‚ but this is slowly changing due to the cosmopolitan nature of contemporary Britain, much to the ire of a Brexit supporter yearning for the cultural imperialism of the past. Mike Phillips, due to his Caribbean background, is more than aware of the imperialist attitudes underpinning language issues. His crime novel A Shadow of Myself is an exemplar of the new transnational direction of crime writing as it involves a central cast of characters that reflect the African diaspora – the main character is an African male who primarily grew up in Berlin and Russia‚ who only discovers in adult life that he has a father who has resided his whole life in London. The novel does not refrain from placing this individual situation in a wider imperial context: ‘the Africans and Asians who came here would turn out to be the cornerstones of a widespread challenge, worms eating away at the rotten heart of the Western empires. Centuries ago, he told me, Western Europe had outstripped its eastern neighbours by looting the riches of Africa and Asia, while creating new markets in the American continent’ (2000, 236). One of the ways in which the challenge to the Western empires is subtly happening is through the influx of African and Asian languages into England’s ‘blessed plot’, so it is not surprising that one of the characteristics of Brexit supporters is a linguaphobic assertion of a monolingual England (Cain 2018). Phillips, for one, would not be surprised by this aspect of the Brexit debate, as his novel often highlights the imperialist and racist overtones implicit in the championing of the English language: ‘many of us already spoke two languages, English being the official language of the courts and the administration, while we spoke something else in the villages, Twi or Fanti or Swahili … the British and their friends were liars who described the world in terms which would keep us quiet’ (2000, 279). It is precisely because Angelque de Xavier is fluent in three languages that she is considered the perfect candidate for the liaison job with minorities in Brookmyre’s novel – most of her colleagues have trouble with their mother tongue to be even contemplating taking on another language (2001, 86).



The Country and the City and the City

Welsh is as polished and refined a writer as anyone operating in the genre, despite her imputations to promote the Scottish dialect. Some explanation as to why the vernacular is a minority voice in contemporary crime writing returns us to the Brexit question and a key element of the voting demographic. Journalist Andy Beckett broke down the voting patterns behind both Brexit and Trump’s successful presidential campaign and came to the following conclusion: ‘Almost two‐thirds of US rural and small‐town voters chose Trump, while a similar proportion in the cities chose Hillary Clinton. In the English countryside, 55% voted for Brexit, while cities as varied as Bristol, Glasgow, Cardiff, Liverpool and London voted even more decisively for remain’ (Beckett 2016). Beckett opines that this confirms a stark political division between the rural and urban that dominates the contemporary political and social landscape in contemporary Britain. Urban areas are seen to be mainstays of multiculturalism and liberal ideas in the Brexit debate as opposed to the more regressive outlook of people from rural regions. If this is the case, then it indicates a potential underlying political bias in the crime fiction genre. There are scant theorists or scholars of crime fiction who do not state that the emergence of the genre coincided with the birth of industrialization and a capitalist economy that manifests itself in the dramatic growth of urbanization – crime fiction is one literary genre heavily reliant on this shift to an urban lifestyle (Messent, 5). This may be simply a reflection of a predominant change in all fiction due to the rise of the urban and the industrial; a shift characterized by Parrinder as ‘the metropolitan novel of Dickens and his contemporaries with its wider and more demotic range of characters’ (2006, 215). It is logical to argue, then, that contemporary crime writing is the twenty‐first‐century version of the metropolitan novel with a tolerance in its views of other communities due to its favoured locale and demotic range. And the supposed rural/urban divide ventured by Beckett should also be reflected in the genre. This is very much the case‚ as the following examples will illustrate.

In Peace’s quartet‚ the advent of industrialization to the Yorkshire countryside is frequently and repetitively mentioned: ‘The dark arches, black mists and broken windows of industrial decay, industrial murder, industrial hell – Dead city abandoned to the crows, the rain, and the Ripper (2000, 26)’. In this, Peace is thematically pursuing a thread that haunted fellow Yorkshire writer, poet Ted Hughes. Both writers view the Industrial Revolution as an event of ultimate harm for both the cities and countryside of the North of England, although the latter author is much more strident in his criticisms: ‘A gorge of ruined mills and abandoned chapels,/ The fouled nest of the Industrial Revolution/ that had flown’ (1998, 106). While not as relentless in her criticisms of this aspect of Northern England‚ Ann Cleeves’ novel series set in Northumberland often comments on the effects of industrialization on the North‐East county, although in more muted and subtle tones than her male cohorts. As early as the Inspector Ramsay series, published in the 1990s, this leitmotif courses through many of her other novels. The earlier series opens with a mention of the now defunct ‘fifteen working mines from Heppleburn church’ that are contrasted with the ‘rural beauty’ that preceded them (1990, 3). The opening novel of the Vera Stanhop series repeats the thematic pattern by having a mostly unspoilt landscape compete with ‘the industrial noise of the quarry in the background’ (1999, 6). The very hills of the countryside are now seen as a mere resource for progress as they are seen to possess ‘an industrial use too’ (130).

In Scottish crime writing‚ the focus on the urban can be illustrated by pointing out that, as is the case with Irish writers, purveyors of the genre are often synonymous with the place they are writing about, and it is nearly always an urban locale. The presiding influence in Scottish writing is William McIlvanney‚ who based all of his crime novels in the city of Glasgow – a conscious strategy that his successors seek to emulate. As his contemporary counterpart Val McDermid described it, McIlvanney’s innovation was a shift to an urban, industrial location, as it was ‘the Scotland he knew – a country of urban communities living cheek by jowl, a landscape of steel mills and coal mines and shipyards’ (McDermid 2018). And as she later elaborates in the same piece, place is as crucial to Scottish crime writers as to their English and Irish counterparts, although her examples are all urban: ‘The stories that work against an Edinburgh backdrop will not necessarily ring true in Aberdeen or Dundee’. So, writers become synonymous with their urban setting – McIlvanney is Glasgow’s resident spirit just as Iain Rankin corresponds to Edinburgh, memorably described by him as a ‘schizophrenic city, the place of Jekyll and Hyde, sure enough’ (1987, 3). The Gothic reference is another aspect of the genre that cannot be discussed due to time constraints; the current focus is on the urban note struck in the first Rebus novel that is a defining feature of the entire series. Indeed, Rebus himself mentions in a semi‐autobiographical account that his series of various crimes and misdemeanours ‘straddles industrial and post‐industrial Scotland’ (2006, 45). This is a common feature of the Tartan Noir genre, whose most common setting is delineated by Wanner as ‘the mean streets of an urban waste land’ (2015, 9).

Yet, as Glenda Norquay spotlights, this is a general rule that is followed as much in the breach as in the observance. As she emphasizes, ‘a number of women writers concentrate on localized contexts – small town and rural Scottish life – with a more individualized concern for the eradication of the damaged and damaging’ (2012, 132). McDermid’s Karen Pirie may work and currently reside in Rebus’ familiar haunt of Edinburgh, but the author articulates that this is not where the Detective Inspector originates from, ‘She’d grown up a mere forty‐minute train journey away, but the capital had always been exotic. The big city. The place for a special day out’ (2016, 13). This sense of the exotic, of Edinburgh as an unfamiliar if not alienating locale, is one that Pirie often finds difficult to relinquish, no matter how long she resides there. She draws a border between her home town of Fife and the rest of the world, and this is a permanent border in her mind. In the case of McDermid‚ the relationship between the urban and the rural is more complicated than the current polarization of the discussion in Brexit discussions would suggest. While there may be a more conservative‐oriented mindset in rural people‚ it is complicated in Britain’s case by the dominance of Thatcherite policies towards rural communities; infamously‚ the mining communities who waged ideological and then physical war with Thatcher in the 1980s. Arguably, it is Pirie’s class politics, which is essentially what the conflict with the mining community was, that ensure her commitment to her homeland of West Fife, as it is often mentioned in regards to the former British Prime Minister: ‘This had once been mining country, the heart of the West Fife coalfield … Thirty years since Thatcher had killed off the Fife coalfield, and still the damage reverberated through the local economy and the communities who had depended on it’ (2016: 26, 133). It is left to one of Pirie’s superiors to echo the derogatory sentiments towards the rural community that have been echoed in recent years due to the Brexit referendum when he mentions ‘the Neanderthals of Fife’ – a self‐hating insider perspective as the chief constable is himself from the region. Unlike Pirie, he has had little problems adjusting to the more ‘civilised’ environs of Edinburgh.

Christopher Brookmyre, in his own comic style, draws attention to an aspect of the rural/urban divide that is unique to the Scottish situation. He mentions Dundee’s self‐professed label as ‘Europe’s Oil Capital’, which he labels a savvy marketing ploy to disguise the real nature of the place: ‘“Scotland’s Fourth City” wasn’t exactly a winning slogan, especially considering that there was a dizzyingly steep drop‐off after the first two, and it still put them behind the ungodly shit‐hole that was Dundee’ (2001, 11). If you substituted Glasgow and Edinburgh for Dublin and Belfast‚ the description would equally apply to Ireland, which complicates the rural/urban divide in both Scottish and Irish crime fiction; there simply may not be one due to the nature of the two small countries. Dublin‐born writer John Connolly attested to this problem when discussing why his first novel had an American rather than a Dublin setting. He admits that the majority of crime fiction thrives in ‘urban settings’ and then focuses on the problem with this in an Irish context as Irish society is ‘primarily rural by nature’ (Burke 2011a, 44–45). Tana French’s debut novel confronts this aspect of Ireland directly rather than shift its setting to a foreign locale. The novel is entitled Into the Woods, which would seem to confirm its rural focus, and the novel goes further than this by claiming that the island of Ireland in its entirety is a rural setting: ‘Ireland is still, basically, a small town; usually we have a fair idea whodunit almost from the start’ (2007, 70). This does not prevent the main character from perceiving a supposed divide between the rural and urban even as the title refers to a traumatic event he himself suffered. Rob was abducted in the same woods in which he later investigates a homicide‚ and much of the book concerns the trauma of his childhood event. As a coping mechanism‚ he abandons his rural upbringing for a Dublin education and adopts a similar attitude to his place of upbringing as Simon Lees, Karen Pirie’s superior in McDermid’s series. At university‚ Rob refers caustically to his fellow students from the country as a ‘herd of mouthbreathing fucktard yokels who wade around in a miasma of cliché so thick you can practically smell the bacon and cabbage and cow shite and altar candles’ (2007, 134). When he returns to the scene of his earlier abduction‚ he is not enthusiastic about the fact, disparagingly referring to his childhood haunt with the common derogatory term ‘Ballygobackwards’. The archest comment on rural people in Irish crime writing, however, comes from the pen of Liz Nugent when describing the family history of the two main characters: ‘Laura inherited our mother’s good looks and Mum came from a long line of raven‐haired beauties from West Cork, where once Spanish blood must have darkened the gene pool. I got my father’s County Laois looks. His family had been farmers for generations. Potato farmers, and if they say you are what you eat, then the male side of our family resembled nothing if not potatoes: pale with pockmarked skin and irregular features’ (2014, 28).

As the previous French quote mentions, the parochial nature of Ireland’s social structure is a further problem when writers try their hand at crime writing. Walter Benjamin highlighted this key aspect of crime fiction in his book on Baudelaire when he mentions that the ‘original social content of the detective story was the obliteration of the individual’s traces in the big‐city crowd’ (1997, 23). As numerous Irish crime writers and scholars have pointed out, this is a problem in Irish crime writing as the obliteration of the individual is not possible in the small rural/urban communities that populate Ireland. O’Toole summarizes the problem thus: ‘Crime stories thrive on a social condition that was emphatically absent in Ireland: anonymity. Without anonymity, there is no mystery. And in Ireland, mystery was impossible’ (Burke 2011a, 358‐359). This may change due to the population rise in most of the other main cities‚ but for now Irish crime writers are forced to wrestle with this important generic question. So, in Glynn’s novel‚ even contemporary Dublin offers no refuge for people engaging in criminal enterprises: ‘How many degrees of separation? Never too many in this fucking town, that’s for sure. Never enough’ (2009, 435). Furthermore, the concept of anonymity in an Irish context is also related to its troubled history in both the early struggle for independence from the British and the resultant civil war as well as the situation with the political conflicts in Northern Ireland. Ken Bruen provides the most succinct exposé of the Irish context for this concept: ‘There are no private eyes in Ireland. The Irish wouldn't wear it. The concept brushes perilously close to the hated “informer”. You can get away with most anything except “telling”’ (2001, 5). As Heaney’s iconic poem laconically confirmed, in a Northern Irish context in particular, ‘Whatever You Say, Say Nothing’.



Border Backstop Blues

It was mentioned at the beginning of the chapter that one of the more contentious elements of the Brexit process has been the issue of the border between the North and South of Ireland. With the Republic of Ireland remaining in the European Union and its Northern neighbour leaving as part of the United Kingdom‚ the issue is how to establish a border between the two that allows customs and goods to pass from an EU to a non‐EU country when both those entities are dependent on their mutual trade. The issue would not be so problematic if not for the already existing border that separates Northern Ireland from its southern neighbour. The erection of this border was a source of conflict throughout the period known euphemistically and insultingly as ‘the Troubles’ in the North, with sectarian conflicts between Nationalists and Unionists causing casualties over a thirty‐year period. This came to an uneasy and tentative conclusion with the signing of the Good Friday Agreement in 1998 that has allowed Northern Ireland to live in a fragile peace for twenty years. This peace may be under threat with the ever‐growing possibility that the British government will be leaving the European Union with no trade or customs deals in place, the dreaded ‘no‐deal’ that will also ensure a return of a hard border to Ireland, the very thing that the Good Friday Agreement was signed to avoid. As such, there is a very real fear that sectarian conflict will return to the province of Ulster, with one SDLP councillor voicing a very public concern that the Brexit debacle ‘has made nationalism restless and it has just put identity and the constitutional question right back into politics in a way that the Good Friday Agreement had tried to minimise for decades … it has agitated it in a very serious way’ (Connelly 2018, 29). However events conspire to turn out, it will inevitably be commented on in the pages of Northern Irish crime writing, which has always had to engage with this facet of contemporary Ulster. There is the label of ‘post‐Troubles fiction’, a problematic one according to Neal Alexander, to characterize fiction written in the aftermath of the Good Friday Agreement‚ and it is not too much of a stretch to claim that Northern Irish crime fiction is an important element of this category of literature (Brewster and Parker 2009, 272). Adrian McKinty’s fictional series certainly straddles the divide between the labels as does Stuart Neville’s The Twelve, which directly comments on the importance of the Good Friday Agreement for Northern Irish politics: ‘See, times have changed. Some of us – not all, but enough of us – want Stormont to succeed. On all sides. Us, the Brits, even the Unionists. This is a different world’ (2010, 97).

The border is signalled in McGilloway’s first Lucy Black novel when she is discussing the duality of living in the city of London/Derry: ‘two banks of the river, two names, two tribes, the schism so great that at one stage a British Prime Minister had seriously contemplated running the border down the Foyle, bisecting the city with the Cityside in the Republic and the Waterside in the North’ (2011, 28). It is in McGilloway’s first Inspector Devlin novel, though, that the concept of the border is essential, confirmed by its title Borderlands. The plot is identical to the television show The Bridge, originally a Danish/Swedish output that was then adapted by both American and Russian television networks. In the original show‚ a murder victim bestrides the Denmark/Sweden border‚ meaning that both the Danish and Swedish police forces have to collaborate in solving the murder. The American version involved the border between the United States and Mexico, and in McGilloway’s case the novel deals with the border that is currently causing Brexit‐related anxiety on both sides of the Irish Channel. His novel opens with the deceased, Angela Cashell, straddling the border which similarly forces a collaboration between the Republic’s Gardai Siochana and the Police Service of Northern Ireland and explains the title of the novel: ‘Presumably, neither those who dumped her corpse, nor, indeed, those who had created the border between the North and South of Ireland in 1920, could understand the vagaries that meant that her body lay half in one country and half in another, in an area known as the borderlands’ (2009, 3). Another body that goes missing is never physically recovered‚ but it is revealed that is part of the foundations of a new club also called Borderlands, to confirm the main theme of the novel. McKinty’s first Detective Duffy novel is set in Belfast‚ but the border is still as much of a presence as it is in Gilloway’s novel. One of the murder victims is a young pregnant girl who also crosses the border to escape her Republican boyfriend, but she ultimately has to go to England for her desired abortion as ‘abortion was illegal on both sides of the Irish border’ (2012, 118). After the historic Repeal the 8th Movement in the Republic of Ireland this will no longer be the case, and it may well become a contentious issue in the North soon enough as the Democratic Unionist Party are staunchly anti‐abortion while their Tory cohorts are not, eventually leading to a conflict in the wake of Brexit. The border in Ireland will raise more issues in the months and years to come‚ and crime writing has been laying the groundwork for these questions for decades.

McGilloway concludes his novel by introducing a wild cat whose very wildness and untamed nature shows a disdain for the borders erected by mankind: ‘During that month, it hunted freely both in the North and the Republic, eluding naturalist and hunter alike, slaughtering livestock with impunity, making the borderland its own’ (228). It would be easy to interpret this as the author’s sociopolitical comment on the futility, or at the very least the provisionality, of erecting such borders. Don Winslow, the outstanding American crime writer, has certainly made this an ideological point of conflict with American president Donald Trump‚ whose proposed wall at the border between Mexico and the United States (subject of the American version of the show The Bridge) Winslow has been deconstructing on various media sites in recent years‚ and so, unsurprisingly, the ultimate novel in his Cartel trilogy is entitled The Border. Due to both the nature of Northern Ireland from its origin and the drug war that has taxed American politics since Nixon’s presidency‚ both McGilloway and Winslow tackle specific political borders in their work. By doing so, they are following a trend characteristic of the crime fiction genre in general. Indeed, McGilloway has an essay on the very concept of the border entitled ‘Walking the Tightrope: the Border in Irish Fiction’ in which he comments on his use of the political border in Ireland as a convenient vehicle for introducing various tropes common in crime fiction. He expands from the particular to make a more general point about the use of the trope in crime writing: ‘The borderlands are the grey area that most of us inhabit, the distance between what we’d like to do and how we’d like to be, and what we actually do and who we actually are’ (Burke 2011a, 303). Therefore, actual contentious political borders don’t necessarily have to be utilized in the genre as it is more the concept of borders and boundaries that crime fiction seeks to interrogate. This would explain a comment in McDermid’s novel describing Karen’s home town of Fife, a place far from the Border immortalized in the Anglo‐Scottish ballad tradition. This border is the scene of the murder that drives the plot of the novel; yet it is never discussed as either location or concept, with Fife being the location that leads to Karen’s own liminal musings: ‘To someone from Fife, someone like her, it was a border crossing as definite and iconic as Checkpoint Charlie. It marked the southern frontier between the Kingdom of Fife and the rest of the world. Fife was different. Everybody knew that’ (2016, 31).

One way in which borders manifest themselves in a general way in crime writing is through its own crossing of generic boundaries. As Richard Schwartz delineates, the genre is exceptionally suited to delve into the ‘border between good and evil, madness and sanity, war and peace, and guilt and innocence’ precisely due to its position aesthetically ‘on the border between high art and popular culture’ (2002, 13). One of the examples of popular culture that the crime genre is heavily influenced by is the notion of the Wild West and the related American frontier myth, as McGilloway discusses when holding his own discussion on the importance of borders for the genre (Burke 2011a, 303). The conflation between the crime and Western genres can be attested to by Jack Taylor’s early reading habits before becoming a private eye: ‘As I’ve said, my father worked on the railways. He loved cowboy books. There was always a battered Zane Grey in his jacket. He began to pass them on to me. My mother would say, “You’ll make a sissy out of him”. Later, when teenage tornadoes played havoc with everything, he introduced crime fiction. Kept me reading’ (Bruen 2001, 115). In Glynn’s Winterland, the American frontier myth is sardonically related to the expansionism of national‐boundary‐less global capitalism when American mogul Vaughan makes the connection explicit: ‘Look, for an earlier generation the big idea was frontier expansion – go west, young man, that kind of thing – but for us it was go up, it was the great land grab in the sky’ (2009, 140). Glynn even includes a canny yet explicit reference to Jay Gatsby to show that the bootlegging criminal and exemplum for the American dream manifests himself in the contemporary period through transnational corporate entities: ‘But what’s happening now in Dublin, with this’, he throws an arm upwards, in a voilà flourish, ‘well, it makes the whole thing exciting again. It’s like a return to those earlier days, it’s like … what is it Fitzgerald calls it? A fresh, green breast of the new world?’ (383). Glynn may very well be suggesting that the behaviours of the Oberon Capital Group are a perfect example of ‘cowboy capitalism’ – characterized as it is by cronyism and mafia‐style tactics that more than mirror the ‘gangland’ criminal element native to Dublin (Dunning 2003, 112).



Blinkered Breviloquence due to Brexit

This chapter will necessarily end with a confession and apology rather than a conclusion. If the dear reader has managed to get to this point‚ they will probably be suffering from an affliction that has gripped people in both Britain and Ireland for the last year or so: Brexit fatigue. This is an infirmity that has even affected journalists and commentators in America‚ leading to an article in The Atlantic on that very phenomenon (Serhan 2019). As mentioned, the thematic focus of this chapter is one way to manage the incredible variety of crime writing on offer on both sides of the Irish Sea. It does so, however, at the risk of going too far to the other extreme with a monomaniacal obsession on a single topic. By way of a defence plea, such obsessive musings on certain topics and tropes is a criticism that the crime genre has often faced, symptomatic of a wider social discussion of a particular trope in various other media as well. In the comic book world‚ it is referred to as ‘women in refrigerators’, and in television criticism as ‘stuffed into the fridge’, referring to the most common use of women as plot devices – murder victims. It goes without saying that the crime genre is accused of the same repetitive trope to such an extent that there have been open calls from crime‐writing communities to write fewer novels involving dead women. There is even a specific literary award, the ‘Staunch Prize’, that celebrates such works. Most of the texts covered in this chapter do not indulge in this trope due to the other social and political issues that have been discussed here. This is not to say that it does not appear; after all, Peace’s four‐volume series that began the chapter is concerned with the notorious serial killer of women, the Yorkshire Ripper, who is described in Peace’s fiction as someone possessing ‘a pathological hatred of women’ (2001, 215). In the same novel‚ the author intimates that this is symptomatic of a wider social phenomenon in Britain reflected in the sobering rates of sexual offences caused by men against women (205). And to return to the monomania of this chapter, this is unfortunately also reflected in the political discourse surrounding Brexit. This chapter opened with Helen Lewis’ pronouncement that political discourse is toxic, and the first example she employs as illustration is the racist and sexist abuse levelled at Labour MP Diane Abbott. The abuse was so severe that Theresa May, fellow female politician from the opposite ideological divide, used her G7 summit speech to plea for such threats to be monitored more rigorously (Swinford 2018).

While the creators of the Staunch Prize probably meant well, their criterion of banning violence against women in writing drew heavy criticism, mostly from female crime writers themselves. Sophie Hannah’s article on the topic quoted various luminary authors in the field who were dismayed by the perceived criticism of their work, leading Hannah to remark that some of the most memorable work in the genre involves a female murder victim among its pages (Hannah 2018). Yet, Hannah herself has addressed this issue in her work by having female detectives, both professional and amateur, dominate her Culver Valley series for one. The combined psychological acumen of both Charlie and Alice in the opening novel of the series is indicative of the type of fiction Hannah writes, with its psychological focus comparable to her Irish counterparts Tana French and Liz Nugent. Both Hannah and French use the same dynamic of having male and female detectives as the main characters of novels as a way to comment on the gender issues present in contemporary society as mirrored through their generic outputs. Charlie’s observation in Little Face about her partner (in more than just the professional sense) Simon that it ‘is a male thing, this desire to tick items off a list’, could easily be an observation from Cassie about her partner (also more than just professional) Rob (2013, 79). Critic Monica Germanà pinpoints a dominant trend in contemporary women crime writing that is concerned more with ‘contemporary questions of homeland and exile, love and disaffection, apathy and mental health, family and individualism’ (Norquay 2012, 152) and could not be a more apposite description of writers such as Hannah, (a notably absent voice in this chapter). Unfortunately, this shift to more domestic and personal politics had to be eschewed in this chapter due to its more public political concerns. It has left glaring lacunae in a depiction of contemporary crime writing for which a confessional and a plea is the only response. Guilty as charged, your honour.
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British Psychogeographical Fiction
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Psychogeographical fiction is characterized by the expression of the influence of geographical spaces upon the minds of the characters. These places are in most cases cities, frequently London or New York, but a few novels employ also rural settings or enclosed locations. This subgenre of fiction is indebted to psychogeography, the ideology derived from the 1960s politico‐philosophical movement Situationist International, which Merlin Coverley (2010, 10) defines as ‘the point at which psychology and geography collide, a means of exploring the behavioural impact of urban place’. Psychogeography has its origins in the formulations by Guy Debord in The Society of the Spectacle (1967), who defined it as ‘the study of the specific effects of the geographical environment, consciously organised or not, on the emotions and behaviour of individuals’ (quoted in Richardson 2015, 1–2). Situationist International, of vague theoretical Marxist leanings, was in turn indebted to Lettrism, an avant‐garde artistic movement interested in the emotions aroused by the transformation of the urban landscape after the abandonment of ‘commodity fetishism’: thus‚ the capitalist ordering of cities was undermined in order to favour the freedom of the walker (or ‘flaneur’, Baudelaire’s term) in their unplanned exploration of the streets. In contrast with the merely practical use of a move between places (to or from work, shops, school, etc.), Situationists emphasized the need to notice one’s mental and sensory responses in the process of knowing these places. The wanderings would unleash the walker’s subconscious imagination, which would then rework a familiar, banal location into something unique. The Situationists’ critique of the capitalist, consumer society pursued the elimination of borders between everyday life and the realm of art and culture, thus affording ‘new ways of experiencing familiar surroundings’ (Coverley 2010, 31) and opportunities for ‘crossing established boundaries, whether metaphorically or physically, locally or globally’ (Richardson 2015, 2).

In contemporary fiction, psychogeography has become closely associated with authors such as Will Self, Iain Sinclair‚ or J. G. Ballard. Psychogeographical fiction writers focus on the mental processes of characters as they are inspired, scared‚ or pressured by their spaces, usually big conurbations and particularly London. Their fictions are also a means for the exploration of the effect of the passage of time on those settings, and the perceived impact of the past and history in the present time. Systematization is futile in such a fluid genre, but what follows is a discussion of British psychogeographical fiction since 1970, falling within two broad camps: a section I have called ‘London through Time’, including novels which focus on the City’s complicated relationship to its history; and ‘Future Imperfect’, regarding novels with futuristic or dystopic‐present locations.

 

London through Time

Peter Ackroyd capitalizes on the idea of London’s ‘eternal landscape’ (Coverley 2010, 16) in Hawksmoor (1985) by creating a web of connections between the eponymous twentieth‐century police investigator dealing with murder mysteries associated with Hawksmoor churches, and Nicholas Dyer, an early‐eighteenth‐century occultist and, we are led to assume, Hawksmoor’s doppelganger. Ackroyd’s template is Iain Sinclair’s reference in Lud Heat to the ‘ley lines’, imaginary tracks linking Hawksmoor’s eight churches, which ‘invade the consciousness’ (1987, 4). The detective (the name in common with the genius architect is used to complicate time‐space relations for the baffled reader) in the course of his investigations experiences supernatural contacts with Dyer, a necromancer who in the novel acts as Sir Christopher Wren’s secretary. Detective Hawksmoor’s grasp on reality is tenuous and gets worse, to the point that the suspicion arises he may be falling under Dyer’s timeless spell himself. Eventually they share the same diction and views on crime and the elasticity of time, and occupy the same space simultaneously, across the centuries: ‘I took my first Walk, about Eleven yesterday morning’, says Dyer, ‘and there by Hogg Lane I met with my own Apparition – with habit, Wigg, and everything as in a Looking‐glass’ (HM 206).

Of the several genres of which Hawksmoor may be considered to partake (detective, metafiction, historical, etc.) the Gothic is the most salient. Appropriately, ‘darkness’ is a word with multiple uses throughout the novel. One is the entropic, decadent side to the greatest metropolis of Augustan England. The occultist depiction of ‘that great and monstrous Pile of London’, in Dyer’s own words, is one of Hawksmoor’s most haunting features, and one that connects this postmodern novel with one of the basic principles of psychogeographical fiction: ‘a uniformly dark picture of the city as the site of crime, poverty and death’ (Coverley 2010, 13): ‘this Capital City of the World of Affliction is still the Capitol of Darknesse, or the Dungeon of Man’s Desires […] with winding crooked passages, lakes of Mire and rills of stinking Mud’ (HM 47). Hawksmoor is constructed around the arcane knowledge of the four churches where the present‐day murders have been committed, whose locations the detective identifies in a diagram with the legend ‘THE UNIVERSAL ARCHITECT’ (HM 166). According to Iain Sinclair in Lud Heat, ‘these churches guard or mark, rest‐upon, two major sources of occult power: The British Museum & Greenwich Observatory’ (1987, 5). These two centres of the study of time – one through research into civilisations, the other through its technical measurement – stress its circular nature, the novel’s second reading of ‘darkness’.

Few authors achieve this effect of eternity imprinted on a city as Peter Ackroyd does with London, whose ‘chronological resonance’ he has discussed in his acclaimed Biography of the city: ‘The nature of time is mysterious […]. Sometimes it moves steadily forward, before springing or leaping out. Sometimes it slows down and, on occasions, it drifts and begins to stop altogether’ (Ackroyd 2000, 661). Hawksmoor offers countless examples of this fluid nature of time, as several characters are linked by diction, setting, action‚ and thought. Dyer says of the Spitalfields area, central to the novel, that as a boy he would wander around Whitechapel, where he ‘used to sit against a peece of Ancient Stone and set my mind thinking on past Ages and on Futurity’ (HM 13). One of the present‐day victims, Tommy, ‘had also taken to wandering’, replicating Dyer’s mumblings under his breath, and likewise finds inspiration in a location by the river, which was ‘perpetually turning and spinning: it was going in no certain direction’ (HM 115). Thus‚ the Thames becomes, as it does in most novels analyzed here, a potent symbol of life and death: Tommy ‘contemplat[es] the change which had come over his life and, in his extremity, thinking of the past and of the future’ (HM 38).

The novel’s double temporal frame stresses the opacity of time, ‘a vast Denful of Horrour’, signalled by such sombre referents as ‘a Wound […] that the Dead may Heal’ (HM 88), a ‘Serpent [which] winds and in the winding bites itself by the Tail’, or the Stonehenge site (HM 58–60). A scene leaves off in the late seventeenth century when a similar one picks up in the 1980s, a frequent linkage between chapters. ‘Now, now is the Hour […] a beginning continuing, always ending’ (HM 62), says Dyer. This recurring tautology has Hawksmoor ‘worried about the time’, a vagueness that may refer to ‘the time now’ as opposed to ‘the time then, the time of the murder’ (HM 118). The ‘crisscrossing of references’ to time and other recurring words, according to Susana Onega, ‘works forward and backward at the same time, disrupting traditional notions of chronological linearity in favour of a circular, or mythical conception of time’ (1999, 47). As the character ‘Dyer’ says in the play (after the body of one of his victims is discovered), the past ‘is in our Words and our Syllables’: ‘It is reverberant in our Streets and courts, so that we can scarce walk across the Stones without being reminded of those who walked there before us […]. It is the dark of Time from which we come and to which we will return’ (HM 178).

The third and final reading of darkness is the very irrationality that undermined the Age of Enlightenment. Hawksmoor becomes delusional after the rationality he had espoused his whole life fails him, the same rationality Dyer had rejected in favour of the cult of Satanism. The modern‐day cases remain unsolved, not surprising bearing in mind that Detective Hawksmoor is pursuing a criminal who lived, we are led to assume, two hundred years earlier. This aporetic ending upholds one of the main tensions of the novel, the discussions between an occultist Nicholas Dyer and a rationalist Sir Christopher Wren, a man advocating the empiricism that typifies the eighteenth century. The ‘Cartesians and the New Philosophers’, Dyer protests, ‘wish to lay a solid Groundwork (or so they call it) for their vast Pile of Experiments, but the Ground is filled with Corses, rotten and rotting others’ (HM 93–94). Marlin Coverley affirms that Ackroyd ‘mould[s] psychogeography into a conservative and irrational model diametrically opposed in both spirit and practice to Debord’s conception’ (Coverley 2010, 123), an irrationality reflected in the extensive Dyer–Wren confrontation on superstition and science by the faltering light of a candle on a stormy night (HM 143–147). ‘I have said too much’ (HM 148), says Dyer to his servant Nat, which Hawksmoor hears in the form of a timeless echo, walking down the Strand (HM 167).

Iain Sinclair affirms in Lud Heat that ‘the Hawksmoor churches have a close connection with burial sites, Roman & pre‐Roman’ (1987, 16), an occult feature Ackroyd exploits in Hawksmoor: Dyer adds to that connection to the dead of antiquity by burying in each of the foundations a propitiatory victim, a child. Penelope Lively in City of the Mind (1991) also draws on this connection to the obscure side of London. Protagonist Matthew Halland reflects on the ‘sacrificial blood shed in this city’ and the ‘Roman custom’ of ‘tuck[ing] a spare criminal under the foundations […] to placate the gods’ (CM 6). Connections across time in this genre of fiction elucidate according to Tina Richardson ‘the complexity of the palimpsest terrain of postmodernity, whereby psychogeography opens up the layers of space to reveal the ghosts of the past’ (2015, 12). Like Hawksmoor, City of the Mind capitalises on the past’s ability to be perceived in the present by certain individuals; it is also a novel about London and its complicated relation with time expressed through the motif of civic architecture. In psychogeographical Brick Lane, the seat of religious ‘versatility’ throughout the centuries, a church’s sundial arm ‘surrounded by Roman numerals’ shows ‘agreement between time then and time now’ (CM 92).

The progress of time, however, is once again arrested in London, ‘for this is the city, in which everything is simultaneous’, where ‘there is no yesterday, nor tomorrow, merely weather, and decay, and construction’ (CM 24). The pervasiveness of construction sites – be they for apartment buildings, the Millennium Dome or the Olympics – one of the salient features of Thatcherism, is behind much of the renewed interest in psychogeography. Walkers and strollers are disrupted in their perambulations, their vision and impressions thwarted by building works and colossal frames, impeded from the enjoyment of the landscape as their routes are blockaded by mesh fences, plywood screens‚ or dugouts. Once the construction is finished, the result is even worse; Will Self maintains in Psychogeography (2007) that most of us would fail an ‘orienteering test’ because ‘we live our lives in cities that blot out natural features, while we resort to mechanical transport to annihilate distances and gradients’ (PG 109). The protagonist of City of the Mind, Matthew Halland, is both the guilty and suffering parties; he is ‘an English architect stuck in a traffic jam’, on his way to one of the several Docklands developments that characterized London 1990s life. He is also ‘a person of no great significance, and yet omniscient’ (CM 2).

London is endless, shaped by its history: the Roman occupation, the Victorian era, the Second World War, or the recent 1980s. The ‘timeless echo’ heard by Dyer in Hawksmoor is present throughout City of the Mind, a voice as prominent as that of any character in a novel with a marked aural quality. Halland senses these periods as he traverses the city, described as ‘some uncontrollable organic force’ (CM 13) living vicariously through its generations: ‘The resonances of the place are universal. […] The whole place is a chronicle, in brick and stone, in silent eloquence, for those who have eyes and ears’ (CM 3). Echoes of Mrs Dalloway also abound in this novel: Halland, ‘wait[ing] for a gap in the traffic’, ‘saw lives as a web of connections, random and mysterious’ (CM 167). That connectedness is performed by elements as disparate as unknown people, mundane buildings‚ and London’s geographical landmarks: a particular stack of bricks dating from the mid‐eighteenth century, ‘in the same place, looked at by different people’ throughout the decades evidences to Halland ‘a complicated nonsense of the passage of time’ (CM 8). Once more the Thames, which Halland sees ‘reaching away […] to the sea, to the rest of the globe […] into time and space’ (CM 15), is the conduit for this comingling of coordinates in a city that offers ‘no sequence […] no then and now, all is continuous’ (CM 210).

The works of Iain Sinclair have acquired a substantial following precisely for their focus on his peculiar brand of psychogeography, which has been described in a variety of ways. In the author’s own words, ‘topographical writing’ is ‘a way of psychoanalyzing the psychosis of the place in which I happen to live’ (quoted in Coverley 2010, 122). His method, in Robert Sheppard’s view, is not that of the suave, rambling flaneur but ‘the “stalker”: marching with determination along predetermined routes drawn on maps […] to investigate certain pre‐established hypotheses’ (2007, 7). A similar formulation is that of Merlin Coverley, for whom ‘Sinclair’s blend of occult paranoia and historical investigation’ reformulates a manner of non‐situationism, ‘in favour of a return to earlier literary and esoteric traditions’ (2010, 123). At the formal level, Jonathan Heawood (2004) considers Sinclair’s peculiar style ‘a function of his chosen genre – psychogeography – which deals, in his words, with “place not people, topography instead of narrative”.’ In Downriver (1991), one of Sinclair’s pre‐established hypotheses mentioned above is London’s protagonist status as the subject of a complex history that restyles itself in the different timeframes: its past, ‘both real and imagined’ (Coverley 2010, 121) and its present ‘obsolete’ City landscape, epitomized according to Niall Martin (2015, 90) in ‘the wave of post‐1986 development’ fostered by the aggressive Thatcherite economic ethos, which by the 1990s had transformed London physically and financially beyond recognition.

In Downriver, considered to be Sinclair’s most accomplished novel, London has become a ‘city of the future’, a ‘crystal synthesis of capital [which] is already posthumous’ (DR 361). In this pessimistic context, ‘Sinclair’ the narrator takes the reader on a meandering procession along railways and the river Thames, through twelve disjointed tales that constitute a loose narrative and are thus symbolic of the break‐up of Britain (Baker 2007, 84). In the process‚ Sinclair the author reviews his obsessions with Jack the Ripper, the symbiosis between authorship, walking‚ and writing, and the collapse of the Welfare State and the ‘age of consensus’ under Thatcher. Like Penelope Lively’s City of the Mind, part of Downriver focuses on the architectural development of the Isle of Dogs – or the ‘Isle of Doges’ in one of the stories which satirizes the Vatican’s fictional lease of that London enclave. The spoof is undercut by association between savage entrepreneurial practices and religion, an unnatural merger whose outcome is epitomized in Dr Adam Tenbrücke, one of the several suicides in the novel, who jumps in the Thames and contemplates the cityscape: ‘He was drowning in physical detail: breathless, aroused. […] It was all pouring into him’ (DR 60). Tenbrücke ‘absorbs the whole of London and its river into his sacrificial being’ (Sheppard 2007, 68) as Sinclair ironically turns suicide into one of the ‘Riverside Opportunities’ advertised by the estate agent’s banal phrase. Rivers in general, and in particular the Thames, serve ‘Sinclair’ as indicators of atemporality; as he ‘stand[s] once more on the banks of the river’, his epiphany restores him to sanity: ‘The river is time: breathless, cyclic, unstoppable. It offers immersion, blindness: a poultice of dark clay to seal our eyes for ever from the fear and agony of life’ (DR 396). By contrast to a river that resists measuring, Sinclair’s other preferred symbol of life as travel, the railways, ‘pre‐emptively “privatized” time, put it to work on a grid system’. Thus ‘railway time’ was turned into an ‘exploitable resource’ (DR 220) by the Thatcher administration.

Sinclair admits in ‘Acknowledgments and Confessions’ that his sojourns and the individuals he encountered are at the root of his inspiration for Downriver: ‘I would like to express my gratitude to those twelve (unknowing) souls who accompanied me through my grimoire of rivers and railways. They deserve to remain anonymous’ (DR 531). The writing process is, as in Dining on Stones, synchronized with the walking or travelling one. ‘Sinclair’ the narrator uses the narrative‐as‐river motif in his confession that he was ‘drowning in the psychopathology of obsession’, suspicious that his fictional account is materializing, metamorphosing into reality. He fears that, as he ‘[takes] down the voices (the intrusions from “elsewhere”)’ in the composition of Downriver, ‘the more exposed those around me became to repeated and meaningless mischiefs’ (DR 326). But he is himself exposed to the ‘mischiefs’ of others: ‘Sinclair’ stays away from Whitechapel, which he revisits in order to write about Jack the Ripper’s victims, because, in the wake of the fatwa against Salman Rushdie, he may be mistaken with the author and beaten up (DR 483–484). Such is the degree of identification between Sinclair the author, ‘Sinclair’ the narrator‚ and other narrating voices in the novel that towards its conclusion he surmises, through the voice of the sculptor Joblard, that there is no such thing as a third person: ‘The watcher and the watched are one. […] My analeptic concentration on the rhythms of the walk drowns all lesser motives, restores me to myself, reinforces the visionary dynamic of the route we have chosen’ (DR 522). As Joblard accompanies ‘Sinclair’ on his traipses, the true purpose of the author’s vital take on psychogeography is revealed: ‘He told me once that his solitary walks were a rehearsal for eternity. […] He’s certain he’ll be walking for ever through a blasted landscape, a smoking lava desert’ (DR 501–502).

Just as London is the protagonist of Downriver, Dining on Stones (2004) revolves around the ‘aspirant‐Americana of the A13’, covered on foot by Andrew Norton, a poet, in the company of a woman called Track, a fellow artist. Together they search for and eventually find Marina Fountain, Norton’s lover, after a process of ‘psychogeographical possession’ (DS 42) of her actions and the places she visited. This journey takes them past the ‘carney show Millennium Dome’ (DS 37), symbol of the construction ravages of New Labour, in the same way Downriver was an indictment of market‐ridden Thatcherism. Passing from East London to Southend, a dispiriting part of England which Sinclair characterizes as ‘development scams’ or ‘the inflorescence of entropy’ (DS 37), Norton reaches ‘the final frontier: Thames Gateway’. A dystopian ‘New London’ of ‘excavated chalk quarries, airstrips, amnesia’ announces ‘the beginning of the ultimate exodus’ (DS 116). Despite the proliferation of negative terms, this ‘middle ground’ (the novel’s subtitle phrase), ‘a zone of ghosts and phantoms’ (DS 56), may be captured, however vainly, with our ‘obituary lanterns, our cameras’. With them Sinclair ‘forg[es], on stiff card, autobiographical confessions’ (DS 25), ‘evidence for narratives [he] would later subvert’ (DS 24). This is perhaps Sinclair’s most recognizable trait throughout his oeuvre, that ‘middle ground, the third space, […] that the complex textual apparatus gestures towards continually: the space between actuality and fiction’ (Baker 2007, 173).

In Dining on Stones, this is best illustrated through the character ‘Norton’, who is at one point doubled, that is, becomes two. Although one of them eventually dies and disappears without a trace, Sinclair’s taste for duplicates is a visual reminder that ‘fiction and documentary cohabit’ (DS 132). This is Norton’s conclusion after being visited by his clone in his Travelodge room: ‘He wanted to shift […], as he hammered my face against the mirror for the second time, from being a character […] to the teller of the tale’ (DS 132). The metafictional doubling of characters and author‐narrators not only illustrates Sinclair’s attraction to the complexities of novel‐composition, but utilizes ‘postmodern pastiche as an alteration of the fabric of space and time’ (Martin 2015, 111). These essential coordinates of psychogeography allow all narrator, author‚ and characters opportunities for self‐reassessment since ‘walking restores memory’ (DS 71), a process that critic Neill Martin calls a ‘correlation between walking cure and talking cure’ (2015, 15–16). ‘Monumental walks’ allow Norton to ‘work the gap between personal psychosis and psychosis of the city’ and thus avoid a ‘crisis of consciousness’ (DS 287). In the process of walking the A‐13, and like ‘Sinclair’ in Downriver, Norton reaches Commercial Road in the Whitechapel area, also to revisit the Jack the Ripper myth. There they keep ‘brushing against sticky webs of memory’ (DS 102).



Future Imperfect

Will Self styles himself a ‘solitary walker’ à la Sterne, ‘an ambulatory time traveller’ but one who rebels ‘against the contemporary world’ (PG 15). He has lamented the impossibility of exploring most modern cities on foot, a practice which he finds fulfilling and liberating. He has also warned of the danger of becoming alienated from ‘the physical realities of our city’ by relying too much on digital and virtual navigation devices that even stop the walker from realizing how they have traversed the terrain, an all too easy danger in a place like London (Ridgway 2014), which continues to undergo a process of ‘cosmopolisation’ (PG 30). The long walk is, to Self, akin to ‘a quest for identity, and a search to find that urgent commingling of blood and soil’ (PG 48), inspired and affected as he is by his twofold geographical DNA, obtained of a British father and an American mother.

In Dorian, an Imitation (2002), Self’s protagonist also walks London and Los Angeles, but in his case in search of propitiatory victims for his sexual voraciousness. Self exacerbates the darkness of Oscar Wilde’s Victorian Gothic London by translating it into the 1980s, paying special attention to some of its gruesome realities: AIDS and drug addiction, audiovisual consumerism‚ and interpersonal shallowness. The artist’s ‘picture’ of Dorian Narcissus, a video installation that runs ad infinitum, fits this solipsistic social climate: ‘Gray inhabits a pixilated society, once in which the illusion of youth can be preserved onscreen through television and film media’ (Hayes 2007, 150). With the exception of a coda, the story mirrors Wilde’s original and therefore holds no mystery, but the absence of narrative novelty is compensated with sharp drug‐related jargon and the sordidness that accompanies those less fortunate than the ever‐beautiful Dorian. In paragraphs in third‐person omniscient narration‚ the reader has access to his personal reflections, in his own polished phraseology: a particularly disgusting abode is characterized as ‘this stinking entropy […] this infective moraine’ (D 48), the choice of words being apposite since of course Dorian remains untouched by AIDS while he is a multiple conductor.

In Dorian, Self is overtly critical of the British monarchy, epitomized in the great cultural icon of the 1980s and 1990s, Lady Diana. ‘Both [Gray and Diana] become totemic icons for a superficial, image‐focused era, a period of decadence that neither survives’ (Hayes 2007, 154). London is, appropriately, the epitome of that decadence: streets, ‘the grim outdoors’, are mere tracks on which Baz and Wotton drive murderously fast, the Albert Memorial is a ‘rococo rocket’ on which Prince Albert sits ‘looking colossally constipated’ (D 186), and the city’s South Bank is for the ‘jaded raptor’ Dorian a ‘hunting ground’ where he can eye the ‘flesh on offer’ (D 227). Human bodies and interpersonal relations are thus reduced to a marketable asset in a city where, as Self maintains in Psychogeography, even its open spaces appear to be for sale: ‘the public spaces of London are becoming outdoor atria, retail boulevards’ whose ‘desuetude and neglect’ is ‘filmic’. Like the Narcissus video, this form of art is tautological in its nihilism, as ‘the camera lens simply reflects itself in mirrored buildings’ (PG 28).

Whereas Dorian cruises on the prowl for more propitiatory victims, the cabbie Dave Rudman, the protagonist of Will Self’s The Book of Dave (2006), ‘feed[s] the cab through the ancient jaws of the City’ (BD 263) of London, proud of the Knowledge (the command of its streets and routes) he has stored in his brain. But Dave’s brain has stopped functioning healthily. He collapses under the stress of divorce, separation from his son Carl, and the effects of antidepressant medication: ‘together [disease and medication] had carved up the cabbie’s mind into zones of delusory influence’ (BD 264) akin to the zones of London he masters, the city he ‘craved […] like an identity’ (BD 89). Devoid of rewarding human contact and bitter towards his ex‐wife, Dave reimages himself as ‘a messiah mushing through the two‐millennium‐old city’ of London, described as ‘a porous slab of rock’ hollowed by countless masses of water: ‘sewers, conduits, entombed rivers’ (BD 218). This particular messiah needs an apocalypse, and Dave is inspired when one of his fares assures him that all that water will eventually free itself, ‘bubbling up to the surface’ (BD 263). Dave confirms this prediction during one of his ‘reverie[s]’, stuck in traffic in Greenwich, ‘exactly at the point where time begins – the Maritime Museum to one side, the Royal Naval College to the other’ (BD 267). The recurring motif of water as time is central also to The Book of Dave, and London is a ripe location for an apocalyptic flood: ‘With each automated surge Dave felt the future seething, the present boiling, the past churning’ (BD 218). The delusional Dave merges his messianic call with his real‐life profession, as he maps ‘the 320 routes that make up the Knowledge’ onto the reborn, post‐Armageddon metropolis, which he renames the ‘city of Dave, New London’ (BD 280).

The novel’s dystopian future (some 500 years after ‘our’ time) is set in what remains of a massively flooded England: the only inhabitable area of this ‘Nú Lundun’ is Hampstead, described in the future narrative as a remote, ‘peculiar island, a couple of square miles of woodland and meadow set down in the lagoon of the city’ (BD 161). This regenerated society would follow Dave’s misogynistic teachings, collected without ‘any irony – as THE BOOK’: ‘A COMPLETE RE-EVALUATION OF THE WAY MEN AND WOMEN should conduct their lives together’ (BD 352, 348). Below the surface‚ however‚ London is horrid; an underground train at one point is described ‘bur[ying] still deeper into the scabrous crust of the city – through bloody orange, shitty brown and black bile, down to the London clay’ (BD 451). This scatological view of the City, which at other times is personified as a cannibalistic monster (BD 90, 95, 263), is apposite in a novel which again addresses Thatcherism, a ‘matt‐black chrysalis’ turning into a ‘sticky’ ‘vast moth’ (BD 95), as a period of excessive, unscrupulous marketability: in 1987, the narrative start of half of the novel (the other half is set in the dystopian ‘City of Dave’), ‘the years themselves were in a rush, the decades even, struggling to attain the next era’ (BD 95). By subtitling his novel ‘A Revelation of the Recent Past and the Distant Future’, Will Self was alerting his readers to the certain downward path of civilisation. This fatalism is shared by Jim Ballard, one of Self’s favourite authors.

In 2004, J.G. Ballard published Kingdom Come, an indictment of consumerist society in the new millennium, centred on the banality and all‐pervasive shopping‐and‐sport addiction affecting a nondescript M25 town. Both this novel and High Rise (1975), like the earlier Crash, illustrate the trademark feature of Ballard’s criticism of turn‐of‐the‐century society: the ‘death of affect’, which he has defined as ‘the most terrifying casualty of the [twentieth] century,’ a ‘demise of feeling and emotion’ manifesting itself in the indulgence of ‘our own psychopathology as a game’ (quoted in Brown, Duffy‚ and Stainforth 2016, 26). In High Rise, the inhabitants of a multi‐storey building revert to a state of savagery and abandonment of rational order for no apparent reason other than the escalation of inhumanity for its own sake, triggered by the intentional drowning of an expensive pet: ‘An almost palpable miasma hung over the slack water, as if the spirit of the drowned [Afghan hound] was gathering to itself all the forces of revenge and retribution present within the building’ (HR 22). From this point onwards, the high‐rise, a metonymic representation of fin‐de‐siècle society, reflects like a decaying body all the indicators of degeneration: out‐of‐order lifts, piled‐up garbage bags, blackouts, and a putrid smell of increasingly disturbing provenance, including human corpses. The collapse is also of rationality: ‘This carelessness about their own convenience reflected a shuffling of mental priorities, and perhaps the emergence of the new social and psychological order’ (HR 76).

In the words of Tina Richardson, ‘Ballard’s dystopic novels on the encroaching nature of the effects of urban space on identity are reflective of a postmodern moment of a sense of loss that can provoke strange behaviour in the city dweller’ (Richardson 2015, 12). A perfect example of her thesis, the novel’s famous analeptic opening alerts the reader to the gratuitous, anarchic violence that soon comes: ‘Later, as he sat on his balcony eating the dog, Dr Robert Laing reflected on the unusual events that had taken place within this huge apartment building during the previous three months. Now that everything had returned to normal, he was surprised that there had been no obvious beginning, no point beyond which their lives had moved into a clearly more sinister dimension’ (HR 7). Emphasizing the ludic side of that affect‐less postmodern society, Ballard’s narrator says, ‘the high‐rise was a model of all that technology had done to make possible the expression of a truly “free” psychopathology’ (HR 36). This trivialization of suffering, heightened by our overexposure to technology, is epitomized in the ‘cine‐camera’. In common with Sinclair and Self, Ballard resorts to the camera as a symbol of our loss of benevolence and the means for Debordian spectacularization (Gasiorek 2005, 128). For the high‐rise inhabitants, the conquest of the building alone is not sufficient, but requires audiovisual capture: ‘Every time someone gets beaten up about ten cameras are shooting away’ (HR 90). With several characters intent on reaching the roof of the building, a symbolic enactment of social and tribal hegemony, ‘the camera’s role [is] wholly emblematic’ (HR 156) even after they stop functioning.

According to Will Self, J.G. Ballard ‘is the purest psychogeographer of us all, ever dissolving the particular and the historical in the transient and the psychic’ and turning ‘states into states of mind’ (PG 25). The high‐rise, indeed personified as ‘less a habitable architecture, […] than the unconscious diagram of a mysterious psychic event’ (HR 25), is constantly characterized as devoid of humane emotion. From its roof, the coveted goal of the three alpha‐men Laing, Wilder‚ and Royal, ‘the spectacular view’ is not of the magnificent expansiveness of London, never fully referenced, but of a ‘concrete landscape […], an environment built, not for man, but for man’s absence’ (HR 25). High Rise is exceptional among psychogeographical fiction in that the setting lacks any defining coordinates of place. The only certainty about the setting, both in the building and beyond, is that Ballard turns both into apocalyptic, dystopian wasteland, where the transition from civilization to estrangement to brutality is meteoric. At first the apartment building, which from the lower to the higher floors houses inhabitants of increasing professional and financial sophistication, ‘maintain[ed] the social structure’, the ‘old social subdivisions, based on power, capital and self‐interest’ (HR 36, 53). With the start of hostilities, however, ‘life in the high‐rise had begun to resemble the world outside – there were the same ruthlessness and aggression concealed within a set of polite conventions’ (HR 147). This is consistent with Gasiorek’s view of the high‐rise as a ‘world within a world’, ‘cut off from the rest of the city […] by design’ (2005, 110). Eventually, in their decline towards inhumanity the high‐rise inhabitants are likened to animals and their building to ‘a gigantic vertical zoo, its hundreds of cages stacked above each other’ (HR 134).

The setting of Martin Amis’s Money, A Suicide Note (1984), is the city of high‐rises: New York, a megapolis of ‘millions of tons of masonry, of steel, of iron and glass’ in the words of Will Self, whose ‘Psychogeography’ column in The Independent included walks around Manhattan. Self stresses the lack of individuality in the city, and perceives it ‘as a single, undifferentiated block, from which individual skyscrapers have been carved out’ (PG 42). This monolithic feature of New York allows Martin Amis to indulge in his ‘Swiftian disgust at the corrupting effect of filthy lucre’ (Geng 1985) in Money, a novel dealing in refined degrees of vice. Perhaps the least psychogeographical of the novels included in this article, Money perfectly illustrates that ‘alongside the act of walking and this spirit of political radicalism, psychogeography also demonstrates a playful sense of provocation and trickery’ (Coverley 2010, 13). Amis excels at this kind of writing, and his protagonist is the perfect embodiment.

The aptly named John Self is going to make it big in New York by means of a porn movie, pornography being one of his favourite pastimes. Others include booze, fast food, smoking, several forms of drug‐taking, and consumerism in general. Self is a brutal satire, a walking catalogue of the vices of 1980s money‐obsessed society, both British and American. Little wonder, then, that he is also a somatized compendium of appalling health. He suffers from tinnitus, a strained back, gum disease, stomach pains, and a heart condition, but it is his head that is ruined, both physically and mentally. Revealing a symptomatic total identification of his decayed body and the city of New York, Self displays his verbal virtuosity, perhaps the only redeeming quality Amis has granted him: ‘My head is a city, and various pains have taken up residence in various parts of my face. A gum‐and‐bone ache has launched a cooperative on my upper west side. Across the park, neuralgia has rented a duplex in my fashionable east seventies. Downtown, my chin throbs with lofts of jaw‐loss. As for my brain, my hundreds, it’s Harlem up there, expanding in the summer fires’ (M 26). Not characterized for his mental acuity, Self is happy to admit his estrangement from any intellectualism, ‘disclaim[ing] responsibility for many of [his] thoughts’: ‘They don’t come from me. They come from these squatters and hoboes who hang out in my head’ (M 267). Like 1980s Harlem, the NYC neighbourhood associated with racial unrest and social inequality, Self’s brain is also a wasted battlefield with few prospects.

Money is, like many other works of Martin Amis, ‘a voice novel’ (Deacon 2010), not a plot one. Heavily focalized from Self’s consciousness, his ramblings through New York mirror his moral and financial decay. Self’s diction parallels Amis’s indulgence in lexical verve, but it also characterizes the protagonist’s neuroses: ‘I feel invaded, duped, fucked around. I hear strange voices and speak in strange tongues’ (M 66). In a perfect diagnose of his self‐centredness, he enumerates ‘at the last count, four distinct voices in [his] head’: ‘the jabber of money’, ‘the voice of pornography’, ‘the voice of ageing and weather’, and ‘the real intruder’, which demands a mature review of his whole life (M 107–108). When John Self wakes up one morning after being beaten up, on a flowerbed full of trash, he admits ‘it was quite an appropriate place for me to be born again’. As he runs, ‘crying through the concrete concourses in dawn rain’ – baptismal rain, one might add – he ‘recognized the city and [himself] in the matt and muffled streets’ (M 122). This rebirth, a new beginning, is signalled in the outward renovation of his person, which he intends to do the expeditious – and expensive – way: by paying a team of Californian plastic surgeons. Yet even before the ‘refit’ as he calls it, he feels ‘prosthetic’, like ‘a robot’, ‘an android’, ‘a cyborg’ (M 329). ‘I sometimes think’, he admits, ‘I am controlled by someone’ (M 330), which he eventually discovers he is, as a result of a massive financial frame‐up. Too engrossed in his lavish vices, Self realizes too late that all the expenses incurred by the porn film crew are on him. Soon he is indeed monitored by the computerized fiscal network, inextricably fused with the solid New York high‐rises and beyond: ‘And now all the States were keying in my name, and the VDUs were all wincing like spooked electroencephalograms. America played space invaders with words john self. I was a money enemy. And the tab police were on my tail’ (M 350–351). Asked by Self whether ethical behaviour is a necessary limitation, the character‐author Martin Amis implies a negative answer, cynically defining the twentieth century as ‘an ironic age – downward looking’, in which ‘even realism, rock‐bottom realism, is considered a bit grand’ (M 248). In 1984, that year of inescapable Orwellian resonance, Amis is responding with Money to a widespread, perilous amalgam of nihilism and disaffection. When Ian McEwan wrote Saturday two decades later, there were other reasons for discontent, but at least his attitude and his hero are professionally successful and full of humanist commitment.

Ian McEwan’s Saturday (2005) merits inclusion among psychogeographical fiction on account of the close identification of its protagonist Henry Perowne with a twenty‐first‐century London susceptible to terrorism, the mark of our post‐9/11 world, but also a city that stands proud of its triumphs and progressive confidence. Perowne sees that London ‘lies wide open, impossible to defend, waiting for its bomb, like a hundred other cities’, and this train of thought takes him back decades to ‘February 1903’ when another, ‘middle‐aged doctor standing at this window in his silk dressing gown, less than two hours before a winter’s dawn, might have pondered the new century’s future’. Perowne is inordinately proud of present‐day London, but subconsciously fearful, like Mrs Dalloway, of a potential attack or the return of war, he ‘might envy this Edwardian gent all he didn’t yet know’ in the 1900s (S 276). These historical and literary cross‐references displace him until ‘he’s no longer in the present’ but ‘occupies the wrong time coordinates, or he’s in them all at once’ (S 105). The Joycean echo from ‘The Dead’ is continued in the description of the setting: ‘The street is fine, and the city, grand achievement of the living and all the dead who’ve ever lived here, is fine too, and robust’ (S 77). Unusually for psychogeographical fiction, the general tenor of the novel, although tinged with danger and fear (the in‐flying plane, the unbalanced intruder, the frequent digressions on the Iraq war and illnesses of the brain) is optimistic, celebratory of London as a seat of select civilization. This is made evident semantically in general, and through the repetition of ‘achievement’ in particular: ‘Henry thinks the city is a success, a brilliant invention, a biological masterpiece – millions teeming around the accumulated and layered achievements of the centuries […], nearly everyone wanting it to work’ (S 5). Thus we come full circle, appropriately in this navigation through the psychogeographical genre, to a final note on London’s past and its echoes in the present and future. The religious, scientific‚ and artistic impulses of the protagonists, the ever‐close threat of danger, the inescapability of time – all flow down London’s rivers, traverse its streets, saturate each stone and building, and inspire the minds of the characters and the readers.
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Representing Gender: The Resurgence of Androgyny in Contemporary British Literature
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Introduction

In the wake of queer theorists’ works Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble and Eve Sedgwick’s Epistemology of the Closet, both published in 1990, the end of the twentieth century saw a wealth of novels featuring gender‐bending characters, illustrating Butler’s then ground‐breaking idea that J.L. Austin’s notion of discursive performativity (1965, 12) was transferable to gender identity. Many British writers started exploring the idea that gender is performative, imitative, and flexible, using characters whose gender identity is unstable, undefined‚ or open to redefinition. Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem (1994) by Peter Ackroyd tells the stories of real‐life music‐hall cross‐dresser Dan Leno and fictional on‐ and offstage cross‐dresser Elizabeth Cree, a novel that bears a striking thematic resemblance with Patricia Duncker’s James Miranda Barry (1999) and Sarah Waters’s Tipping the Velvet (1998) that similarly stage cross‐dressers in novels reworking the Victorian period’s conceptions of gender. Many of Jeanette Winterson’s novels, such as The Passion (1987) and The PowerBook (2000), feature hybrid characters and fantastic metamorphoses, culminating with the creation of an ungendered narrator in Written on the Body (1992), whose sex remains impossible to ascertain throughout the novel. In many regards, the latter may be compared with Jackie Kay’s Trumpet (1998), a novel that follows the aftermath of the death of Joss Moody, a Black Scottish trumpet player, posthumously revealed to be a transgender female, inspired by the life of real transsexual jazz artist Billy Tipton. A comparable novel, Jonathan Coe’s The House of Sleep (1998), uses Robert’s transition into Cleo, for the sake of Sarah’s love, as a plot twist. While most novels joyfully embrace the notion that gender identity can be deconstructed and reconfigured at will into plural, mutable identities, as is often the case for writers that have been labelled queer, lesbian‚ or feminist, gender‐bending characters also serve as a prism for a parallel examination of the loss of boundaries and stability or the exploration of the very material limitations of bodily constraints. For instance, Rose Tremain’s Sacred Country (1992) follows Mary during her transition into Martin, a transsexual male, uncovering the psychological and physical hardships endured by the character through her/his quest towards acquiring a male body. Will Self’s Cock and Bull (1992) and Fay Weldon’s Mantrapped (2004) feature fantastic metamorphoses in order to explore the constraints of a sexed body. The first one narrates the parallel stories of Carol, a housewife who grows a penis‚ and Bull, a journalist and rugby player who grows a vagina in the pit of his knee, while the latter features a soul swap between Trisha and Peter. Both study the subsequent behavioural changes in each character, backing the idea of a residual, essential biological gender difference. Echoing Jeffrey Eugenides’ Middlesex (2002), Abigail Tarttelin explores the difficulties encountered by intersex character Max, and his fight against social and medical discourses to identify as male despite his medically‐deemed ambiguous body in Golden Boy (2013).

Such gender‐bending characters are by no means exclusive to the fictional production of the late twentieth century, and a brief look at the literary history reveals that double‐sexed or sex‐changing figures have been represented since the Ancient Greek mythology. The two main literary sources addressing this theme are Plato’s Symposium, narrating the seminal split in half of the almighty Androgynes‚ and Ovid’s Metamorphoses, which relates the metamorphosis of Hermaphroditus. Although androgyny and hermaphroditism are often used interchangeably, a closer examination of those two seminal texts shows that each word is associated with an array of almost contradictory values. Indeed, for Plato, ‘we used to be complete wholes in our original nature, and “Love” is the name for our pursuit of wholeness, for our desire to be complete’ (Plato 2008, 193a). In this context, androgyny symbolizes the original fall and the quest for one’s other half to reconstitute a prelapsarian state of unity. Hermaphroditism, on the other hand, posits the fusion with the other as doomed or implying an essential and regrettable loss of self. Androgyny and hermaphroditism both problematize the notion of gender, to the extent that they stage the union of masculinity and femininity but they also question our interaction with otherness in broader terms. As exemplified by the myth of Hermaphroditus, the fusion with Otherness – that is, Salmacis the nymph – is perceived as a destruction of an essential self. Conversely, the myth of the Androgynes as described by Aristophanes in Plato’s Symposium postulates that this same fusion with the Other is the ultimate step towards self‐realization and completeness. In this respect, androgyny cannot be seen only as a result, as the mere addition of feminine and masculine characteristics: it problematizes the relationship with alterity. It asserts itself as a tool, an operator, a transformative power‚ and a key to understanding representations of identity, insofar as identities are always already constructed in relationship to an exteriority. According to Marie Delcourt:


Androgyny is at the two poles of sacred things. Pure concept, pure vision of the spirit, it appears adorned with the highest qualities. But once made real in a being of flesh and blood, it is a monstrosity, and no more; it is proof of the wrath of the gods falling on the unfortunate group in which it is manifested, and the unhappy individuals who reveal it are got rid of as soon as possible.

(Delcourt 1961, 45)


Hermaphroditism also foregrounds a strong bodily dimension, or a sense of materiality as opposed to the mythical, transcendent‚ and spiritual dimension of the Androgynes’ fusion1.

This distinction is analyzed by Ruth Gilbert in her works regarding hermaphroditism in the early modern period. Her work explores ‘how the meanings of hermaphroditism were often confused’ and examines ‘the slippages that occurred between concepts of hermaphroditism and other closely related ideas such as androgyny, effeminacy and transgressive sexuality’ while arguing that ‘there is an important distinction to be made between hermaphroditism and androgyny’, in order to show ‘how sexual ambiguity was represented as a transcendent ideal in some contexts and a sexual or social horror in others’ (2002, 4). The point of making this distinction is not to insist on a systematic classification or the creation of watertight categories, but to explore the tension between the various forms and meanings of a protean figure, best summed up by Jean Libis: ‘The androgyne, often confused with its kin the hermaphrodite, the man‐woman, is obviously the figure of ambiguity par excellence. [This ambiguity] resides in the paradoxical, unthinkable hyphen that links the masculine and the feminine in its flesh’ (Libis 1980, 12).

Gender‐bending characters are not a novelty in the British literary tradition. On the British stage, the tradition of roles in drag can be traced back to the boy actor of the early modern period. In her examination of Victorian Gothic narratives of masculinity, Lauren Goodlad, works under the assumption that such narratives ‘are motivated by a desire for androgyny’, a term that has been ‘eclipsed to a large extent by alternative categories such as transgender, gender preference, and gender performativity’ in the wake of recent feminist and queer theories (2007, 104). Gender‐bending and androgynous characters have always been a way to explore and negotiate gender distinction across historical eras. While androgynous, idealized characters represented a lost ideal of balance, harmony, unity‚ and often angelic asexuality, ‘hermaphrodites’ were to be found in medical treaties and psychological studies such as Krafft Ebbing’s (1895) and Havelock Ellis’s (1927), whose works were of paramount importance in shaping the reception of gender‐ and sexual‐bending identities.

Arguably, Judith Butler’s notion that gender is performative, along with intersex and transsexual activists Post‐Stonewall speaking out, changed the fictive representations of androgynous characters in the 1990s and onwards, giving mythical androgyny a realistic turn. Certainly, the watershed works of queer theorists Judith Butler and Eve Sedgwick, and the legal and social advances achieved by LGBTQIA activist groups, begged for a re‐examination of these terms.

If there is indeed a distinction to be made between androgyny and hermaphroditism, and if as Lauren Goodlad contends, androgyny as a concept ‘has the potential to speak to the ethical cast of post‐Enlightenment gender and sexuality in ways that [the] postmodern substitutes do not’ (104), I will argue that postmodern contemporary fiction reshuffles the components of each myth in order to explore the incarnate component contained in hermaphroditism while reconciling it with the mythical transcendent dimension of the myths of androgyny. Second, I will argue that contemporary tales of androgyny explore other modes of being, for this ancient notion now encapsulates various contemporary practices or identities involving the successive or simultaneous possession of attributes of both sexes or genders, such as cross‐dressing, transvestism, drag, transsexuality, intersexuality, and bisexuality, that I shall subsequently proceed to differentiate. By reclaiming the past, the contemporary novels featuring sex‐changing and gender‐bending characters offer other options and present the reader with alternative successful ways of being that conceptualize identity as a process, as openness and vulnerability rather than completeness, finitude‚ and autonomy.



Reclaiming the Past: Neo‐Victorian Cross‐Dressing

Instances of cross‐dressing exploring the flexibility of gender identities are frequently featured in contemporary British fiction, and most notably in Neo‐Victorian rewritings of the past. In Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, Peter Ackroyd draws on the Gothic atmosphere of the Victorian past to weave a hybrid narrative web of testimonies, storylines‚ and pseudo‐archival documents. The novel, loosely based on the biography of the eponymous nineteenth‐century pantomime artist Dan Leno, uses on‐ and offstage female‐to‐male and male‐to‐female cross‐dressing as both a backdrop and a dramatic drive for a police inquiry into the Limehouse murders, largely reminiscent of Jack the Ripper’s. Sarah Waters uses the same tropes in Tipping the Velvet, a novel that explores London’s queer underworld through Nan’s journey first as a cross‐dressing music‐hall singer, then as a prostitute passing for male in the streets of London. While James Miranda Barry focuses on the life of FTM transgender character as a military surgeon in British colonies, onstage cross‐dressing appears in filigree, through the performances of childhood friend and notorious actress Alice, establishing an implied parallel between both characters’ performances of gender. The motif of cross‐dressing in those Neo‐Victorian novels is certainly an effective tool to demonstrate the constructedness of gender categories, quite literally illustrating that gender is ‘performative’, in a Butlerian acceptation of the term in all three texts. On the other hand, it may also underline the gendered limitations imposed on both sexes, while occasionally ambiguously solidifying those constructs.

In both Tipping the Velvet and Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, acts of cross‐dressing abound‚ and the comedy of gender identities is played upon a multiplicity of planes. On the music‐hall stage, Dan and Lizzie appear mostly in drag performances. Leno owes his reputation of ‘funniest man on earth’ (21) to his female impersonations, playing the comedic dame characters of Mother Goose and Sister Ann in traditional pantomimes. Lizzie, first introduced onstage as a female comedic character, ‘Little Victor’s Daughter’ (104), soon turns to male impersonations, creating the role of ‘Little Victor’s Daughter’s Older Brother’ (151). A similar process is observable in Tipping the Velvet, which features Nan Astley’s transformation into stage character Nan King. The writing process, focusing both on the onstage performances while describing the performers’ lives offstage, gives us a glimpse in the actors’ mind, thus allowing for a reflection on the elaboration of such characters. From exterior appearance to body postures and discourse, these descriptions of the birth of the stage personae of ‘the Older brother’ and ‘Nan King’ break down the process through which a male character is conjured up into three steps, showing that a masculine identity can be constructed and appropriated. Peeking behind the curtain into the backstage and breaking down the theatrical artifice demonstrates quite literally that gender, being performed onstage, is therefore performative:


Drag is an example that is meant to establish that ‘reality’ is not as fixed as we generally assume it to be. The purpose of the example is to expose the tenuousness of gender ‘reality’ in order to counter the violence performed by gender norms.

(Butler 342)


The use of the literary Mise en abyme of cross‐dressing onstage naturally allows for a re‐examination of gender offstage, to better drive home the notion that gender is performative rather than a performance. Just like James’s, Lizzie’s‚ and Nan’s performances soon exceed the boundaries of the stage. While Lizzie decides to take The Older Brother ‘out into the streets of London and see the other world’ (153), perfecting the character into a second identity, Nan decides to live in the streets of London as a man and starts working as a renter to please the gentlemen of London. Doing so, Nan stresses the similarities between ‘the world of actors and artists’ and the ‘gay world’: ‘Both have London as their proper country, the West End as their capital. Both are a curious mix of magic and necessity, glamour and sweat. Both have their types – their ingénues and grandes dames, their rising stars, their falling stars, their bill‐toppers, their hacks …’ (ch. 9, loc. 2974). Such practices of cross‐dressing illustrate the Shakespearian notion that the world’s a stage, where gender identities are but artificial constructs that can be imitated and rewritten at will, which Alice, after hearing of James’s desire to reveal his biological sex to the world, does not fail to express in compelling terms:


Anyway, what on earth do you mean? Imposture? Masquerade? Your real identity? What is your real identity? […] And what is genuine? This genuine inner soul you say you want to discover? Nothing’s absolutely genuine! You aren’t the same person with everyone you know. You act different roles […] What I know and what you seem to forget is that we’ve only got one play in which to act. And you make up the lines and the plot as you go on. Did you need Shakespeare to tell you that? […] We’re onstage now. This is it. And you got the breeches part, James.

(1999, 374)


James and Alice eventually decide not to reveal James’s sex, upon reaching the agreement that identity itself, rather than gender, is a performance, echoing a theme at the heart of Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem. When Lizzie’s stage persona recedes, what she calls her authentic self comes back. However, against all expectations, this so‐called authentic self rings no truer than the comedic character of ‘Little Victor’s Daughter’ to the reader. As Lizzie is constantly speaking in the words of others, quoting Dan, her mother, her roommate‚ or using the lines of the parts she has played, she calls into question the very possibility of authentic behaviour. Beyond issues of gender, Ackroyd’s and Dunker’s characters ultimately call into question the very notions of essence or essential self, authenticity and originality, which Christian Gutleben noticed in James Miranda Barry:


Whatever the role, that of the woman who underwent her life according to the lives of her lovers, that of the woman who live the life of a man or that of the woman who used men to lead her professional life, the performative dimension is presented as a necessity, a given, or, one is tempted to say, an ontology – perhaps the only ontological constituent of gender.

(2007, 221).


According to him, these instances of on‐ and offstage performances ‘underline the hegemonic and universal values of performativity which is not only a part of the rules of play‐acting one’s life but the whole of it’. And they betray ‘an extension of the concept of performance which is not limited to gender anymore but concerns identity in toto’ (Gutleben 2007, 221).

But Alice’s strong reaction to James’s inclination to uncover his female biology, and therefore, their non‐standard relationship, also emphasizes the social limitations imposed on non‐binary identities by a predominant heteronormativity. To some extent, the motif of cross‐dressing stresses the position of limited power occupied by women. Patricia Duncker’s James Miranda Barry is steered to a life of passing for male by his uncle and his guardian who intended a better life for their ward: ‘From now on you are going to be a boy. […] You’d be wasted as a woman. Join the men’ (63). James is made to pass as a man in order to access medical studies and a position in society that would otherwise be inaccessible to a woman. Turning the drag performance into a transvestite exercise while passing for male offstage, Lizzie, Nan‚ and James stress the liberating power of cross‐dressing, which allows them to access places that would otherwise be too dangerous or social positions that would be barred to women. If cross‐dressing allows James to defy the structures of power, it paradoxically underlines the limitations imposed on women in Victorian society. Patricia Duncker herself explained: ‘The impulse behind this re‐imagining of Dr James Miranda Barry came from my own unease at the roles being offered to me as a woman’ (Duncker 2016, 18). Likewise, after performing for the first time, Nan draws the bitter‐sweet conclusion that ‘whatever successes [she] might achieve as a girl, they would be nothing compared to the triumphs [she] should enjoy clad, however girlish, as a boy’ (ch. 5, loc. 1849). Interestingly, Nancy experiences the feminine identity as just as much of a performance as the masculine one she creates onstage, when she tries to earn her keep in Florence’s home. According to Kohlke and Gutleben: ‘Indeed, within the Banner household, Nancy specifically capitalizes on family values to avoid eviction, self‐consciously performing “feminine” domestic skills and mothering the infant Cyril so as to render herself an indispensable part of the family’ (Kohlke and Gutleben 2011, 14). While underlining the possibility to eschew such limitations through cross‐dressing, Lizzie, Nan‚ and James underscore the inherently ambivalent dimension of cross‐dressing towards gender stereotypes, a paradox that is coherent with the Butlerian perspective on drag:


The notion of an original or primary gender identity is often parodied within the cultural practices of drag, cross‐dressing, and the sexual stylization of butch/femme identities. Within feminist theory, such parodic identities have been understood to be either degrading to women, in the case of drag and cross‐dressing, or an uncritical appropriation of sex‐role stereotyping from within the heterosexual practice […].

(1990, 174)


Cross‐dressing supposes a form of acceptance of gender stereotypes to be functional, paradoxically re‐stabilizing the very codes that it purports to debunk, an ambivalence embodied by all three androgynous characters in James Miranda Barry, Tipping the Velvet, and Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem.

According to Kaye Mitchell, Waters’s novels ‘allow her to unearth hidden lesbian histories or even to insert lesbian stories in history’ (Mitchell 2013, 6). Reclaiming the past with a queer or specifically lesbian agenda allows the author to demonstrate the inadequacy of current gendered and sexual labels to account for the specificities and plurality of experiences and identities. Indeed, Nan’s performance as a rent boy does question the binary divide between homo‐ and heterosexuality. While pleasing the gentlemen of London dressed as a man, Nan ironically turns an illegal sexual act into heterosexual prostitution, questioning the validity of the legal and moral frame superimposed on sexual acts both then and now. Jerome De Groot exemplifies Waters’s queer revision of the historical novel form through the metalinguistic use of the word ‘queer’ itself, consciously embedded in her novels (De Groot 2013, 62–63). When working as a rent boy in the streets of London, Nan encounters a man looking like her rival Walter‚ and she observes: ‘I had pleasured him, in some queer way, for Kitty’s sake; and the act had made me sicken’ (1998, 199–200). De Groot points that this quotation


presents us with what is both a seemingly homosexual act (although the reader knows it is not) and a ‘queer’ act, a moment of alterity that is also linked to a transgressive sexual encounter. […] ‘Queer’, then, is productive and authentic, referential and strange, there and not there. It traverses the boundaries of past/now that historical fiction itself happily shifts between, and, in its sheer oddness as a term (and its obviousness), it demonstrates to the reader what is happening (while, clearly, realistically, pointing out that this cannot be happening).

(De Groot 2013, 63)


The idea that not only gender identities but also sexualities are equally performative acts is at the core of Jackie Kay’s Trumpet. In the novel, Millie Moody consistently defines herself as a ‘regular’ widow, by which she means a cisgender, heterosexual woman in spite of the shifting opinions and perceptions of external observers, such as Sophie Stone‚ who deems Joss and Millie ‘big butch frauds’ (170). Just like Nan’s, Millie and Joss’s sexuality is performative for it is not indexed to the biological sex of the partners. As analyzed by Alice Walker:


‘[t]hroughout the novel, Millie does not stray from this unquestioningly normative reading of her relationship with Joss. This is not to say that the ‘secret’ is never acknowledged – at times the practicalities of life make it impossible to ignore – but simply that Millie does not recognise her relationship with Joss as being subversive or deviant’.

(2007, 40–41)


The contemporary tales of androgyny, whether they revisit the Victorian conventions or the contemporary ones, present the reader with alternative modes of being, based on self‐determination and self‐definition outside the frame of binary divides. Tipping the Velvet first dwells upon ‘the illusions and temptations of performance for most of its pages, and remind[s] the reader of contemporary fascination with the Victorian music‐hall (a fascination that Nan shares, only to find it corrupt and empty)’ (De Groot 2013, 67). In contrast, the last scenes in Victoria Park, described as ‘an idealized space of equality and hope’, ‘a place of marvel, of wonder’ (De Groot 2013, 67), offer the reader new viable communities and family structures, best exemplified by Nan and Florence’s relationship, both ‘queer, cross‐familial’ and ‘eschewing patriarchy and hierarchy’, the ‘only performance worthy of applauding’ (De Groot 2013, 68). Kohlke and Gutleben similarly stress that Sarah Waters places ‘deliberate emphasis on elective non‐heteronormative families’ (2011, 15), suggesting a possible world outside taxonomies of class, sexuality‚ and gender. Likewise, the narrator of Written on the Body offers the image of an un‐problematic non‐gendered identity. Ironically, most of the critical and academic productions on the novel discuss the sex of the narrator, or focus on examining how such a sexless persona is achieved. Paradoxically, the speaking ‘I’ never once questions his or her own sexual or gendered identity throughout the narrative, laying the emphasis on Louise and on exploring new ways to build a respectful and ethical relationship with the other. In an interview with Catherine Bush, Winterson commented: ‘I don’t think that viewing sex from an androgynous model is necessarily a good idea but I do think there’s too much emphasis put on gender. […] I wanted to have somebody who is passionate, who is sexy, but who is also vulnerable, subject to the whims and misrules of the world. A narrator that men and women could identify with’ (Bush 1993).

The overlapping of performances on‐ and offstage reaches beyond the performance of gender identity and comprehends the notion of identity itself, calling into question the humanist notion of a core, of an essential or authentic self, postulating that identity is always already an act, or a performative imitation merely creating the illusion of a stable unified self. Tales of androgyny reclaim the past and the present in order to demonstrate, in a very Butlerian fashion‚ that gender and sexualities are a doing rather than a being. Such a postulate offers a wealth of possibilities, allowing the authors to reclaim the past, unearthing a lesbian ‘invisible’ past, or infusing it with creative, viable new modes of being, outside of the labels of gender and sexuality. Another common feature of most of the novels is their use of polyphony in order to display multiple points of view to make that point.



Dialogic Narratives and the Role of the Other

The dialogic form of Dan Leno, Trumpet, Sacred Country, and Golden Boy magnifies the crucial role of reception in creating and validating gender norms. In Dan Leno, the dramatic drive of the detective story is based on a seminal act of transvestism: Lizzie, the music‐hall artist, usurps the identity of her husband to commit ghastly murders. She subsequently writes a diary confessing to the murders in his name, unbeknownst to the reader, who turns into the dupe of the comedy of gender that is played at a macrostructural level. The third and fourth storylines of the novel are constituted respectively by reproductions of the minutes of Elizabeth’s trial, convicted for the murder of her husband, and excerpts from John Cree’s diary. The latter, apparently providing a unique insight into the killer’s mind, is revealed to be a forgery, when, in an unexpected development, Elizabeth Cree confesses to a priest on the eve of her execution that she is the author of John’s diary and the real Limehouse Golem. Such a narrative twist can only function with the blind reliance of the reader on preconceived ideas of masculinity, and the belief that such a violent behaviour and longing for acknowledgement and fame could only belong to a man. The revelation of this seminal act of cross‐dressing forces readers into a critical re‐examination of the novel and of the gender stereotypes they relied on for its decryption. Clues pointing to her guilt abound in her diary, yet remain ignored by the reader‚ who attributes the numerous deaths that occur in Lizzie’s wake to either chance or to the presence of John Cree. Just like Nan in the Banner household, Lizzie overplays stereotypes of femininity, such as innocence, naiveté, purity‚ and fragility, with an excessiveness that obfuscates the presence of the aforementioned clues.

As in Dan Leno, Winterson’s Written on the Body aims at revealing the existence and persistence of gender stereotypes in the mind of the reader, though using a different narrative strategy. The reader is not made to gather information from different storylines, for the novel is entirely written from the point of view of a speaking ‘I’ whose name, sex‚ and physical description remain unsaid. The use of a first‐person narrative voice unsexes the focalizer‚ who could be equally a male or a female, compelling the reader to look for the clues to his or her identity that are scattered across the text. The narrator recalls all of his/her lovers, both male and female, who could equally be assumed to be homo‐ or heterosexual. Playing upon such a diversity of sexual partners, and the ambiguity of their sexual orientations, neutralizes the possibility of determining the narrator’s sex according to his/her sexuality. Similarly, the narrator undergoes a series of psychological changes. He/she displays in turn behavioural features that are typically ascribed to either man or woman according to the common doxa: for instance, the sentimentality of a woman while crying like Lauren Bacall in a movie with Humphrey Boggart (Winterson 1992, 41) or the violent aggressiveness of a thug when slapping Jacqueline, the ex‐girlfriend, on the face (1992, 86). The narrator identifies with both male and female archetypes‚ which also annihilates the possibility of gendering him or her. This accumulation of secondary sexual characteristics and the diversity of lovers paradoxically results in a cancellation, or neutralization‚ of biological, sexual‚ and gender distinctions. Being both male and female, man and woman, the oversexed Wintersonian hermaphrodite is neither, drawing at the same time from the hermaphroditic hypersexuality and of the angelic sexlessness of the divine androgyne. In both Dan Leno and Written on the Body, the whole plot operates on the assumption that the reader will adhere to the codes of gender displayed in the novel, ultimately forcing them to acknowledge their constructed and cultural nature, and their presence in the mind of the reader.

Polyphony is also a prominent feature in Rose Tremain’s Sacred Country which, as noted by Emilie Walezak, may very well be ‘the writer’s choice means to tackle the issue of gender relations’ (2017, 103). With the first‐person narrative of Mary/Martin, Sacred Country illustrates the idea that the transsexual person is trapped in the ‘wrong body’. The novel follows the character’s troubles with gender identification and subsequent ordeals with surgical transition. This first‐person narrative is set against the background of a third‐person narrative that follows the male characters of the story, and the voice of Mary’s mother, Estelle, who allegorizes the negative impact of patriarchy on female psyche. In an interview with Edwin Gilson, Rose Tremain explains that polyphony is one of the book’s aims: ‘[I]t’s important for readers to understand that I was trying to create a universal story from a specific one, without de‐centralizing that prime subject. The sub‐stories broaden out the trans story to include non‐trans journeys which have a similar shape, namely people struggling to become the thing they feel they are inside, but which society doesn’t allow them to be’ (Gilson 2018). Sacred Country shares with Trumpet the capacity to make the reader infer the general from the particular, the universal from the exceptional, and leads to the conclusion that the experiences of transgender individuals, though each specific and unique in their own way, also echo basic universal human identity‐related concerns: coming of age, relating to the other‚ or struggling with social conventions.

In Golden Boy, and more conspicuously in Trumpet, the multiple points of view that are featured in the text represent the various discourses of authority that may be superimposed on transgender and intersex individuals and their bodies. In Trumpet, the chapters headed ‘People’ dramatize the part played by outsiders in the post mortem discovery of Joss Moody’s biological sex: the doctor, who registers Joss as ‘female’ on the medical certificate (44); the registrar‚ who empathetically agrees to use Joss’s preferred name rather than his female given name on the death certificate (81); or the funeral director‚ who informs Coleman that his father ‘does not possess the male body parts’ (114). Each of these outsiders embody a different frame, whether it be medical, administrative, legal‚ or social that posthumously reshape the identity of the deceased. According to Alice Walker, in Trumpet:


This pluralisation of perspective allows the reader, the ultimate outsider, to establish a strong, multifaceted impression of the central character – an impression which is simultaneously intimate and removed. We can know only what we are told by the various narrators, and must fill in the ensuing gaps with our own beliefs and assumptions.

(Walker 2007, 39)


Joss Moody is indeed paradoxically removed from the narrative of his own life, for Trumpet focuses on the events following his death. Both Joss Moody, Golden Boy’s Max Walker, and, to a lesser extent, James Miranda Barry, appear to be vulnerable to the other’s perceptions‚ and their identities are dependent on the various perspectives and cultural discourses that frame them. Joss elaborates a personal myth; as all myths‚ this personal history is subjected to the others’ perusal and reinterpretations. This is dramatized mostly through Colman, who re‐reads the family history in the light of the posthumous discovery, but also through Sophie Stone‚ who is the allegory of the media eye. Except in a letter addressed to his son, and an ambiguous chapter dedicated to the jazzman’s art, the transgender character is not given a voice. His identity, his legacy‚ and his past are entirely dependent on those authoritative discourses, on the memories of grieving relatives, on the sensational tabloid narrative that the journalist Sophie Stones is trying to pry out of his son, and ultimately on our reading of this collective kaleidoscopic portrait. Similarly, in a final epistolary chapter, James Miranda Barry features the reactions of former friends and acquaintances following the posthumous discovery of the transgender surgeon (Duncker 1999, 379‐384).

In order to explore the complexities of intersex identities and coming of age, Golden Boy articulates young Max Walker’s point of view, with that of his parents, friends‚ and younger brother. The novel provides an overall more intimate insight on the intersex individual and on the challenges faced early on by the relatives of an intersex infant within the medical frame superimposed on gender intelligibility. The paramount importance of the medical stance on intersexuality appears through the point of view of Dr Verma. When examining Max after he has been raped by his childhood friend Hunter, she reads his medical file to get a better grasp of the situation:


The papers include possible diagnoses from his birth, then final diagnosis with several addendums added in later years, advice and opinions of a number of doctors on operations, what should be done, what could be done, preserving fertility, later references to a consensus statement on management of intersex patients with a redefined diagnosis for Max, then a list of hormones advised and then used for treatment, including documentation of injections and courses of pills. Then there are the photos. Max as a baby, Max as a toddler, Max as four‐year‐old with a piece of paper held for anonymity, while green‐gloved hands prize apart his legs. The photographs cease. There is a full page of notation on parental reaction to the diagnosis, starting from birth and ending two years ago, just before Max’s fourteenth birthday.

(Tarttelin 2013, 50)




The readers can’t help but feel overwhelmed by the enumeration of the documents contained in the file, and by the images provided by the photographs, suggesting that the intersex toddler is reduced to an anonymous object of study. It stresses the fact that intersexual individuals, formerly known as hermaphrodites, as noted by Dr Verma (2013, 50), are essentially and primarily understood as medical objects rather than subjects, and subjected to a binary logic of gender differentiation that demands an ‘either‐or’ choice. This enumeration, along with the parent’s narratives retracing the conflicting decisions they made not to assign Max any sex at birth, then to raise him as a male, put forward the conundrums faced by the relatives, who are put though impossible life‐altering choices for their child, within a medical and social frame advocating for early sex re‐assignment. Intersex narratives such as Golden Boy or Middlesex may be read in terms of their ‘potential of resistance to hegemonic narratives’ (Amato 2016, 162), and specific attention should be paid to ‘the narrative closure they offer’ and to ‘whether the intersex characters’ struggles with being/becoming intelligible are resolved by a ‘normalization’ in form of an assimilationist closure along heteronormative lines, or by a defiance of the ‘normalizing’ and the prospect of (gender) nonconformity’ (Amato 2016, 162). Interestingly, the contrived plot of the novel offers opportunities to explore both extremes of the spectrum delineated by Amato. Max identifies as a cisgender male, an identity that is put to the test when the boy is impregnated ensuing non‐consensual sex. Along with issues of rape and teenage pregnancy, the novel deals with Max’s journey from denial to attempted suicide, and in the aftermath of a forced abortion, eventually resolves in an acceptation of his in‐betweenness: ‘I feel sometimes there are things that tear me in two directions, that there are two sets of thoughts that grow side by side. But then I realize that I am whole, whatever that means and does not mean: I am complete without the need for additions or alterations’ (Tarttelin 2013, 343).

This examination of the relationship with alterity reconnects the contemporary figurations of non‐binary individuals with seminal myths of Androgyny that first and foremost problematize the ethics of love. While Hermaphroditus’s identity is dissolved and destroyed when encountering Salmacis in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Plato’s Androgynes can only be complete when re‐united with their other half. In Sacred Country and more prominently in The House of Sleep, the primary drive for the characters’ decision to undergo a sex change is the love they feel for another. Robert becomes Cleo based on the mis‐conception that the object of this affection, Sarah, is a lesbian (Coe 1997, 279), which prompts him to become his invented twin sister: ‘He would become Cleo. He would become Sarah’s hallucination. He would, in the purest possible sense, make her dream come true. Wasn’t that the most a lover could offer?’ (Coe 1997, 270). The contemporary tales of androgyny, and the polyphonic narrative strategies at their core, reflect the vulnerability of transgender and intersex identities who are subjected to the critical look of the other, and to the defining power of the medical, social, institutional‚ or even loving discourses.

The idea of a complete double‐sexed individual ‘without the need for additions or alterations’ that concludes Golden Boy is at the core of myths of androgyny. Endowed with the ability to be both male and female, the cross‐dresser seems almighty, a feature that appears in many of the myths connected to androgyny, from Plato’s Symposium to Ovid’s Metamorphoses. In this respect, Lizzie in particular emphasizes the liberating and playful power of cross‐dressing, which allows her to pass for male: ‘I could be girl and boy, man and woman, without any shame. I felt somehow that I was above them all, and could change myself at will’ (153). Dan Leno and Joss Moody embody a different facet of the power of androgyny.

In Dan Leno, cross‐dressing appears to be both a creative and a destructive act, whereby Lizzie usurps her husband’s identity, ultimately problematizing the relationship of impersonation to alterity and the morality of imitation. Conversely, Dan Leno, a mirror image of his female counterpart, is very much aware of the powers of theatrical cross‐dressing. He thinks of pantomime as a means to ‘[s]often the hardness just a little’ (206), exemplifying an ethical practice of cross‐dressing. Onstage, Dan as a comedian can provide what Dan as a man cannot: an appropriate language to comfort the other, in the words of others, through a cathartic practice of his art as an impersonator. By doing so, Dan Leno suggests that crossing gender boundaries is a spiritual experience of dispossession of identity that endows the performer with a knowledge comparable to the one acquired by Tiresias, the soothsayer, after his metamorphosis into a woman (Ovid III; 323).

Such a figure of the great androgynous artist has been most notably extolled by Virginia Woolf in A Room of One’s Own:


The normal and comfortable state of being is that when the two live in harmony together, spiritually co‐operating. If one is a man, still the woman part of his brain must have effect; and a woman also must have intercourse with the man in her. Coleridge perhaps meant this when he said that a great mind is androgynous. It is when this fusion takes place that the mind is fully fertilized and uses all its faculties. Perhaps a mind that is purely masculine cannot create any more than a mind that is purely feminine, I thought.

(106)


By citing Coleridge, Virginia Woolf posits androgyny as a creative factor as part of the English literary tradition. Peter Ackroyd offers a definition of ‘great Cockney visionaries’ in an essay dedicated to such performers, who are, in his words, ‘monopolylinguists’, that is to say ‘a type of comedians or actors who play a number of quick‐change parts in the course of one performance’ (Ackroyd 2001, 344). It is my contention that Leno, with his ability to cross‐dress and to transform beyond limits of gender‚ embodies this notion of the artist as witness, as spokesperson, and responsible towards the other.

The figuration of the artistic genius being drawn from the ability to be both male and female also appears in Trumpet in the chapter entitled ‘Music’, which describes Joss’s ability to play jazz : ‘When he gets down, and he doesn’t always get down deep enough, he loses his sex, his race, his memory. He strips himself bare, takes everything off, till he’s barely human’ (131) The jazz man reduces himself to ‘a small black mark’ (131). The ability to embody and speak for both sexes, combined with the vulnerability of the androgynous artist‚ makes for the genius of creation. In Tracy Hargreaves’s words:


Jackie Kay, writing at the century's end, speaks not only to how the subject is multiply constituted, or to how we are constructed and confined in language; she aims (as Woolf did too) to find a mode of transcendent artistic representation that celebrates, in Toni Morrison's words, 'the genius of improvization.'

(Morrison 1992: vii; Hargreaves 2003, 16)




Essential Identities and Bodily Constraints

If most of the works cited essentially emphasize the liberating and creative power of cross‐dressing, the fluidity and the endless possibilities offered by gender‐bending identities, some of the works also explore the other end of a spectrum. Most notably, Will Self’s Cock and Bull and Fay Weldon’s Mantrapped use the motif of androgyny to challenge the notion of performativity as they explore a more essentialist dimension of identity that replaces the body and its limitations at the core of the matter.

Before the final resolution and Max’s coming to terms with his identity, Golden Boy explores the struggle of the intersex individual to define a non‐binary identity. Dr Verma establishes a link between biology and gender identity that, in the eyes of the doctor, cannot be entirely severed. From her scientific point of view, the chromosomes dictate ‘much of who Max will be, his health, how he functions, his gender’ (2013, 69). She also notes: ‘Max’s file is overfull and confusing, and with diagnoses of these gender variations in such flux, I want to make sure he has been properly diagnosed. Karyotyping is a test often done with blood, which evaluates whether Max is XX (a girl), XY (a boy), or a combination. It might be that he is not truly intersex at all, that he presents that way physically but is chromosomally a boy, or even a girl’ (69). Dr Verma testifies to an irrepressible desire to clarify and classify, to tame her patient’s in‐betweenness, based on biological and genetic determinism. Although the novel ends on a positive note of acceptation, the differently abled intersex body is also presented as largely unknown and unintelligible within the clear‐cut categories of sex and gender that it challenges.

Dr Verma’s initial scientific approach echoes that of Dr Margoulies in Will Self’s Cock and Bull, a novel that expresses ambiguous concerns regarding gender undifferentiation. The book is made up of two novellas. Cock: A Novelette, whose main plotline chronicles Carol’s physical and psychological mutation while she grows a penis, and Bull: A Farce, focuses on its namesake who grows a vagina behind his knee. Both novellas satirically portray the binary opposition between genders, by staging a gallery of stereotypical characters. Carol is an average, unoriginal, unremarkable and essentially submissive housewife ‘too insipid to shape her critique’ (Self 1992, 3), mirrored by Dr Margoulies’s wife Naomi in Bull. Their masculine counterparts are equally portrayed along the lines of a stereotypical masculinity: Margoulies, the GP in charge of Bull’s case is ‘egotistic, domineering, aggressive and duplicitous. But conscious’ (Self 1992, 111), and Bull himself is described as ‘an essentially hearty, uncomplicated, rugby‐playing type of fellow’ (Self 1992, 122). The biological mutations undergone by both Carol and Bull are closely associated with a gender metamorphosis. For both protagonists, the appearance of new genitalia coincides with a radical change of behaviour, as if to show the invasion of the self by otherness, materialized on the body itself. Carol feels ‘empowered’ by the simplest of actions: ‘she [feels] her status as potentially effective agent being pushed and moulded into shape by everything she did’ (Self 1992, 54). She goes from passive to active, and though she does not ‘consider herself to be male’, she feels free from those ‘surly bonds and surly girly locks’ (Self 1992, 56). Following a logic of chiastic inversion, Bull discovers a new feeling of ‘vulnerability’, becomes ‘uncharacteristically snappy’ as his vagina develops (Self 1992, 141). Similarly, Mantrapped, that dramatizes the soul swap of Trisha and Peter, re‐associates gender features with the biological ones. Peter’s wife Doralee observes the body of her husband Peter inhabited by Trisha’s mind and notes: ‘The Peter body took out a cigarette and thought about lighting it. […] It might be that the body of Peter was succumbing to stress and taking his first cigarette after three years, or it might be that the soul Trisha was a habitual smoker’ (loc. 2165). The behaviour of the character blurs the lines between the memory of the body and the mind that it hosts. While the plots seem to suggest that gender is performative rather than fixed, Self’s transgression of bodily limits and Weldon’s soul swap serve a different agenda. Indeed, the physical and psychological mutations re‐establish a clear connection between body and identity, sex and gender. All the while seeming to blur these distinctions, Self’s novellas actually reinforce them by a systematic logic of chiastic substitutions and Weldon’s novel reveals the influence of the body on the constitution of one’s identity. In Self’s novellas, the body is violently invaded by the other, becomes the other, estranged‚ and subsequently becomes either violent towards the other or subjected to the violence of the other. Self retains the hermaphroditic idea of loss of the self and of identity overthrown by alterity. The satirical tone of both novellas, combined with the representation of the breakdown of moral limits‚ invites the reader to reinstate those lost boundaries. Brian Finney expresses this idea in ‘The Sweet Smell of Excess’:


[Self] is celebrating both the act of transgression and the re‐inscription of limits at the same time. The point of constantly subjecting all such limits to the caustic scrutiny of one who transgresses them, is that the re‐inscription frequently involves drawing new limits that redefine the homogenous norm.

(Finney 1999)


The representation of a desacralized world, the act of emptying a myth of origins – the myth of androgyny – of its explanatory dimension turns it into an ominous figuration of the collapsing boundaries. Pointing at the porosity of these limits, Self’s fiction ultimately invites the reader to re‐establish and redraw them.

Overall, with the notable exceptions of Will Self’s fantastic metamorphoses of Carol and Bull in Cock and Bull and magical occurrences in Jeanette Winterson’s and Fay Weldon’s works, the late‐twentieth‐century and early‐twenty‐first‐century literature is marked by a general move from speculative dystopias – such as Angela Carter’s The Passion of New Eve, (1977) – or experimental utopias featuring gender issues – such as Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Left Hand of Darkness (1969), or Brigid Brophy’s In Transit (1969) – to a more realistic representation of the diversity of gender identities. Most of the 1990s and noughties literary productions are dedicated to re‐create and give life to real‐life gender benders such as Billy Tipton, James Miranda Barry‚ or Dan Leno. Such novels aim at pluralizing the figurations of the mythical Androgynes, embodied in transgender, transsexual, intersexual, ungendered‚ and non‐binary individuals, whose plural identities allow to rethink the relationship to alterity in terms of openness and vulnerability.
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Note


	1 Such contrastive definitions are foregrounded in the critical works of Frederic Monneyron (1996), Jean Libis (1980) or Ruth Gilbert (2002) who all stress the original semantic opposition between the two terms.
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Approaches to Modern Contemporary Drama

KEVIN DE ORNELLAS



Introduction

It is difficult to even begin to fully summarize the complicated range of drama that has flourished in the British Isles in recent decades. Indeed, just defining what modern drama is and when it began would be a substantial job of work in itself. There are a few possible approaches to an organized study of postwar dramatic writing. One obvious way would be to start with an author‐based account of the major playwrights of the era. British drama of the late 1950s was dominated by a new wave of young playwrights; influenced to differing degrees by the contradictory approaches of the alienating, political expressionism of Bertolt Brecht, the absurdist despair seen in plays by Samuel Beckett, by the tragic American epics of Eugene O’Neill and Arthur Miller, and by the still‐influential naturalism of Anton Chekhov, Henrik Ibsen‚ and August Strindberg, these young writers reacted consciously against the staid West End melodramas, cosy detective dramas‚ and unchallenging farces of the mid‐twentieth century. Many of these young playwrights became household names. Many of them, like Jonson and Shakespeare in their era, were actors as well as writers, so they understood the practical business of staging an arresting, performable, conversation‐provoking play. These actor‐sensitive writers included Harold Pinter, who would eventually win a Nobel Prize and become synonymous with drama of menacing, unexplained violence, Arnold Wesker, who wrote over forty plays in a controversial career that ended with a long, whimpering tail and John Osborne, whose 1956 play, Look Back in Anger, defined this new wave of challenging, sometimes‐unpleasant plays that did not offer simple, crowd‐pleasing diversion. It is worth noticing that all of these writers flopped when they tried literary genres other than playwrighting or screenwriting: all of them wrote ill‐received novels, poems‚ and non‐fictional work. Acting and playwrighting was the only thing in which they professionally excelled. Playwrighting is a distinctive accomplishment: it requires great verbal inventiveness, knowledge of the practicalities of stage business‚ and (usually) the simple ability to tell a story well. Britain and Ireland produced many such playwrights in the 1950s and 1960s: to Osborne, Pinter‚ and Wesker we could add John Arden, Shelagh Delaney, Brian Friel, John Hopkins, Ann Jellicoe‚ and John Whiting. Later playwrights of lasting consequence include Howard Barker, Edward Bond, Howard Brenton, Caryl Churchill, Andrea Dunbar, David Edgar, Michael Frayn, David Hare, Sarah Kane, John B. Keane, John McGrath, Tom Murphy, Peter Nichols, Christina Reid, Anthony Shaffer‚ and Peter Shaffer. All of those writers produced substantial bodies of original, provocative work that merit intense study.

Other ways to make sense of British and Irish drama are possible. One could study not playwrights but playing companies: studies of 1970s, politically focused companies, such as, for example, Joint Stock or the Monstrous Regiment, would be very productive. It can pay to study a director rather than a playwright: drama of the 1950s and 1960s would have been very different without the contrasting influences of huge director personalities such as Peter Brook, John Dexter‚ and Peter Hall. Matthew Dunster is a twenty‐first‐century director whose productions of old stories such as Doctor Faustus, Macbeth, 1984 [sic], Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, and The Seagull are distinctive enough to form a sort of corpus of their own. Following the career of stage actors can be itself instructive: someone who studied every play production enhanced by the acting of Simon Russell Beale would know a great deal about both classical and modern drama. Probably, though, the best way to begin to get a grasp of modern drama is to engage with types of plays, with genres. Categorizing a modern play can be difficult – it is many centuries since a play could be simply defined as a tragedy, comedy‚ or history. But certain plays reflect and refract preoccupations of their times in a manner that can clearly be identified and categorized. For example, the feminist play, as exemplified in the work of Churchill, is an obvious sort of play to study. The modern‐day absurdist play could be categorized and studied profitably. New genres continue to emerge: for example, the verbatim play was novel in the 1990s but is now an established genre of politicized drama – such plays explore the impact of traumatic political and social controversies such as Bloody Sunday, the Stephen Lawrence murder, the 2003 invasion of Iraq‚ and the imprisonment and torture of supposed terrorists at Guantanamo Bay. The In‐Your‐Face drama of the 1990s is a worthy area of study, as is the Shakespeare adaptation play – an ongoing phenomenon that includes rewrites of King Lear and Timon of Athens by Bond, of The Merchant of Venice by Wesker, and of Hamlet by Barker. In this chapter‚ the generic/type approach is taken. Three sorts of plays are accounted for: the gay play, the campus play‚ and the Irish storytelling play. There is no effort at comprehensiveness. The goal is to offer a sense of the sheer range of possibilities inherent in the various forms of modern and contemporary drama and to inspire readers to appreciate plays: to read them, to see them in the theatre – and even to write, act‚ or direct them.



The Gay Play: Volcano; Bent; Beautiful Thing; Bomber’s Moon

The greatest gay playwright of the twentieth century was, undoubtedly, Noël Coward. But that is a limiting, problematic assertion. Coward was never referred to as a gay playwright during his lifetime. He died in cultural, financial‚ and, arguably, social exile in Jamaica in 1973 – just six years after the decriminalization of homosexuality in Britain. Coward’s personal homosexuality was a sort of open secret – as it was for many theatrical practitioners of the first seven decades of that century. Coward, in fact, asked his semi‐official biographer, Sheridan Morley, to not mention his homosexuality in print until after his death. Coward, according to Morley, simply did not want to upset little old ladies who had enjoyed his plays over the decades. So, Coward had no public profile as a gay playwright as such. He certainly would not have welcomed such a reputation. This reputation has developed since the 1990s when two things happened with Coward studies: first, revivals of major and lesser known Coward plays flourished as producers realized that Coward’s plays could still be lucrative; and, second, academics, spurred on partly by the growth of Queer Theory, saw in Coward’s plays an undertone of gay dissent and, hence, saw a sort of fashionable gender radicalism that was not previously associated with Coward.

Coward, indeed, had been, largely, theatrically and academically dismissed since the angry young men of the late 1950s wrote him off as a prewar, glamour‐seeking lightweight. It was wrong to write Coward off in the 1950s – some of the young dramatists, including John Osborne, take credit for publicly saying that at the time. The reason that it is limiting and problematic to say that Coward was the century’s greatest gay playwright is not just because Coward’s own homosexuality was not for public consumption, but because he is simply the greatest playwright of the century‚ period. Before 1945 Coward proved himself to be a master of many forms of drama. The Vortex is a Hamlet‐influenced melodrama about an oedipal struggle between a drug‐addicted young man and his mother. Private Lives, ostensibly a wife‐swapping comedy, is a blistering satire on the emptiness of the directionless, amoral, time‐passing, empty day‐filling rich, as is Hay Fever, a play that dramatizes supercilious nastiness exuded by a family with too much money and too little social conscience. In Hay Fever, a rich family whose smugness is encapsulated in their surname, Bliss, seek to establish their superiority over others by inviting guests simply to laugh at them. Exactly the same thing occurs in Coward’s ghost comedy, Blithe Spirit. There, a medium is hired simply so that she can be laughed at – she turns the tables and the mockers become mocked – a common Coward trope. Post‐Mortem, one of many lesser known Coward plays, is a ferocious attack on the detached, moneyed, middle‐aged business leaders, media moguls‚ and politicians who sent millions of young men to their deaths in the 1910s. More gently, Present Laughter is a fairly good‐natured lampoon of the pretensions both of commercially minded actors and of earnest young playwrights. Relative Values is an even more gentle satire – this time on Anglo‐American relations. Easy Virtue is more bitter: it is a play about a woman’s hypocritical profession of strong, family‐based morality juxtaposed with her flagrant attempts to ruin her son’s marriage. Most of these prewar plays were set in a recognizable present‚ but Coward could mine the past too: the musical comedy, Conversation Piece, is a musical set in Regency Brighton; The Marquis is set in eighteenth‐century France. With a more recent historical setting, Cavalcade is an epic saga about an ordinary, arguably idealized British family, a family metonymically representing Britain as a whole, as it deals with the vagaries and vicissitudes of the first half of a most turbulent century. Tonight at 8.30 is a collection of nine short plays including comedies, narratives of doomed romance, farces‚ and musicals. All this – and Coward also flourished as a noted stage and screen actor and director, a prolific songwriter, a world‐famous if idiosyncratic singer, an amusing diarist, a self‐effacing, witty autobiographer, an adequate poet, an uninfluential but diverting novelist and short prose fiction writer, a decent fine artist and, perhaps above all, the dominant compiler of the revue format popular at the time. It is reductive to think of Coward as a mere playwright let alone as a gay playwright.

Coward’s theatrical achievements alone are unparalleled. He has never had the social influence of Henrik Ibsen, the political influence of Bertolt Brecht‚ or the philosophical influence of Samuel Beckett, but as a theatrical storyteller, as an entertainer‚ and as a versatile, generic innovator‚ Coward is matchless. It is common to think that Coward was a spent force creatively after World War II. It is true that none of his plays or musicals had the impact of his great 1920s and 1930s plays, revues‚ and musicals. That is a shame because Coward’s wealth and fame did not distract him from restlessly testing the theatrical form. Many of these postwar plays are being re‐examined. Peace in Our Time is a pioneering counterfactual play that asks a very difficult question – in the event of a Nazi conquest of Britain‚ would Britons have behaved with selfless heroism or with feckless collaborative passivity? Nude with Violin is a satire on pretension in the fine arts world. Waiting in the Wings is a mortality‐conscious play about scabrous old actresses who have brought their decades‐old feud into their retirement home. Some of Coward’s postwar plays deal with homosexuality in a forthright, open way. It is commonplace to assert that Coward’s prewar plays engage with suppressed homosexuality in an oblique, allusive way. It is an arresting but unprovable hypothesis that the unspeakable subject of same‐sex desire is in fact spoken in code in many of these plays. The code was necessary because plays had to be passed for public performance by the Lord Chamberlain – an office that remained effective until 1968. With homosexuality illegal during the period, it was simply not possible for playwrights to explicitly address the issue.

Many of Coward’s characters seem gay and seem traumatized by society’s refusal to countenance this gayness: the young male lead of The Vortex can clearly be seen as a distressed, suppressed gay, for example. Design For Living dramatizes, albeit comically, the stresses suffered by the participants in a bizarre, claustrophobic love triangle between two men and a woman. Still Life, one of the nine short plays in the Tonight at 8.30 cycle, more famous in its cinematic adaptation, Brief Encounter, constructs with great empathy the emotional and sexual frustrations of a housewife, Laura, who passionately loves a dashing medical practitioner, Alec, but feels duty‐bound to remain wedded to her decent but dull husband. It is common to say that the forbidden love of Laura and Alec is a metaphor for all forbidden love – especially the forbidden same‐sex love that Coward himself supposedly felt so frustrated by. As stated before, the suggestion is arresting but unprovable. The same could be said of Coward’s operetta, Bitter Sweet. There, a young woman, Sari, is, like Laura, torn between respectability and romantic adventure. The elopement of Sari with her young, exciting lover is seen as socially transgressive in the constricted nineteenth‐century era of the operetta’s setting. It is impossible to prove, but, equally, impossible to disprove the suggestion that the forbidden love for the music teacher is a metaphor for forbidden gay love. By the late 1950s, Coward, now the subject of constant critical obloquy, was struggling to have commercial success with his plays and musicals. Some of these plays were not even performed in his lifetime – it is no coincidence that a play that was not performed until 2012, 1958’s Volcano, is one of Coward’s most explicitly gay‐conscious plays. It is set on an island a long way from Britain; it is centred on a gathering of colonial friends (who are transparently based on Coward’s own circle of moneyed, commercially minded artistic friends). The titular volcano is a symbolic analogue to another thing that is going to erupt: a revelation that one of the married men has had a serious homosexual affair with a friend. It seems quaint that such a matter would be shocking now – but, had the play been performed in London in the late 1950s‚ Coward may have been seen to have had some things in common with the angry, fashionable, supposedly provocative‚ and challenging playwrights then in vogue. One of Coward’s last stage works, 1967’s two‐act play, A Song at Twilight, covers similar ground to Volcano in that it centres on the long‐suppressed gay tendencies of its leading male figure, the elderly writer, Hugo. Hugo is determined to hide all evidence of his serious past homosexuality. He is ashamed not so much of his participation in homosexual acts but of the fact that the public will know that his married life was a hypocritical sham. So, implicitly sometimes and explicitly sometimes, the theme of the demonization of gay love is a recurrent theme throughout the phenomenal oeuvre of Noël Coward.

Martin Sherman was born in America but has lived in Britain for many years and considers himself at least partly British. So, his play, Bent, which opened at London’s Royal Court Theatre in 1979, can properly be thought of as a British play. It is a difficult play to watch. It is a depiction of the most violent apotheosis of homophobia – the Nazi persecution of gay men and lesbians. That said, the play’s title gives a clue about Sherman’s allegorical concern not just with historical persecution of gays but with general, continuing hatred of gays – ‘bent’, is, of course, an all‐too‐familiar word used to denigrate homosexuals. The play’s main character, Max, is a perhaps stereotypically promiscuous gay man enjoying life in 1930s Berlin. But, of course, the jackboot of Nazism comes to crush his world. A more discreetly gay relative tries to help him flee to France‚ but that fails. Max, a flawed individual who has much akin with Oedipus, Othello‚ and Willy Loman as a tragic protagonist, lies to the Nazi guards. Wrongly, he believes that Jews will be treated better than homosexuals‚ so he pretends to be a Jew. He meets another prisoner, Horst, with whom he falls in love with. In the horror of the concentration camp, the imaginations and words of the lovers are conveyed with surprising, transcendent romanticism. Horst is soon shot dead by the guards; the tragic hero, Max, deliberately kills himself on an electric fence; he has died rather than suppress his homosexuality any further. The play connects anti‐Semitism with homophobia – that is hardly a surprise as Sherman is both proudly Jewish and proudly homosexual. The surprising thing about the play is the intensity of its representation of same‐sex love and its astonishingly upbeat suggestion that love can flourish even in what Primo Levi considered hell come to earth: the Nazi concentration camp. Many plays about gay love were successful in the 1980s and 1990s. Some of these plays, like the influential Bent, juxtapose societal contempt for homosexuals with other forms of bigotry and persecution.

1993’s Beautiful Thing by Jonathan Harvey is refreshing because although it depicts homophobic bullying in its early scenes, it ends with an upbeat depiction of two South London teenagers, Jamie and Ste, dancing slowly to the (nearly) unanimous approval of their council estate relatives and neighbours. Bomber’s Moon, a 2015 play by William Ivory, is also an ultimately upbeat story about gay love – detractors might think that it is slightly Whiggish is its assumptions about modern‐day acceptance of homosexuality. The play is an intense, two‐actor play about an irascible, rather grotty and unpleasant resident of a nursing home, Jimmy, and his developing friendship with his carer, a well‐intentioned but troubled Christian, David. Jimmy, who was played with bilious frankness by the eighty‐year‐old James Bolam during the play’s opening run at the new Park Theatre at Finsbury, North London, is vulgar, unsavoury‚ and apparently fixated on his now‐useless penis, his malodorousness‚ and his bowel movements. But the awful old man has a heroic past for two reasons. Jimmy was an RAF gunner during the war – long‐dead veterans of World War I and, especially, still‐living veterans of World War II‚ are revered with uncritical, hagiographic esteem in modern‐day, poppy‐fixated Britain. Also, it turns out, Jimmy enjoyed, during the War, a requited, flourishing love affair with a fellow male recruit. Decades later, he remains proud of this love affair. Indeed, the unappetizing, unhygienic, vulgar old man ultimately winds up spouting quite sentimental assertions about love of any sort being the only thing that ultimately matters. The arguably Whiggish suggestion is that Jimmy represents and even symbolizes a Britain that is vulgar and combative on the surface but ultimately decent underneath – and proud of its gay past. Once, the homosexual practices of Brian Epstein, John Gielgud, Alan Turing (and Noël Coward) were unmentionable secrets of the historical past. Now, in the discourse of Ivory’s play, Jimmy’s historic homosexuality is something to be as celebrated as much as his Nazi‐killing war‐time service.

The gay play is now common. The drive for full equality for gay people remains vital and necessary: homophobic attacks continue to proliferate in Britain and Ireland and, shockingly, same‐sex marriage is still illegal in one part of the British Isles – Northern Ireland. But the gay play is now a standard component of contemporary theatre. Indeed, I would think now that audiences who go to see a play centred on gay love are not going to see a ‘gay play’ but simply ‘a play’.



The Campus Play: Butley, The Philanthropist, Educating Rita

The campus novel is a well‐defined and much analyzed form of prose fiction. It has a less noticed dramatic equivalent: the campus play. The campus play, simply, depicts, unflatteringly, the follies and deluded grandeur of academics. This style of play flourished in the 1970s and 1980s at a time when student numbers in British universities increased markedly and when academics enjoyed both job security and now‐unimaginable prestige. More people went to university to study: these individuals were exposed to the curious mixture of arrogance and hypersensitivity that lesser academics manifest. Many studied the supposedly soft subject of English literature. Some of these students wrote plays about their experiences being taught by these then‐influential English literature‐teaching academics who were not subject to the scrutiny and target‐orientated working conditions that are familiar now.

The origin of the form is American: often thought of, quite accurately, as a melodramatic depiction of a lengthy fight between a failing, mutually dependent but mutually despising married couple, Edward Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf, 1962, serves also as an ancestor of the campus play. Its anti‐hero, George, a sort of middle‐aged Jimmy Porter, is an ineffectual history professor in a minor American college. Frustrated and embittered, having hit the glass ceiling some years before, George has no passion for his work and no respect for his colleagues or his college’s hierarchy. Bored and reduced to heavy drinking to pass the time – in that period unambitious, research‐eschewing academics could have a lot of time on their hands ‐ George is bereft of pride in his profession. He is too unimpressive to be wanted by any other university; and he is too secure and complacent to face concern about dismissal from the institution that gives him his livelihood. He is a small man in a small world. Dyspeptic and aggressive, yet also lonely and vulnerable, George is a model for the title character in Simon Gray’s 1971 play, Butley. Like Albee’s play, Butley takes place over just a few hours. During this catastrophic day, Butley, a once promising but now jealous and resentful T.S. Eliot expert who has basically gone to seed, spouts venom at friends, colleagues and, in a way unimaginable in this century when students must be mollycoddled, praised‚ and catered for uncritically, at the people he is supposed to be teaching. Butley is a menacing individual: the first production, in London’s Criterion Theatre, was, not uncoincidentally, directed by Harold Pinter, a dramatist renowned for constructing male characters who spout uncontrolled, inexplicable rage. The actor in the title role was the physically imposing Alan Bates. Academics can work in claustrophobic, small offices. The Criterion is a small, pokey theatre: spending over two hours in the company of Butley is almost akin to spending several hours in captivity with this loud, overbearing, ferocious, growling, polysyllabically confrontational, sarcastic individual. Like, George, though, Butley is crumbling. Over the course of a ferocious few hours he loses the things that once held him together: passion for his subject, his wife, his close friend and colleague (and possible lover), Richard. Ultimately, Butley is lonely. He is bored. He has too much time on his hands and likes the sound of his own voice too much.

Academics passing the time is a persistent trope seen in another campus play of the period, Christopher Hampton’s 1971 ‘bourgeois comedy’, The Philanthropist, which is a response to Molière’s The Misanthrope. The title character of Hampton’s play is Philip, a well‐meaning but ineffectual philology scholar at a vaguely defined ‘university town’. Philip professes to like everybody and everything. This is benign but means that he is bereft of critical judgement or strength of conviction. This academic drives people around him to fury because he can never be assertive, can never hold a firm opinion‚ and can never retain a commitment to a person or a thing. His unambitious friend, Don, has a symbolically significant name. He is a stereotypical ‘don’, an academic who is self‐avowedly idle and time‐serving, utterly secure in his undemanding post and dedicated to having as cosy and as pleasant time as possible. The play starts sensationally. There is a sort of play‐within‐the‐play as a student reads out a play that he has written. Philip, so far up his philological rear end that he cannot offer any helpful criticism, likes the play, but Don is bored by it. Not realizing that his prop gun is loaded, the student shoots himself dead. It is an opening that is both deadly and farcical. Significantly, the academics are not damaged or traumatized seriously by the lethal mishap; Don even jokes about it in a later scene. Hampton’s satiric point is that solipsistic academics are so ensconced in their own petty world that they hardly notice others, not even doomed students. Later on, the assassination earlier that day of virtually the whole British cabinet is mentioned: Philip has not even heard this seismic news – that is the huge extent of his removal from reality. He is more interested in making up clever but fundamentally useless anagrams. He lives in the tallest of ivory towers. For Philip and Don, their small, unscrutinized lives, which largely involve drinking and bedding young, wrong‐headed, easily impressed female graduate students are more important than grave matters of state.

The male academic in Willy Russell’s 1980 play, Educating Rita, Dr Frank Bryant, is removed from reality in ways similar to Butley and Philip. But he faces an intrusion from the so‐called real world in the form of the other figure in this intense two‐character play: Rita. Like Butley and Philip‚ he has lost interest in his challenging subject – in fact, once a promising poet, he has given up creative writing altogether. Like Butley and Philip (and like their American ancestor, George), he has resorted to heavy drinking to pass the lonely hours. For some reason, Frank has agreed to take on an Open University tutee, the (relatively) mature Rita. Rita is earthy, married, working‐class‚ and bereft of articulate sophistication. Symbolized in two typographical characters, the play shows the complacent, moneyed, secure bourgeoisie being met, challenged‚ and exposed by the insecure, struggling, restless inquisition of the council home tenant. She can speak confidently and does so voluminously – but expresses herself through gritty monosyllables and babbling, digressive gossip. Educating Rita is a dated play: the class‐conscious, north‐western English Russell was able to depict a binary between the middle‐class, academic world and the blue‐collar, proletarian background of Rita in a way that would not be so clear today. Rita is awed by the façade of the university, intimidated by its pompous hierarchies and its ostentatious castle made out of books and pretence. As Frank and Rita get to know each other, Rita bats off his initially sleazy interest in her (Frank’s sleaziness is one of many aspects of the play that was toned down for the film version). She wisely learns to love the literature itself but learns not to be impressed by the academics who spout highfaluting rhetoric about the literature. Increasingly, Macbeth and Peer Gynt will matter more to her than Frank. She has seen through Frank; she sees his loneliness; she sees that he hides his frustration and deadened ambition behind his castle of books. She is like Dorothy in Oz: she has been at first overwhelmed by a campus milieu that intimidates her but soon navigates the unfamiliar territory and, newly confident and self‐assured, finds ultimately that the wizard/academic is not that impressive after all. Taken together, these plays show desperate middle‐aged men trapped in seemingly privileged but ultimately dead‐end positions. The campus play was a product of its time – a time when academics could get away with cruising through a decades‐long career of unproductive, self‐deluding arrogance. The Butleys, Dons‚ and Franks have long been excised from the contemporary campus. They serve as exaggerated, repulsive‚ but poignant reminders of a time when academics and their university employers were just not as accountable as they are now.



The Irish Storytelling Play: Friel, McGuinness, McPherson

In the 2015 Welsh play by Robin Soans, Crouch, Touch, Pause, Engage, the hero of the play, a barely fictionalized version of the accomplish Rugby Union international, Gareth Thomas, tells a simple story about his realization that he was gay, his surreptitious homosexual affairs, and, eventually, his pioneering coming out. Thomas’ character controls the narrative so the audience understands his dilemma, feels his shame‚ and shares in the triumph of the near‐universal welcome to his eventual honesty about his sexual identity. Although it uses some sophisticated narrative techniques adopted from verbatim theatre and juxtaposes these with sometimes uproariously funny, earthy dialogue, the play can be interpreted as a celebration of theatrical storytelling. Because theatre is, at heart, simply the telling of a story by people pretending to be other people – the fundamental act of storytelling connects the simply presented, Leftist agit‐prop of Ewan MacColl’s Red Megaphone street theatre troupe of the 1930s with the multi‐million‐pound, slick glamour of today’s West End musicals. The necessity of coherent storytelling in theatrical presentation was, of course, challenged by sundry forms of modernist, absurdist, surrealist‚ and otherwise experimental drama of the mid‐twentieth century, but, fundamentally, even expressionist, non‐naturalistic drama tells a story, even if we are in no way asked to suspend our disbelief – the didactic plays of Brecht are an exemplar of that tendency. Brecht reminds us that we are in a theatre, tells us that the action is not real, bars us from identifying sympathetically with any of the characters, offers no attempt to show an unmediated reality – and tells us how we should react to the action that he has unfolded. This is done through a variegated range of theatrical techniques that serve to continually remind us of the artificiality of the constructed lessons that Brecht delivers. But Brecht’s plays always tell a story – about a deluded woman who will not stop selling her wares, about a persecuted scientific pioneer, or about the resistible rise of a sordid tyrant. Storytelling is a massive part of Welsh culture, of course, so it is no surprise that Welsh plays often seem to celebrate storytelling, memory. In The Wood, a 2018 remembrance play by Owen Thomas, a Somme survivor, the elderly Dan, returns to the scene of the battle and meets the ghost of a victim, Billy – the dead Billy has somehow blessed the union of his widow with his friend. Bereft of bitterness or resentment, the Ghost, a sort of opposite of Banquo or Old Hamlet, presents himself as a willing sacrificial lamb. His selflessness, then, becomes a sort of mythic summation of the Welsh sacrifice as a whole. In Land of Our Fathers, a gruelling, claustrophobic 1979‐set, 2015 play by Chris Urch about trapped, doomed miners, men must literally keep each other alive through comradeship, through language, through storytelling. One of the miners even performs his party piece – reciting the entire Periodic Table. A phenomenal theatrical coup – as an actor’s memory test it recalls Lucky’s monologue in Waiting for Godot – the recital of the list of elements is itself an act of storytelling. Storytelling is a way of imposing order, a way of making sense out of one‐thing‐after‐the‐otherness. The Periodic Table, one of civilisation’s defining registers of intellectual progress, is the paradigmatic icon of making order out of seeming chaos. In reciting the entire list of elements, then, the character is attempting to bring a constructed sense of order into a trapped world that is now bereft of order, of history, and of hope.

Scottish plays too often focus on stories and storytelling. Scotland’s ancient past is sometimes engaged with as writers pursue a form of drama that speaks to but is not dependent on English drama. Mary Queen of Scots Got Her Head Chopped Off, a 1987 play by Liz Lochhead, is, despite its flippant title, a serious response to Anglocentric stories about the emblematic conflict between the Scottish Stuarts and the last Tudor, Elizabeth I. The epic 2014 trilogy about early Stuart kings by Rona Munro, The James Plays, adopts the format of the English Elizabethan history play and through a Scottish‐centred narrative and through self‐consciously Scottish linguistic inventiveness tells a story that challenges usual assumptions about which stories from the island’s history require constant retelling.

This emphasis on stories is seen even more consistently in Irish drama. The anti‐story stories of Samuel Beckett notwithstanding, Irish dramatists, from Shaw and Yeats onwards, have often centralized stories and storytelling. Brian Friel’s plays often centre on memory and storytelling. His breakthrough play, 1964’s Philadelphia, Here I Come, plays with theatrical form to show us the complexities of storytelling. The main character is a frustrated rural youth called Gar. Gar is there in the action, interacting ineffectually with the other characters – garrulous female relatives, weathered, unambitious male relatives, a woman who has not returned his love‚ and jack‐the‐lad friends. That is Public Gar – the character seen by the other characters. But another Gar is present – Private Gar. This Gar speaks to the audience. Public Gar is happy‐go‐lucky, emotionally invincible, an ordinary man in a conformist rural backwater. But Private Gar is sensitive, lonely, a trifle desperate. He confides in us: he tells us the story of his life in a way that Public Gar cannot. The play, then, may be seen as a sort of ironic reflection of the theatre’s capacity to tell stories, a capacity not available in then‐Catholic, emigration‐provoking, repressed rural Ireland. Later Friel plays are often focused on the act of memory, of storytelling. Freedom of the City, a 1973 play, is one of the first attempts made to tell a story that could make sense of the apparently senseless massacre of Catholic civilians by British soldiers in Derry on 30 January 1972 – Bloody Sunday. Translations, 1980, is a difficult play about the historic suppression of the Irish language by British imperial forces (Harold Pinter may have been influenced by this play when writing his one‐act play about native language suppression, 1988’s Mountain Language). Friel’s play exploits theatrical ingenuity to remind us of the artificiality of imposed language as well as the artificiality of language itself and the politics behind language: some of the actors, for example, speak in English though the audience knows that their characters are speaking in Irish – it is a sort of Brechtian distancing technique. Irish is to be eliminated, written out of history. English is to be imposed verbally and on maps. It is not just stories and how narratives are presented that are important: control over the language itself is what matters to the domineering, tyrannical, foreign regime. Making History is a 1988 play about the shaping of narrative, a deceptively sophisticated engagement with the cliché about winners getting to write history: in that play, set in the early 1600s, the winners of the Nine Years’ War will get to ‘make history’ – that is, to tell the stories that will influence future assumptions. Give Me Your Answer Do! is an unflattering portrait of an ageing writer whose own life is as fictitious as his prose narratives – he is a sort of heterosexual, seedier version of Hugo from Coward’s A Song at Twilight. 1979’s Faith Healer is perhaps Friel’s most self‐evident exploration of the self‐assuring process of personal storytelling. Three characters, through long monologues that test the patience of an audience, tell us their versions of events in the past that inadequately explain the death of Hardy, the faith healer – the three narratives, like the four Gospels, do not exactly correlate. Storytelling is subjective, self‐interested, self‐preserving and, above all, unreliable. In Friel’s most triumphantly successful play, 1990’s Dancing at Lughnasa, the break‐up of a poor but once fecund Irish family is told through the retrospective viewpoint of a man who was young during the events dramatized. The adult Michael Evans (we could call him Private Michael) watches the young Michael (we could call him Public Michael) interacting with the other characters in the past – a past reconstructed thorough two channels of storytelling – Michael’s memory and Friel’s imagination.

Frank McGuinness, like Friel, was born in Donegal. That aside, the two dramatists have little in common apart from their plays’ self‐conscious investment in storytelling tropes. McGuinness’ early play, The Factory Girls, 1982, a witty play about charismatic women workers taking over a shirt‐making business from feckless managers and ineffectual union leaders, owes as much to Coronation Street as it does to Brecht‐influenced political drams of the 1970s by writers such as John McGrath, David Hare‚ and David Edgar. It tells, subtly, stories about Catholic Church judgement of and interference in people’s life choices, about rural decline‚ and about the disposability of cheap women workers. His 1989 play, Carthaginians, is a slightly more oblique response to Bloody Sunday than Friel’s The Freedom of the City. Its characters tell stories to help them cope with the trauma caused by the massacre and its self‐perpetuatingly violent consequences. His intense, claustrophobic, three‐actor play, 1992’s Someone Who’ll Watch Over Me, is an exploration of male bonding and extreme mental stress in a most trying, captive situation. Not surprisingly, those characters tell many a story to pass the time. McGuinness, a formidable intellectual, and a man of notably tolerant political and social views, has often expressed anger at the active discouragement of lifestyles or views that run contrary to the Irish state as it existed in its first six or seven decades from 1921 onwards. His play Gates of Gold, a 2002 play about the intimate private lives of Micheál McLiammóir and Hilton Edwards, is his most vividly celebratory account of gay love in a country that did not legalize same‐sex relationships until 1993. A gay man himself, McGuinness has obvious affection for artistic sorts who loved whom they wanted despite the views of Church, state‚ and reactionary social orthodoxies.

A great number of Irish men fought for the British against the Germans in World War I (and in World War II) – but, alleges McGuinness, their stories have been written out of an ‘official’ Irish narrative that only privileges stories told by those who fought in properly ‘Irish’ causes such as against the British at the Rising of 1916, during the War of Independence, against Franco in the 1930s‚ or for the UN in the Congo in the early 1960s. Ireland has a very selective military memory, McGuinness suggests. So he is profoundly serious when he tells us that his 1985 play, Observe the Sons of Ulster Marching Towards the Somme, is a reaction to the Irish silence about men who fought and died with and for the British. In part, McGuinness is responding to the 1928 expressionist play, The Silver Tassie, by Sean O’Casey, a self‐consciously Socialist play that laments the wrong headedness of naïve Irishmen who, initially cheerfully, fought for the King against the Kaiser. O’Casey denigrates the decision to fight for the British – McGuinness pointedly does not. The characters in McGuinness’ play are hard‐bitten Ulster Protestants, men who instinctively seek rule from London, not Dublin. (Similar ground is covered in Somme Day Mourning, a lesser, 1990s play by the Ulster Loyalist writer and activist, Brian Ervine). Their stories should not be ignored, dismissed, but rather incorporated into a pluralist Irish national narrative, insists McGuinness. McGuinness’ later plays retain a focus on the conflicting storytelling traditions that arise when the Irish meet the English. His play of 1997, Mutabilitie, is a cerebral play set in a fanciful 1590s, about the clash of cultures evident when various heavyweights of Elizabethan culture (Shakespeare, Spenser) meet and fail to comprehend the foreignness of sixteenth‐century, Aboriginal, othered Ireland. And his recent play, 2016’s Donegal, is a partial musical about a Donegal family of country‐music‐performing celebrities who tell delusional stories about their ongoing success that bear little relation to the declining record sales and concert attendances that signify their descent into cultural irrelevance and financial enfeeblement. Taken as a whole, McGuinness’ plays are plays about storytelling, about the complexities of Irish identities‚ and about the suppression of stories deemed to be vexatious to simplistic versions of the Irish national narrative.

Conor McPherson is a contemporary master of the Irish storytelling play. His 1997 play, The Weir, features characters who all have involved stories to tell: some of the stories are deeply troubling; one story, indeed, about a paedophile who wants to be buried near a young girl, seems to summarize Ireland’s much‐delayed acknowledgement of the country’s darkest open secret: the tolerance of sexual abuse of children by individuals and institutions. His earlier, three‐actor play, This Lime Tree Bower (1995), has characters telling about past traumas too: as with The Weir, sexual violence is a key story – one character, Joe, talks about his distress at being wrongfully arrested for the rape of a girl that was committed by a treacherous friend. The play owes something to the campus play because a family friend, Ray, is a disaffected academic who ruins a guest lecture by an over‐rated visiting professor by fitfully vomiting all over the lecture theatre. Stories of deep seriousness overlap with stories of ribald foolishness.

Ulster drama of the 1970s, 1980s‚ and 1990s was, unsurprisingly, dominated by anxieties about the ‘Troubles’, a vicious and tediously long‐running conflict that lasted ‘officially’ between 1969 and 1998. To misquote Coleridge on Iago, one can interpret Ulster drama of the period as being at attempt to make some order, to tell some sort of sober story about the motiveless malicious madness of the times. Often these Troubles plays explore the impact of violence on ordinary people who are not perpetuators of the violence: for instance, Pentecost by Stewart Parker, written in 1987, is set in a house near a flashpoint area in 1974 where the residents react with uncomprehending fury at the almost apocalyptic levels of violence in their immediate neighbourhood. The Ulster conflict was sometimes referred to as ‘The Long War’ – it went on seemingly forever. The sense of entrapment within this endless violence is spoken of repeatedly by the characters – to paraphrase a character’s memorable prediction: there will be no happy ending for Ulster. Martin Lynch’s plays of the late 1970s and 1980s are more overtly political than the sometimes poetic plays by Parker: his plays uncompromisingly but sensitively show working‐class communities struggling to deal with social unrest, state‐sponsored violence, counterproductive paramilitary armed struggle‚ and low economic expectations. Lynch’s plays, taken as a whole, dignify the communities they depict and underline the worthiness of their stories. Graham Reid’s plays are arguably more bourgeois‚ but his plays too show sensitivity for ordinary Ulster people trying to live ordinary lives. Many plays of the period present ‘across the barricades’, Romeo and Juliet–style stories of frowned‐upon cross‐community love. This trope is seen in Reid’s well‐known ‘Billy’ series of television plays; it is also seen in his 1984 stage play, Remembrance, which, typically, addresses the problems faced by people pursuing cross‐community romance but, untypically, depicts middle‐aged lives rather than young lives – a Protestant widower and a Catholic widow pursue a love affair as their family and friends carp with vicious, bigotry‐driven disapproval. Marie Jones’ 1994 monodrama, A Night in November, is a concentrated narrative about a man who begins to question his own prejudices and strives to acquire a more nuanced outlook on the Troubles and on life and society generally.

The character in Pentecost was wrong: there was, eventually, a (sort of) happy ending to the Ulster Troubles. In 1998, the Belfast Agreement was signed; a masterpiece of ambiguity and well‐intentioned compromise, the Agreement ‘officially’ ended the Troubles. Now, contemporary Northern Irish politics is dominated by one endless argument. This argument is not Brexit, but: ‘Who was to blame for the Troubles?’ This is to an extent parodied in some recent Ulster drama. Owen McCafferty’s play, 2012’s Quietly, for example, dramatizes a meeting between a paramilitary bomber and the son of a man he killed. The stories that the two men have about what happened back in the past bear little relation to each other: it was all your side’s fault, the two basically say repeatedly. As the great Ulster‐born novelist, critic, intellectual (and playwright) C.S. Lewis once suggested, forgiveness seems like a splendid idea until you need to forgive someone. Some Ulster plays tell the stories of people who are unable or unwilling to forgive; these plays dismiss the ‘official’ narrative about a jurisdiction now founded on reconciliation and moving on. Some post‐Troubles plays are much less serious. 50 Shades of Red, White and Blue, a coarse one‐woman 2013 play by Leesa Harker, is ostensibly a bawdy tale about Maggie Muff’s search for sexual diversion. It vitally parodies not just the money‐making ‘mummy porn’ of E.L. James, but also the persistent obsession in Ulster with flags, emblems‚ and sectarian identity politics. Another play for one female actor, Colin Bateman’s Bag for Life, from 2016, is a refreshing take on the vexed legacy of the Troubles; that play is an arresting revenge narrative: the woman tells us the story of the sectarian murder of her brother and, with Hitchcockian levels of suspense and tension, tells us the story about her inventive destruction of the murderer’s life. It is noticeable that in Ulster plays of the Troubles era foreigners rarely appear – unless, as many people would, you count the British soldiers as foreign. Ulster Troubles plays are inherently insular; taken as a whole‚ Ulster drama may even lampoon the conflict’s strange mixture of smallness of geographical scale and international lack of importance with the committed, hysterical seriousness of its perpetuators. Parker’s Pentecost, significantly, has one contemptuous character refer repeatedly to Ulster as ‘Lilliput’: Ulster and its conflict is just not as important as Ulster people think. But, refreshingly, foreigners appear much more frequently in post‐Troubles plays. Quietly has a Polish barman, who quietly washes glasses; he expresses no interest in the sectarian conflict of the recent past even when it explains physical fighting in his pub. A company called Terra Nova specializes in telling stories of the newly diverse, multicultural Northern Ireland. The self‐explanatory title of 2014’s Arrivals, a set of five short plays by different writers, tells us that this company are not interested in accusatory stories about the past but rather in the stories of people who have newly arrived in Ulster: Chinese women who resent the gastronomic atrocity of curry chips, Romanian models‚ and the dyed‐in‐the‐wool locals whose preoccupations and assumptions are challenged by interaction with the ‘arrivals’. Ulster is changing; Ulster drama is changing too, and it will be fascinating to watch its development over the next decade.



Conclusion: Past, Present‚ and Future

The most influential dramatic entertainment of the twenty‐first century is likely to be the jukebox musical premiered in 1999, Mamma Mia! Although sometimes praised for its (light) feminist suggestions and for its celebration of female friendship, the story is a fairly inane one: it involves a young woman on a Greek island trying to find out who her father is. But the story is not important. People who attend the show do not care who wrote the book (Catherine Johnson). Playwrights are not as important as they were. Anecdotal evidence suggests that even theatre‐going people today can struggle to name a single living playwright. What matters to an audience is the familiarity of the ABBA songs, the slickness of the presentation, the escapist, distracting nature of the glitzy stagecraft and, above all, the commitment of the performers and technicians – the standards of contemporary acting, singing, dancing, choreography, lighting, sound‚ and staging are remarkably high. Financial rewards for such hits can be high too: some seventy million people have seen the show during long runs in many countries – it has grossed over two billion dollars. It is a commercial phenomenon that has inspired many other jukebox musicals, most of which combine elaborate, slick staging with facile stories based loosely on pop songs of the late 1900s.

There is nothing inherently wrong with the musical genre. Indeed, not all are superficial or hollow. 1970’s Jesus Christ Superstar, with music by Andrew Lloyd Webber and lyrics by Tim Rice – the Gilbert and Sullivan or Lennon and McCartney of the modern commercial musical – is an arguably reductive retelling of the Gospels. Technically a rock opera rather than a musical, its music is stylistically catholic and variegated – the young Lloyd Webber, it is suggested, deliberately constructed a widely varied musical palate in order to tout for future commissions from any producer who would hire him. Reductive in theological terms it may be, but the book is provocatively intriguing because Jesus is very much presented as a psychologically vulnerable man rather than as a spiritually invincible Son of God. It facilitates a wide range of performative possibilities: it can be slickly and glossily performed in a way that stresses with some flippancy the ahistorically presented celebrity status of Jesus; or it can be staged with earthy grittiness, more seriously, stressing the sacrifice made by God as he condescended to be humiliated by association with base prostitutes, soldiers‚ and traders. Lionel Bart is thought of as a one‐play man: indeed, his 1960 musical Oliver! is even more ubiquitous on professional and amateur stages than Lloyd Webber/Rice behemoths such as Jesus Christ Superstar, Evita, and Cats. But Bart’s Liverpool‐set musical, Maggie Mae, a 1964 work with a book by Alun Owen, was revived at the Finborough Theatre in 2019 and was revealed to be a complicated drama addressing exploitation of workers, proletarian ready violence, corrupt union practices‚ and moral hypocrisy about the perennial presence of prostitution. The musical styles within the piece are as varied and as arresting as they are in Jesus Christ Superstar. The musical adaptation of the Melvyn Bragg novel, The Hired Man, is an unusually serious musical about the impact of World War I on a northern English community as well as the perennially dangerous business of mining. The body count in that work is most unusual for a modern‐day musical entertainment.

There have been some enormously successful non‐musical plays in recent years: they tend to be adaptations of books or films and tend to be spectacular in presentation but conservative in politics and theme – examples include The 39 Steps, The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night‐Time, Harry Potter and the Cursed Child, War Horse, and One Man, Two Guvnors. The modern‐day dramatist knows that there is usually more money in musicals than in ‘straight’ plays: so it is natural for that great modern‐day storyteller, Conor McPherson, to team up with Bob Dylan’s management to produce a jukebox musical based on the storytelling songs of Dylan: the Great Depression–set 2017 work, Girl from the North Country. The major, mainstream theatres of London and the regions are dominated by the musical and the unchallenging blockbuster. But that is by no means the defining essence of modern, contemporary British and Irish drama. Good new plays can be seen everywhere: in pub theatres such as the Finborough at Earl’s Court or the Old Red Lion in Islington; upstairs in the studio space at the Lyric Theatre in Belfast or in the Project Arts Centre in Dublin. Often derided and never appreciated enough, amateur theatre, often with original scripts, flourishes at the annual Ballymoney Drama Festival and in every school and college in the lands. The three greatest living playwrights of our times – Alan Ayckbourn, Alan Bennett‚ and Tom Stoppard are, in their eighties, still writing plays that are theatrically, technically innovative in Ayckbourn’s case, scabrous and pointedly insouciant in Bennett’s case‚ and philosophically cerebral in Stoppard’s case. We should appreciate the work of that triumvirate while they are still with us, just as we should appreciate the work of Vivienne Franzmann, who wrote the 2011 melodrama, Mogadishu, superbly directed by Matthew Dunster at the Royal Exchange Theatre, Manchester, about a black boy’s racially motivated accusation of assault against a teacher; we should appreciate the work of Janice Okoh‚ who writes plays about black families in Britain – about children who live with the corpse of their mother and about fake holy men who exploit naïve woman; and we should appreciate the work of Tanika Gupta‚ who, in 2019, adapted her 2003 version of Hobson’s Choice for a new run at that wonderful in‐the‐round theatre, the Royal Exchange. The original 1916 play, Hobson’s Choice, by Harold Brighouse, is a comedy adaptation of King Lear – which itself is Shakespeare’s adaptation of an anonymous Elizabethan play called The True Chronicle History of King Leir. That play was itself adapted from semi‐mythical historical sources. So, Gupta’s 2019 adaptation is an adaptation of an adaptation of an adaptation of an adaptation of an adaptation. This 2019 production was colourful, entertaining, vital, romantic, comic, serious, cerebral, satirical about patriarchy and about some immigrants’ efforts at assimilation. Bathetic and pathetic, escapist in its comedy blackmail plot but serious in its acknowledgement of racism once suffered by Idi Amin–fleeing Ugandan Asians in 1970s Britain, 2019’s Hobson’s Choice is typical of the beautifully staged, perfectly acted, committed, profound, multicultural drama that is being staged all over these two islands. To gain even a slightly satisfactory knowledge about all of modern, contemporary British and Irish drama would take a lifetime of both book learning and theatrical attendance – it would be a lifetime well spent.
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Verbatim Theatre

CYRIELLE GARSON



Arguably, any account of contemporary British theatre history has to encompass the much‐vaunted explosion of verbatim works on its stages, which has increasingly been met with both critical and commercial success over the past two decades. Indeed, in the United Kingdom, verbatim theatre is now a highly popular subgenre of documentary theatre, whose name (literally, word for word) designates a particular type of performance composition based on actual words spoken by ‘real people’. Typically, these verbatim words have been gathered during a prolonged research phase, and then creatively edited together to form a more or less conventional script. It follows that the outcome of that work meets an audience and is performed by professional actors in a theatre setting. For ethical reasons, it is often necessary to have a written agreement between the creative team and the interviewees, similar to what an ethnographer or oral historian would use in the context of their work. If anything characterizes contemporary British verbatim theatre, it is by far its eclecticism – in terms of the forms it takes, the subjects it explores, the sites it occupies (in and outside the theatre industry), and the diversity of its creators as well as audiences. Inevitably, the following pages can only comprise a partial survey.

Some of the reasons for this unexpected phenomenon – the renaissance of verbatim theatre in Britain since the mid‐1990s – can be found in three major shifts in theatre practice: the fading of what was once named ‘in‐yer‐face theatre’ (Sierz 2001), a significant increase in public subsidy in the 2000s following the results of the Boyden Report, and an important and profound questioning of the dominance of the author/text paradigm in mainstream venues (i.e. the ‘postdramatic turn’ and the rise of the independent sector) combined with significant technological developments. For some commentators, the resurgence of verbatim theatre is also a response to a loss of faith in Britain’s mainstream sources of information and authority. In this context, verbatim theatre is seen as a potential corrective in an age of fake news and alternative facts. The Royal Court, the Tricycle Theatre (known as Kiln Theatre today), and the National Theatre under Nick Hytner’s directorship (2003–2015) can largely be said to have spearheaded a particular intervention in their audiences by staging a certain proportion of verbatim plays within their core programme – a proportion of which reached the West End stages and/or were adapted for television and radio by the BBC – which in turn inspired a whole new generation of artists to experiment with the then rediscovered verbatim methodology in productive ways. In short, the proliferation of these daring and innovative works engaging with the contemporary world by a new generation of writers such as Chris Goode, Alecky Blythe, Robin Soans‚ and Gillian Slovo, as well as more established figures such as David Hare, became somewhat ‘decade‐defining’.

What is more, the influence of verbatim theatre has in effect been so pervasive that it has defined the aesthetic profile of entire British theatre companies, changing in its wake the conventional apparatus of theatre (i.e. distribution of lighting, the stoical artifice of theatre design, the customary ‘theological’ quality of theatrical representation, the curtain call, the suspension of disbelief, dramatic characterization, etc.), actor training (Cantrell 2013), rehearsal processes, the role of the playwright, as well as methods of direction and dramaturgy. More surprising perhaps and due to its sudden rise to prominence, verbatim theatre can also be said to have influenced to some extent the world of fiction, dance, opera, music, installation art, fine art, musicals, and even cinema by setting the template for a new genre of film‐making. Regarding this latter approach, interested readers should explore British films such as Clio Barnard’s The Arbor (2010), Rufus Norris’s adaptation of London Road (2015), and Peter Middleton and James Spinney’s Notes on Blindness (2016). Clearly, verbatim theatre is not a new genre, and as Derek Paget has convincingly explained, it is a ‘broken tradition’ (2009, 224) of theatre practice in the sense that it is ‘always condemned to being forgotten then “rediscovered” in another conjuncture’ (2008, 130). It is also crucial to stress at this stage that the (pre)history of verbatim theatre is a far more complex and discontinuous phenomenon than is generally acknowledged.



Pre‐history

Historical researchers first introduced the tape recorder in the 1930s, but British practioners only began to grapple with the power of the recorded ‘true story’ and the saying of it in the 1960s. Most notably, Peter Cheeseman experimented with the technique at the Victoria Theatre in Stoke‐on‐Trent, the only permanent theatre‐in‐the‐round in Britain at the time. The Knotty (1967), one of his most successful performances among the ‘regional documentaries’ or ‘Stoke documentaries’, was a musical documentary that, in the words of Peter Cheeseman himself ‘seemed to suit the description DOCUMENTARY rather than PLAY’ (1970, vi), thus doing away with the conventional British play format. In this way, actors ‘used a non‐naturalistic costuming convention which allowed for speed of scenic transformation’ (Paget 1990, 72) as well as an acting style distinct from the tradition of psychological realism. Largely, in the 1960s and 1970s among ‘alternative’ theatre groups in the United Kingdom, the typical staging was Brechtian; it included an extensive use of music and experiments with popular and entertainment forms. Theatre Workshop’s Oh What a Lovely War (1963) used the Pierrot show (drawing also on music‐hall, variety‚ and ENSA‐show forms), while the Scottish 7:84 Theatre Company drew on the ceilidh form, ‘an adaptation of the traditional form of entertainment of the Highlands’ (McGrath 1981, 122).

Openly or covertly, critics tend to perceive the previous wave of documentary theatre in Britain embodied by Joan Littlewood’s Oh What a Lovely War in 1963 as diametrically opposed to the historical first performance of Look Back in Anger in May 1956 at the Royal Court Theatre, an alternative theatrical tradition operating in the shadow of the established mainstream theatres. This tradition of local documentaries continues to this day mainly in the applied theatre sector of practice and with companies such as Banner Theatre that started in the 1970s (Tomlin 2015b, 66). In the meanwhile, in the final years of Piscator’s life, Hochhuth, Kipphardt, Weiss‚ and others in Europe, Asia‚ and South America were experimenting with a ‘revolutionary political theatre’, a documentary theatre ‘on the fringes of the establishment theatre, on the fringes even of the avant‐garde theatre, in a type of under‐world’ (Hainaux 1968, 375). Interestingly, for some scholars, the existence of verbatim theatre even stretches back to the early modern period with plays drawn from court documents and oral testimonies such as The Late Murder in Whitechapel, or Keep the Widow Waking written by Thomas Dekker, John Ford, William Rowley‚ and John Webster in 1624, a play based on two then recent crimes (the murder of a Whitechapel woman by her son, and the forced marriage of a 62‐year‐old widow to a much younger man).

If verbatim theatre is clearly far from being a new practice, however, the term’s first appearance in print only dates back from 1987. More specifically, in Derek Paget’s often‐cited article, pioneer playwright Rony Robinson provides a working definition of it, following his own practice at the time:


[i]t is a form firmly predicated upon the taping and subsequent transcription of interviews with ‘ordinary’ people, done in the context of research into a particular region, subject area, issue or event, or combination of these things. This primary source is then transformed into a text which is acted, usually by the performers who collected the material in the first place.

(Paget 1987, 317)


Arguably, this definition may appear somewhat dated, and not only because practitioners now have access to technologies that are unquestionably more advanced than the portable cassette recorder. Another important definition has been given by Will Hammond and Dan Steward in their Verbatim, Verbatim: Contemporary Documentary Theatre in 2008:


The term verbatim refers to the origins of the text spoken in the play […]. In this sense, verbatim is not a form, it is a technique; it is a means rather than an end. For this reason, verbatim theatre can be used to describe plays that are sometimes so dissimilar that the term may appear to be of little value.

(2008, 9)


This seems to indicate that in the contemporary moment it has become more difficult to define verbatim theatre, as what it means ultimately depends on the theatre‐maker. It is also our contention that today the range of practices that might be considered as verbatim theatre in Britain is far more diverse, oblique‚ and unstable than ever before.



The Mid‐1990s to the Present

As has been argued thus far, in its most recent iteration, British verbatim theatre has proliferated in every direction so as to become, in the words of theatre‐maker Chris Goode, ‘one of the lubricants of the perceived movement in theatre’s centre ground’ (2015). Indeed, the recent history of verbatim theatre has been one of constant reinvention through an enormous diversity of cutting‐edge experimentations such as those of Non‐Fiction Theatre using headsets in performance in the early 2000s; Hannah Silva’s Opposition (2011) that turned the exact words of British politicians with the help of a loop pedal, repetitions‚ and vocal techniques into a verbatim soundscape akin to sound poetry; the vividness with which DV8 draws movements out of performers listening attentively to the exact words of real people; and Chris Thorpe performing a 6‐hour reading of the Daily Mail’s most popular comments online about immigration in The Milk of Human Kindness at the Royal Court Theatre in June 2016, to name only four of them. The task of clarifying its contemporary aesthetic coordinates is complicated by the fact that no agreed principle decidedly unites such performances beyond their use of verbatim materials, whose degree is open to dispute. As British theatre critic Andrew Haydon has demonstrated, verbatim theatre has ‘touched on almost every possible way of working in modern British theatre’ (2013, 48), and as Clare Finburgh Delijani has claimed, ‘[it] adopts as wide a range of theatrical styles, genres and forms, as theatre itself has to offer’ (2019, 225). In the twenty‐first century, verbatim theatre can therefore be considered as an inherently fluid and unstable discursive category rather than a definite dramatic genre with a shared documentary project. In short, contemporary verbatim theatre embodies openness in the sense that it incorporates different ways of working and of making theatre, different ways of defining acting and defining a play. Implicit in our evocation, another aspect of the latest wave of British verbatim works deserves our attention for a moment: its move to the mainstream sector of practice.



Challenging and Conforming to the Mainstream

Verbatim theatre’s formidable rise to prominence from the fringes to the mainstream makes for a compelling narrative, if not one that is altogether straightforward. Indeed, the politics of verbatim theatre are, as can be imagined, not simple. Yet, it a truism that contemporary verbatim productions must always be understood through the politics of the venues and companies that produce them. With this in mind, the idea that verbatim theatre’s new interaction with the mainstream sector of practice may have had a profound impact on its radical potential needs to be thoroughly examined. For one, if following Peter Weiss’ seminal articulation of documentary theatre in 1968, ‘[w]hen the performance takes place in a commercial theatre, with high prices of admission, the Documentary Theatre is caught in the very system it wants to attack’ (1971, 43), we might primarily regard the move to the mainstream as an inversion or a momentary suspension of its historical priorities. On this subject, Liz Tomlin writes that, more than ever before, new works in Britain are now being ‘fertilized and incubated within the economy’s ideological predicates and structures’ (2015a, 264). The extreme version of this argument would suggest that this noticeable change may indicate an attempt to reach the standards of ‘excellence’ favoured and consumed daily by the mainstream’s commercial imperatives – in the words of Lachman ‘the strategy of an attentive catering to the popular taste’ (2007, 321) – and, as I have argued elsewhere (Garson 2015a), perhaps even an attempt to silence its radical lineage. Indeed, the facts that verbatim theatre was turned into a (commercially viable) methodology for producing work at a fast pace on any given topic and reframed as a predominantly realist art form characteristic of the dominant theatrical traditions of postwar British theatre (Luckhurst 2002, 76; Cohn 1991, 1) already beg some questions.

A good example of this can be found in a new type of British verbatim theatre, which appeared in the late 1990s and that initially departed from conventional realism due to the constant foregrounding of its technique in performance. More specifically, headphone‐verbatim is a type of performance that requires actors to wear headphones or earphones throughout and repeat a beat behind, not only the verbatim words, but also the way in which they were said in the original interviews, thus differing greatly from the verbatim performances exclusively based on ‘transcribed tape‐recorded material’ (Cheeseman 1999, 15). The reproduction is extremely vivid and detailed, bringing the strand to a level of ‘breath‐for‐breath’ accuracy (commonly lost on the printed page) whereby every cough, sneeze, gulp, giggle, sigh, personal tic, pause, verbal inflection, cadence, accent‚ or grammatical glitch are included within the actor’s delivery. In other words, the focus moved from performing verbatim what was said in interviews to performing how it was said. Admittedly, this British strand of performance, adapted from the unique work of American artist Anna Deavere Smith and introduced in the United Kingdom by award‐winning director Mark Wing‐Davey, transformed verbatim theatre beyond recognition, and it is not overstating the case to see in the technique an aesthetic shift. Looking attentively at Alecky Blythe’s headphone‐verbatim work trajectory, which turned more overly realist over the years, reveals a concerted attempt to reach the standard of ‘excellence’ favoured and consumed daily by the mainstream commercial imperatives. From this perspective, it could be argued that contemporary verbatim theatre may have fallen prey to a market‐driven tendency that reproduces ideological representations and conforms to certain patterns of identity. In this respect and compared to her earlier works such as Come Out Eli (2003), Blythe’s The Girlfriend Experience (2008) was less interview‐driven and closer to a kind of conventional ‘fly‐on‐the‐wall’ realism and its familiar paraphernalia. Disparate verbatim narratives were thus fitted neatly together into a recognizable fixed, linear‚ and legitimate realist dramatic structure, to the delight of the ‘cultural tourist’ (Tomlin 2013, 129) in search of ‘real’ entertainment.

Another consideration lies in a contemporary rhetoric of the strand placing particular emphasis on the ‘new’ and inadvertently or conveniently failing to acknowledge its radical past. For instance, theatre director Dominic Dromgoole attested in 2004 that ‘Hare [had] invented a new form […] [which] is one future for political theatre’, while theatre critic Susannah Clapp stated the following year that ‘Richard Norton‐Taylor [had] pioneered verbatim theatre’. But this neat division is spurious. The rapid move from the fringes to the mainstream did not necessarily signify the end of verbatim theatre as a profoundly dissident practice, quite the contrary. Indeed for all that, it granted these plays a new and larger audience and enabled politically inclined theatre‐makers to air the opportunity to change the status quo, and to make that opportunity more present in the public sphere than ever before. For some, there is a paradox here, and more often than not, the fact that verbatim theatre is now commercially successful – with productions such as Alan Rickman and Katharine Viner’s My Name is Rachel Corrie being described as ‘the fastest sell‐out at the Royal Court since Look Back in Anger 50 years earlier’ (Martin 2013, 145) – may be interpreted as a political and aesthetic neutralization of the radical intent it once had.

Against this, however, and a perception of verbatim theatre as a mere cultural pastime for the so‐called ‘liberal elite’ (Jenkins 2011), one may posit that verbatim theatre also challenged the mainstream sector of practice by favouring a process that is arguably more dialogic and collaborative. By failing to place a cultural premium on the idea of the individual, verbatim theatre has also provided the germ of impetuous experiments on stage and beyond it, weaving together the threads of collective action and art, thereby expanding the British mainstream theatre vocabulary in far‐reaching ways. Above all, against the general flow of British theatre history, verbatim productions stretch and trouble the neat limits of established practices, subvert the aesthetic consensus in important respects since they have the remarkable capacity to create an aesthetic context that can accommodate without strain styles that are deemed antithetical: in Look Left Look Right’s Counted (2010), a site‐specific verbatim play on political apathy and democracy in the United Kingdom, the performance engages with realism through a meticulous recreation of the interviews, and yet, the mobility of the audience in this promenade configuration complicates this reading. More obviously, Alecky Blythe and Adam Cork’s verbatim musical London Road (2011) features a kind of language that both creates and compromises realism, as it sets real words and speech patterns to music.



Documentary Realism and Beyond

Documentary realism – a historical aesthetic exponent that unproblematically draws the audience into the reality of a particular situation, topic, event‚ or narrative being dramatized and authenticated through verbatim sources – has not been made obsolete by the advent of more self‐reflexive modes of performance and is persistently treated as the default representational mode for verbatim performances. Importantly, verbatim theatre always appears to exceed the lure of mere ‘theatrical realism’ insofar as it categorically triggers an unwritten contract stating that the verbatim play has a potential referential quality. For increased efficacy, some of these performances have even recourse to extra‐performance elements such as non‐actors. Arguably, the use of such markers and vibrations of the real in performance keeps these works as close as possible to an erasure of the stage that forces us to rethink notions of theatrical presence over the actual practices of imitation, as we know them.

The most distinguishable illustration of documentary realism in Britain is, for a fact, the tribunal play. Within a contemporary British context, Chris Megson defines this type of verbatim theatre in the following manner:


the meticulous re‐enactment of edited transcripts of state‐sanctioned inquiries that address perceived miscarriages of justice and flaws in the operations and accountability of public institutions. Typically, tribunal productions take the form of a forensic simulation of the inquiry’s disputations and setting, with actors playing the roles of the actual witnesses and judicial personnel.

(2009, 195)


In other words, tribunal plays reconstruct portions of public inquiries for a theatre audience. The premise behind these UK productions, especially those born out of the extraordinary collaboration between the then artistic director of the Tricycle Theatre, Nicholas Kent (1984–2012), and the Guardian security affairs editor, Richard Norton‐Taylor, is that inquiries constitute a matter of public interest that are denied an appropriate coverage by being inaccessible. Hence, theatre compensates for and serves as a corrective, providing the British public with a comprehensible overview. These plays are also systematically staged and published before the publication of the public inquiry report, aiming at a political intervention.

Similarly, the revitalization of verbatim theatre created new possibilities for the strand beyond documentary realism. More accurately, numerous verbatim productions in the twenty‐first century exemplify a change in the dominant aesthetic paradigm of verbatim theatre, that is to say the mimetic re‐performance of recorded verbatim elements from the real world on a stage. Much more ‘scripted’ than their documentary realist counterparts, ‘massaged verbatim’ works such as David Hare’s Stuff Happens (2004) or Gregory Burke’s Black Watch (2007) do not abide by the rules laid down by strict verbatim methodologies and distance themselves from the contexts in which the words of ‘real’ people were originally uttered. More precisely, ‘massaged verbatim’ theatre, a term originally coined by Australian verbatim playwright Alana Valentine‚ is conventionally understood to refer to ‘the use of verbatim techniques to create fiction and the shaping of the interviews around an invented narrative structure’ (Garson 2015b). Going further in the experimental vein, physical verbatim theatre such as the work of DV8 physical theatre points towards a more embodied theatrical re‐enactment of the interviewees’ stories. It indicates a kind of verbatim work characterized by a pronounced visibility of the performer’s body that disrupts the conventions of documentary realism. Equally disruptive, the bold aesthetic experiment encapsulated by the verbatim musical also deserves a mention here. The verbatim musical is quite unique in that it reconciles the formal structure of music with the verbatim meanderings and inarticulacy of everyday conversational language. It also significantly departs from conventional understandings of both verbatim and musical theatre, for the genre is understood as a verbatim performance that prominently displays its musical and sung material, disturbing the conventions of documentary realism. Conversely, a verbatim musical is understood as a break from mainstream musical theatre since both the music and the songs are created through a verbatim methodology of some sort, often blurring the lines between verbatim speech and songs. Finally, site‐specific verbatim performances create aesthetic contexts beyond documentary realism: a site‐specific verbatim performance is a live piece of theatre at the crossroads between installation and performance art, its designated driver being symptomatic of wider trends in British theatre that traffic across a variety of apparently incompatible disciplines beyond the authorial model. The verbatim words are thus framed by the site, and the performance attempts to embed the audience in the worlds evoked.

And if this necessarily brief overview of the main strands of contemporary verbatim theatre was not enough of a complication, and as so often happens over time, there is also a lot of crossing over: the Tricycle Theatre’s Called to Account – which mounted an imaginary trial of Tony Blair for war crimes predating by two years the actual Chilcot Inquiry into the circumstances of the United Kingdom’s invasion of Iraq – ‘the mock‐up tribunal play’ (Finburgh Delijani 2019, 209) departed from previous tribunal plays, and as such entered the realm of ‘massaged verbatim’; BeFrank Theatre’s Do We Do the Right Thing? (2014) is a hybrid that is both headphone‐verbatim and massaged; Stuart Slade’s BU21 (2016) transgressively uses the exact words of real people to imagine the disquieting aftermath of a terrorist attack in July 2016 at the heart of London; and Dan Canham’s Ours Was the Fen Country (2013) – on rural ways of life that are dying out – productively and playfully mixes dance, sounds‚ and the headphone technique with the embodiment and disembodiment of real people’s voices. Strikingly‚ these productions bring out a new kind of tension within the known genre of verbatim theatre as here the spotlight is no longer cast on the fantasy of accuracy and exactitude‚ and the editing techniques openly manipulate the recorded material through all kinds of distortions, greatly adding to the verbatim repertoire of devices in performance. While the aforementioned strands can be said to have broken new aesthetic ground, their politics are harder to read and cannot be equated to simple forms of openly oppositional theatre.



In Search of Justice: Voicing the Marginalized

In common parlance, verbatim theatre has almost become synonymous with the very idea of contemporary political theatre. Certainly, the strand has often served as potential sites for subversive interventions, and is characterized by a strong desire to redress perceived injustice, to broadcast marginalized, less articulate, and anti‐establishment voices that do not repeat the status quo in a public arena. Perhaps due to the fact that their intervention is timely – for example, Gillian Slovo’s The Riots opened at the Tricycle Theatre in November 2011, only three months after the events, in lieu of a public inquiry – these plays are also known to have reached the front pages rather than just the culture pages of the newspapers, and to have ‘made politicians and thinkers sit up and take notice’ (Crompton 2016). Looking at the critical literature on the subject, time and again, one is struck by the audacious capacity of these verbatim works to be ‘dangerous’ and create powerful responses, thereby undermining the sense of non‐consequential safety typically associated with conventional (fictional) theatre‐going experience. One of the most prominent cases in point in contemporary British theatre history is undoubtedly the former Tricycle Theatre’s The Colour of Justice (1999) based on the transcripts of the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry. Not only did it contribute at the time to the general public’s awareness of institutional racism in Britain (national tour, transfer to the West End‚ and television broadcast), the video recording of one of its performances was also used ‘for training in Hendon, and [with] the Leicestershire police’ (Kent 2011). Most curious of all, when the actual Hutton Inquiry was unfolding in 2003, Geoffrey Robertson QC on behalf of ITN and Sky even used the tribunal plays at the Tricycle Theatre (including The Colour of Justice) as a legal argument to make an application for the evidence of key witnesses to be broadcast on television.

Typically, as a form of social and political agency, verbatim theatre attempts to take audiences behind the headlines with the implicit aim of making them critically engage with certain issues and to also interrogate how that reality has come to be experienced as true in the first place. The practioners themselves have often very little knowledge as far as a specific issue is concerned and, as a result, they interview people in the hope of finding something that may contradict their own bias or some master narratives currently in operation. Broadly sketched, most verbatim works are about something that is already there while nobody is paying attention and wanting it to be more significant. For instance, a verbatim piece such as Victoria Brittain’s The Meaning of Waiting (2010) wants the audience to engage with the often‐unseen fallout of the war on terror in Britain through the words of eight prisoners’ wives. More surprising perhaps and even though it is exclusively based on the words of real people, verbatim theatre can also powerfully convey a desire for something to be in the world that is not already there. Clare Summerskill’s verbatim play Rights of Passage (2016), on the plight of LGBT asylum seekers coming to the United Kingdom, does this rather successfully.

Due to its richly pluralistic and variegated nature, verbatim theatre is oftentimes perceived as having the capacity to embody ‘the voice of the nation’ (Angel‐Perez 2011, 65) and to support the principle of public discourse by seeking to reflect, refract‚ and comment upon the current state of Britain. As noble as the aim to comprehend the real mood of the nation might be, ultimately theatre practitioners can, as it were, only reproduce the mechanisms of the dominant ideology by making some voices matter more, and some less, while silencing some others that do not ‘make it’ to the final script. Most evidently, there is a considerable power imbalance that has to be reconciled with the explicit aim of achieving political intervention. As a result, verbatim theatre must also contend with the caveats of misrepresentation, retraumatization, and what Julie Salverson calls an ‘aesthetic of injury that reproduces configurations of power necessary to the identity of the “injured”’ (1999, 38). Indeed, such works might paradoxically reinforce the widespread beliefs and certainties of the dominant ideologies by reproducing on stage the ‘tactical distribution of precarity’ (Butler 2012, 148) currently casting certain groups as culturally ‘other’. For its detractors, it follows that verbatim theatre is seen as struggling to imagine possible alternatives to the increasingly unendurable status quo.

Crucially though, a great majority of verbatim performances do not draw their authority from a scrupulous dramatization of some sections in the public archive but, instead, constitute what we might call a ‘shadow archive’. As such, these works arrange by aesthetic means new narratives in relation to the official narratives, more specifically by pointing to marginalized voices as if they were part of the same reality. For instance‚ plays such as Nadia Fall’s Home (2013) and Lung’s E15 (2016) attempt to give voice to the homeless‚ while Clare Summerskill’s Rights of Passage (2016) and Ice & Fire’s This is Who I am (2017) present us with the words of LGBT asylum seekers. In other words, verbatim theatre functions here as a form of restorative justice, a radical restructuring force that creates new images and intermittently makes us feel again (in the original sense of aesthetics, ‘aesthesis’) connected to ‘othered’ identities, and as Janelle Reinelt has vigorously expressed, it ‘calls the public sphere into being by presupposing it exists, […] construct[ing] its audience to be part of a temporary sociability’ (2009, 11). At its finest, verbatim theatre thus does not give marginalized people a voice but seeks to alter the status quo by granting them listeners, a community of witnesses for their stories unencumbered with the dominant social and cultural variables. In this manner, performances like Tamasha Theatre’s The Trouble with Asian Men (2005) and Robin Soans’ Talking to Terrorists (2005) allow audiences to spend more time with unfamiliar thoughts, feelings‚ and perspectives, to create encounters between two seemingly separate populations that may not be possible otherwise.



Critical and Audience Reception

Although verbatim theatre purports to offer special access to reality, truth‚ and authenticity, this project is arguably one that is doomed to failure from its very inception, perhaps even more so in our current culture of scepticism, growing uncertainty‚ and ‘fake news’. Yet, despite the inherent paradox and contradictions of verbatim theatre, and as Daniel Schulze has aptly remarked, what remains constant in these performances is their ‘affective power’ (2017, 5), a form of affective facticity that irresistibly leaves its mark, specific and felt involuntary responses supposedly prompted within the audience. As we have already seen, one of the recurrent arguments about the unique quality of verbatim works has focused on the remarkable ‘real world’ effects of these works. We need only look at theatre reviews and audience feedback to observe countless accounts celebrating the potency of verbatim words and documentary material to focus the room in a way that feels unexpected and different from other types of theatre, as in the following: ‘you could have heard a pin drop’ (Stoller 2013, 174). Put another way, verbatim theatre may possess some distinct affective affordances. Such considerations take on a particularly compelling turn with the knowledge that the first‐ever play to be performed in the Houses of Parliament was a verbatim play (the Tricycle Theatre’s Half the Picture on the Arms to Iraq Inquiry in 1994), and that some of these plays such as Philip Ralph’s Deep Cut (which was reported to have helped in the opening of a new inquest into Pte James’ death in 2015) and Jonathan Holme’s Fallujah (which prompted a review of British army COIN training as the piece was seen by generals) have had transformative ‘real world’ effects.

As impressive as this state of affairs might be, the turn to predominantly documentary realist strategies has seemingly tarnished its credibility as a viable form of political theatre, looking at the vigorous debates that it often occasions, as it arouses the suspicion of some people. For its detractors, these ‘backward‐looking’ aesthetic strategies belong to ‘an old‐fashioned theatrical vocabulary’ (Monks 2013, 347) that invoke a nostalgic mood of some sort and are therefore deemed out of touch, not having kept up with the critique of representation in philosophy, critical theory‚ and stage alike. This was most openly expressed by British playwright David Edgar, as he contended that verbatim theatre constituted ‘the form of a current renewal of political theatre […] [and] in essence we [‘re] back in the 1970s’ (2007, 112). If one is to believe these critics, verbatim theatre (in its documentary realist format‚ that is) would represent a comfort in a world of ever more insecure truths and the last desperate and futile grab at an increasingly elusive referent. For Stephen Bottoms, concerns are notably voiced regarding its ‘manipulative and worryingly unreflexive [treatment of] the “realities” [it] purport[s] to discuss’ (2006, 67). Admittedly, these plays make empirical claims that are always vulnerable to evidential check according to our effective cultural epistemological practices and not a priori claims. Verbatim theatre does not ask its audiences to passively accept the testimonies presented as ‘truths’; it is in effect offering something richer and subtler. While verbatim theatre was being attacked in print and on the Web, other events were taking place that would have a bearing on its reputation and longevity into the twenty‐first century: ‘although it might seem that postmodernism would gradually empty documentary of its authority if not its appeal, this is not what has happened’ (Reinelt 2006, 83). In other words, verbatim theatre appears to speak more prominently for the times, reminding one that theatre can still act as a powerful medium for effecting change.

As for the massaged genre briefly discussed earlier, the angle of attack has inevitably shifted. Clearly these works, by foregrounding both their verbatim origins and imagination processes, inevitably provoke an uncertainty of genres. Some critics are therefore deeply concerned that dramatic interests can ever be allowed to prevail over a sense of duty for verbatim accuracy and facticity, that the ‘rules’ of verbatim theatre can so mercilessly be broken. As regards to the most notorious play in the genre, David Hare’s Stuff Happens (2004), Bernhard Klein claims that its inclusion of fiction ‘compromises verbatim theatre’s unique selling point’ (2013, 214). Put more succinctly, the connection between their shoddy verbatim constructions and their real referents is severed, as they become even more open to doubt, thus pre‐empting and short‐circuiting any potential intervention into ideology. More important perhaps, such a shift can also be said to entail a new conceptualization of verbatim theatre no longer seen as a mere reflection of some external reality but as reality itself‚ just as material as other realities constructed by an impeccable sleight of hand within the dominant ideology.

Last but not least, disputes over the ‘artlessness’ of verbatim theatre still pervade in some quarters of the critical discourse. A very persistent determination on the part of commentators has been to emphasize its problematic promiscuity with non‐art practices. Indeed, a major difficulty for its critical reception is that it has often been likened to these practices. For one, its makers are not all playwrights, nor do they claim such a ‘title’, they are performance makers and journalists that are often cast as mere ‘editors’ of verbatim plays, for want of a better term. Second, theatre critics seem unwilling to review these pieces as theatre and prioritize a certain vision of political verbatim theatre, to the detriment of any engagement with aesthetic questions. In this unparalleled context, it was possible for Will Hammond to formulate the following hypothetical question: ‘Does it make sense for a verbatim play to be reviewed by a theatre critic, rather than, say, a political journalist?’ (2008, 163). Such opinions are still heard today. However, as has been made clear, the diversity of the contemporary British verbatim output – including experiments with VR – demonstrates rather effortlessly that the use of verbatim material in performance is in fact no barrier to aesthetic innovation, calling into question the age‐old standard opposition that has pitched verbatim theatre against the perceived ‘superiority’ of new writing.



Conclusion

The renaissance of verbatim theatre came as a response to the radically changing intellectual, political, and artistic circumstances of the past two decades. As the twenty‐first century moves into its third decade, it is precisely this history of rediscovery and innovation that can account for its unusual persistence (albeit somewhat diminished) on the mainstream stage, as the strand continues to demonstrate its ability to respond to world and national events in a post‐Brexit context of divisive and destructive trends. Clearly, what verbatim theatre means today, and has meant for several years or decades, is fairly specific. In the 2000s, verbatim theatre became reframed as a predominantly realist art form, even though its origins are also to be found outside the realist tradition. The main characteristics and aesthetic developments of contemporary British verbatim theatre since the mid‐1990s can be summarized as follows: its entire orientation within the mainstream theatre ecology has decidedly moved away from documentary realism but, at the same time, the strand is still very much alive today, and these plays are continually being considered as ‘the hallmark of the new spate of documentary work on the British stage’ (Soncini 2015, 393). Although the documentary realist strand started to slow down in the 2000s, its enduring and resonant presence arguably troubles a purely linear temporality that would end at its vanishing point.

But the story of contemporary verbatim theatre does not end there. More importantly perhaps, verbatim theatre has also transformed the ways in which theatre is conceptualized and practised in Britain. In turn, it has been transformed by its exposure to mainstream practices‚ and what constitutes verbatim theatre today is the forum for much reflection. As a result, diverse structures of performance and playwriting increasingly incorporate verbatim material‚ leading to more or less subtle variations. For instance, verbatim theatre has prompted new kinds of theatrical experience, notably with regards to a kind of dramatic language at the very edge of semantic legibility and ‘the form of a series of interlocking monologues, with a couple of short dialogue scenes, that mimic the kind of verbatim theatre that is now a staple of contemporary new work’ (Sierz 2016). In a recent article, British theatre critic Matt Trueman even mentions works that are ‘[n]ot quite documentary or verbatim theatre, not quite conventional either’ (2018). To put it more clearly, verbatim theatre has contributed to a redirection of the thematic, aesthetic‚ and formal conventions of playwriting, especially visible among the younger generations currently crafting new plays in Britain. Indeed, new writing in Britain increasingly finds itself spattered with elements derived from verbatim practices, as is the case with the work of Breach Theatre, Footprint Theatre‚ or Bryony Kimmings’s A Pacifist’s Guide to the War on Cancer (2016). As with the latter play, it initially presents itself as a musical containing ‘adult themes and strong language’ about illness and death and specifically examining life with a cancer diagnosis, rather than a verbatim/documentary piece based on interviews. The characters are all, we later discover, based on 30 real‐life cases of cancer patients (the show is also made in collaboration with them). As the play progresses, the overarching fictional frame of the piece starts to dissolve until the audience reaches the third act that a voice‐over version of Bryony Kimmings entitles ‘Getting Real’ (2016, p. 49): ‘The verbatim scene plays. Slowly throughout it Emma listens. She is being surrounded by real people with cancer. As each voiceover plays, the corresponding ACTOR mouths along’ (2016, p. 49).

The recent decline, or rather transformation of verbatim and documentary strands of performance, begs the question of the kinds of theatre British artists might meaningfully make in a culture of (post‐Brexit) crisis. Although we cannot answer this question conclusively, we may venture that in this context the future of British verbatim theatre would seem twofold, embracing both enhanced complexity and dispersal in different strands of its evolution.
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70
‘It Had Stopped Being History and Turned into Experience’: An Approach to the Historical Novel

REBECCA DEVINE



When we think of history, very often our mind flashes to Henry VIII and the infamous Tudor period, the Industrial Revolution of the Victorian era, or periods of conflict – most notably, the two world wars of the twentieth century. Historical novelists are no different, with many focusing on the more contentious periods of the past. To note a few: Hilary Mantel’s Wolf Hall and Philippa Gregory’s The Other Boleyn Girl catapult us back to the sixteenth century. Sarah Water’s Tipping the Velvet draws our attention to sexuality and lesbianism during the Victorian era, and Sebastian Faulk’s Birdsong focuses closely on life in the trenches during 1916. Evidently, with the rise of many televised historical programmes, such as The Tudors and Downton Abbey, there is a widespread interest in reading about these periods in particular. With their towering popularity, it is no wonder they continue to be magnets for the contemporary historical novelist. However, the multiplicious contributions that deal with various periods of the past have made the genre hugely diverse. Therefore, I have chosen to focus solely on the novelists who explore the First World War, who epitomize key aspects of writing about the past. Through the work of Sebastian Faulks, Pat Barker‚ and Sebastian Barry‚ I intend to extrapolate the ideas on the nature of the genre of the historical novel as a whole.

Literature and history, when separated, are two subjects which often shed light on one another. Historians research archives that present the facts of the First World War, such as the use of mustard gas in the trenches; literary scholars turn to poems like Wilfred Owen’s (1920) ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’ to convey how it felt to be there:


Gas! GAS! Quick, boys! – An ecstasy of fumbling

Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time,

But someone still was yelling out and stumbling

And flound’ring like a man in fire or lime.


Owen’s poem may be a dramatic fiction, but war poetry is usually read in a biographical light and has often been called upon to bring human experience throughout history vividly back to life. His lines do not change the facts, but they add something special that cannot be found in dry records of events. Which is not to say that literature is superior to history, rather that it alters the way we look at the past; to apply our knowledge of a time, it enables us to step out of the textbook and join the speaker of the poem or the narrator of a novel and enrich ourselves with a more sensory and emotional experience. Owen’s poem brings the gas attacks to life: we feel the panic, the soldiers scrambling to get away. For a moment we are in their world. This is what is missing from factual evidence and yet is so important to how we understand the past. We might not draw on the poetry of Wilfred Owen in order to inform our contemporary society about the history of the trenches, but his poetry gives us a taste of the human experience of living in that time. So history and literature can and should be counterparts, offering us multiple ways of reflecting on the First World War. When reading fiction, there is a tacit agreement between author (Owen, for example) and reader that what you are reading is art. One should not consider the literature written during the First World War to be a contribution to the facts, but rather one that enhances our capacity to empathize with those who peered out across no man’s land.

Theoretically, then, no hybridization would seem more appropriate and more full of potential than that which produced the historical novel. And yet, rather than seeing the best of both worlds, critics of this literary genre have often been sceptical. Neither the historians nor the literary scholars are happy. As Jerome De Groot (2010, 5) notes, ‘much criticism of the historical novel concerns its ability to change fact, and indeed those who attack the form are concerned with its innate ability to encourage an audience into being knowingly misinformed, misled and duped’. For Suzanne Keen (English 2008, 178), those who anathematize historical fiction believe that it offers a ‘misguided focus on the past, its deliberate misrepresentation of history, its manipulation of readers with an appetite for heritage sensations, and its neglect of the interesting present’. George Bernard (O’ Day 2014, 284) illuminates both the positives and negatives of historical writing as he places himself on neutral ground. Fictional writers, he argues should use their liberty in creating an engaging story to fill spaces in our versions of the past; but before concluding he adds a warning for the reader: ‘precisely because such representations can be powerful and make a deep impact, they might run the risk embedding images that are at best fanciful and at worst downright false’ (284).

Admittedly, historical fiction does run the risk of embedding images that are fabricated; however, if the author takes their job as a historical writer seriously, then facts will not be falsified, but a story placed alongside those details which engages the reader. Rather than a competition between history and literature, we should recognize that a well‐researched historical novel can not only enhance our knowledge of periods in the history, but can also reach beyond textbooks and factual analysis, and allow our contemporary world to live in a version of the past, even if it is only a version. The purpose of this chapter, then, is not to argue for the superiority of one or other discipline, but to suggest that rather than condemning the historical novel as a genre that confuses and misleads its readership, it might be celebrated as a conduit to the lived past. The fictive element frees us from the constraints that have to be respected by historians, allowing us to imaginatively trespass on other realities. Contemporary writers of historical fiction open up ‘a number of possibilities unavailable to the monological gaze of the historian’ (Gauthier 2006, 3).

It is nothing new to acknowledge that in contemporary fiction, the historical novel has radically increased in popularity. Richard Bradford (2006, 84) notes that ‘since the 1970s the historical novel has become fiction’s most prominent and enduring subgenre and has, moreover, unshackled itself from its earlier image as a somewhat lowbrow cousin to serious writing’. Describing this as ‘one of the most astonishing transformations in literary history’, Perry Anderson (2011, 24–28) acknowledges that, ‘the historical has become, at the upper ranges of fiction, more widespread than it was even at the height of its classical period in the early 19th century’ (24–28). Suzanne Keen (2008, 169) acknowledges a declining interest in the study of history with the reduced emphasis on teaching the subject in school: ‘the rise in popularity of historical fiction in a British context has exactly matched a de‐emphasis on school history (no longer mandatory at Key Stage Four)’ and argues that ‘just because students may find history less emphasized in schools does not mean that they are indifferent to it, however’ (169). The desire to engage with history is evidently present with the upsurge in the popularity of the genre. Perhaps what is missing in the classroom history, then, is that added extra of human experience. Sebastian Faulks (1994), an acclaimed historical novelist, encapsulates this theme perfectly in his celebrated World War I novel, Birdsong. For De Groot (2010, 102), ‘Birdsong began a vogue for literary historical novels about the trenches during the First World War and the two world wars more generally. It was one of the first of these types of novels to really deal with the grinding horror of the trenches, the grimness and trauma which are now familiar tropes’. Faulks transports his reader back to 1918, with a picture so vividly created, it is almost as if we were there ourselves. However, not only does Faulks take us there, but he also reminds the reader how and why we went there. This is best seen through the character of Elizabeth, the granddaughter of Stephen Wraysford. Her curiosity for the past resembles that of our own contemporary world, which can be identified towards the end of the novel when she begins to piece together her grandfather’s life. Her dialogue with Irene and Erich is less important for the answers she receives than the questions she asks:


‘What do you know about the War, Irene?’ she said. ‘You Know, the First World War’. […]

‘But what was it like?’ said Elizabeth.

‘I have no idea. I don’t think about war. In any case, your English schools should have taught you all about it’.

‘Perhaps they did. I don’t seem to have been paying attention. It all seemed so boring and depressing, all those battles and guns and things’.

‘Exactly’, said Erich. ‘It’s morbid to dwell on it. I’ve seen enough of that kind of thing in my own lifetime without raking up the past’.

‘What are you suddenly so interested in ancient history for?’ said Irene.

‘I’m not sure it is ancient history’, said Elizabeth. ‘It isn’t that very long ago’.

(Faulks 1994, 257)


Through this interaction, Faulks endorses the genre in which he is working as well as addressing a number of issues surrounding the historical novel. First, through the character of Erich, we are offered some explanation for the contemporary interest in the First World War. As Perry Anderson (2011, 24–28) points out, ‘by the interwar period, the historical novel had become déclassé’. She offers two reasons for this – the massacres of the war ‘stripped the glamour from battles and high politics, discrediting malignant foes and sacrificial heroes alike’, and that ‘the war left survivors with a terrible hangover from melodrama’ (24–28). We can see this disinclination to discuss all topics war‐related in Birdsong, as displayed through the character of Erich (who would have fought in the Second World War). However, through distance comes perspective – or multiple perspectives – in the case of the historical novelists. Through the character of Elizabeth‚ Faulks poses the questions that have been left unanswered by the soldiers who were there. The question we are left with then is one which Bradford (2006, 98) has already posed: ‘How can they make literary claims upon territory that their immediate predecessors, who knew it intimately, have kept at a respectful distance?’ The truth is, we will never know what it was really was, but a historical novelist can help us use our imaginations to enter that world and get a sense of how life was in the past – what is was ‘like’. As Ernest Baker (De Groot 2010, 47) asserts: ‘Historical fiction is not history, but it is often better than history’. He believes that as we become invested in the story, we learn something different about that world than we can from an analytical, historical narrative. He concludes that it ‘will probably succeed in making a period live in the imagination when textbooks merely give us dry bones’ (47). The First World War did not grab Elizabeth’s attention when she was taught about it at school; she only remembers hearing about ‘battles and guns and things’ as, for her, it was all rather ‘boring’ (Faulks 1994, 247). Here Faulks is prompting his readers to recall – if indeed they can – their first encounter with the war in a secondary school history class. Did we pay attention? Were we as engrossed then as we have been by (for example) Stephen Wraysford’s experiences at the Western Front? After an initial feeling of superiority that we know more than Elizabeth having lived the history through the character of Stephen, this encounter quickly returns us to contemporary society with the thought that we too have been Elizabeth. Moreover, as we walk with her in her process of researching her grandfather’s past, we recognize that the details she uncovers are only a fraction of what really went on in Stephen’s life. Through this process‚ Faulks not only shows us how historical fiction can offer us a perspective on an alien world, but also acknowledges that it can only ever be a version. We can imagine what it was ‘like’, as Elizabeth so desperately wants to know, but it can never be what it was. Nonetheless, this is a historical novelist identifying the role that fiction plays in contributing to history. Simultaneously, we get a taste of the Western Front and a sense of our own distance from it.

Taking this framework constructed by Faulks as a model for approaching the historical novel, the remainder of this chapter will examine how our contemporary world is in the same position as Elizabeth: often unenlightened about the facts of the past, but sharing her instinctive fascination for how people lived it. With every historical novel we read, we get closer and closer to that sensory experience of what the past was ‘like’. Similar to Birdsong, Pat Barker’s (2014) Regeneration and Sebastian Barry’s (2005) A Long Long Way appear to be typical representatives of the genre; yet they defy expectations by giving voice to silenced or marginalized voices from the Great War, offering an alternative perspective that can stand alongside dry historical narrative and enrich our appreciation of what it meant to live through these traumatic years.

Pat Barker and Hilary Mantel (2018) have noted in an interview that the basis for any good historical novel is the act of the imagination, but most importantly, an act of ‘informed imagination’ (Mantel and Barker 2018). Readers should approach a novel with the understanding that they are entering a fictional world, but if a writer is to claim that a novel is indeed historical, then respect for accuracy is imperative. Barker and Mantel maintain that the historical novel should be a mix of ‘facts and liberty’, with the author knowing when there is a significant gap ‘that can only be bridged with imagination’ (Mantel and Barker 2018). They assert that you ‘don’t falsify the fact’ but you may ‘tunnel under it’, go ‘over’ or ‘around it’. It’s an observation that is very helpful when we turn to Barker’s novel Regeneration. For Scott H. Dalton (Rodwell 2013, 50), in order to be defined as a historical novel, the themes must fit into one or more of four categories: ‘real historical figures in the context of the challenges they faced’; ‘real historical figures in imagined situations’; ‘fictional characters in documented historical situations’; ‘fictional characters in fictional situations, but in the context of a real historical period’ (50). Barker’s (2014) Regeneration is interesting in that it covers all four. Ian McEwan (De Groot 2010, 154) points out that ‘the writer of a historical novel may resent his dependence on the written record, on memoirs and eye‐witness accounts, in other words on other writers, but there is no escape’. For the historian, the respectable aspect of Barker’s writing is that she does not try to escape from the facts, but rather moulds her narrative around them to create a more interesting and engaging story for her reader. As she acknowledges in her ‘Author’s Note’ at the end of Regeneration, her novel is a blend of information and invention: ‘Fact and fiction are so interwoven in this book that it may help the reader to know what is historical and what is not’ (Barker 2014, 335). In an attempt to prevent accusations of misguiding the reader, she informs us of the facts that, in Regeneration, the historical figures of Siegfried Sassoon, Dr W.H.R Rivers, Wilfred Owen, and Dr Lewis Yealland (335–336) are placed against fictional characters (which could, arguably, have been based on patients found in some of Rivers’ posthumously published cases), such as Billy Prior. Both fictional and non‐fictional characters intermingle at the real historical setting of Craiglockhart hospital near Edinburgh (335), and the treatments they receive are based on the writings of Rivers in The Repression of War Experience (335). Barker’s focus is on the plight of the traumatized and the pacifist. To be a conscientious objector during the First World War was considered a very serious offence: those who refused to take part in any war work (serving in the Ambulance Corps, for example), were likely to be sent to prison. If they still refused (absolute conscientious objectors who refused to take part in any work involved with war) then, most likely, they were sent to prison. However, on some grounds, such as religious or medical, exceptions were made. Regeneration opens by introducing Siegfried Sassoon, who protested against the war and was placed in Craiglockhart under the care of Dr W.H.R. Rivers. In her ‘Author’s Note’, Barker tells her readers that she found descriptions of Rivers’ treatment methods ‘in which Sassoon makes a brief appearance as “Patient B”’ (335). She also draws on another famous historical figure, Wilfred Owen, and the relationship between the two poets. A powerful source of evidence in her research is the manuscript of what is now considered one of the finest war poems, Owen’s ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ (190), alongside Sassoon’s annotations. Again, she acknowledges this in her notes (336). So what can Barker do with these facts to enrich our perceptions of the past? She turns the historical documentation into a lived experience. Taking as her historical basis their presence at the hospital, and the reasons for this presence, Barker employs her imagination to generate dialogue and tap into thought processes. As Richard Slotkin (2005, 232) acknowledges, ‘only in fiction does the historical writer have the freedom to fully imagine and represent for the reader the inner life of his or her subject’. From the outset, a drama is established that Sassoon is not ill, but in order to stay out of prison, must be declared mentally unwell. After reading his declaration, Rivers draws his conclusion as to what is going on here:


‘I suppose he is – “shell‐shocked”?’

‘According to the Board, yes’.

‘It just occurs to me that a diagnosis of neurasthenia might not be inconvenient confronted with this’. He held up the Declaration.

‘Colonel Langdon chaired the Board. He certainly seems to think he is’.

‘Langdon doesn’t believe in shell‐shock’.

Bryce shrugged. ‘Perhaps Sassoon was gibbering all over the floor’.

‘“Funk, old boy”. I know Langdon’. Rivers came back to his chair and sat down. ‘He doesn’t sound as if he’s gibbering, does he?’

Bryce said carefully, ‘Does it matter what his mental state is? Surely it’s better for him to be here than in prison?’

(Barker 2014, 6–7)


The novelist, of course, cannot possibly know what Rivers’ original thoughts and comments were on his introduction to Sassoon; nonetheless, these help to generate the drama that causes us to emotionally engage with the characters in the novel – which is essential to any successful story. After reading through Sassoon’s declaration, Rivers is not convinced he is battling with shell‐shock, but rather acknowledges that he has been sent here under this diagnosis in an attempt to encourage him to go back to fight and avoid imprisonment. The reader is immediately engaged by this and anticipates their first encounter. Rivers becomes even less persuaded after meeting Sassoon. Throughout the interaction, he asks typical diagnostic questions regarding hallucinations, his feelings for the Germans, and if the patient thought he was going mad, before telling him that he believes he has ‘a very powerful anti‐war neurosis’, continuing ‘you realize, don’t you, that it’s my duty to … to try and change that? I can’t pretend to be neutral’ (22). This generates an impression for the reader of the pressures that were felt not only by soldiers returning from the front, but also by the medics who were tasked to assess and ‘cure’ them. Barker’s skill as an historical novelist lies in the way she brings these pressures back to life. The reader becomes engaged in how this story will pan out – will Rivers ‘fix’ Sassoon (among others)? Will Sassoon face imprisonment? – but vicariously enters the world of the story itself. We join them in their talk‐therapy sessions (which are recognizable in today’s mental health treatments); we adjust to a world that is different from our own, yet not entirely different.

Images of the Western Front have burnt in the modern imagination an indelible impression of soldiers in trenches, soldiers going over the top, soldiers lying in no man’s land; yet the aftermath of such experience, the many symptoms and experiences of post‐traumatic stress that fell under the catch‐all diagnosis ‘shell‐shock’, has left no such legacy. It is a fact we are aware of, but it is hard to imagine how it actually was. Barker (2014) focuses on the treatment delivered by Rivers, which is a more Freudian psychoanalytic talking‐cure method. She juxtaposes Rivers’ enlightened talking cure with Dr Lewis Yealland’s ‘rather different methods of treating his patients’ which ‘are described in detail in his book: Hysterical Disorders of Warfare’ (335). Here we return back to fact, and the more common approach to treatment of mental health in the early twentieth century, which for the contemporary reader may seem almost as brutal as life at the Western Front. In chapter twenty‐one, Dr Yealland shows Rivers his method in treating his mute patient, Callan. In comparison to the calm environment cultivated by Rivers, Yealland introduces a much more bracing, pull‐yourself‐together approach: ‘You will not leave me’, he said, ‘until you are talking as well as you ever did. No, not a minute before’ (307). His language echoes what we imagine a captain giving orders to a soldier must be like:


‘Remember you must behave and become the hero I expect you to be’, Yealland said. ‘A man who has been through so many battles should have a better control of himself’. He fastened the straps round Callan’s wrists and feet. ‘Remember, you must talk before you leave me’.

(307)




This is typical of the kind of officerly tone of voice and attitude you might expect to find in a war novel, and when used in the context of battle or the parade ground, it tends not to shock the reader. But in the context of a hospital devoted to the treatment of mental health, it shocks, just as Callan receives shocks to the back of his throat in an attempt to get him to speak again. We are shaken out of our cosily familiar talk‐therapy sessions with Rivers, and projected back into the world of 1917, one that had not progressed as far as we might have thought. This is Barker’s reminder that her novel is reviving a time different from our own – which is an essential duty for a historical novelist.

As Slotkin (2005, 225) emphasizes, if you are to be a historical writer, you must remove yourself from the contemporary and present the past world as it was. You must stretch your imagination to a time outside of your own and ‘adopt the dialect and tone of that time in order to represent that world realistically’ (225). He concludes by reminding the author and the reader that in a historical novel, ‘you have to pretend to forget what you know – how events will turn out, what later generations will say it all meant’ (225).

The historical novelist has to marry two duties: one‚ to set up a drama and story; the other‚ to present to the reader a realistic version of the past – both of which Barker has succeeded in. She has taken the facts of Sassoon’s protest of the war, mental health treatment of the early twentieth century, the historical setting of Craiglockhart and blended them with fiction. The drama and storytelling – the story of Sassoon and the deliberate juxtaposition of Rivers’ treatment methods with that of Yealland in order to expose the brutality – help us to engage with those facts with a more enriching experience, one that we may carry with us. It is the blending of these two factors that have allowed Barker to create a vivid and realistic picture of Craiglockhart hospital which will be imprinted in our minds when we think of the past. However, this is a profoundly challenging task. As Jonathan Neild (De Groot 2010, 5) remarks: ‘the spirit of a period is like the selfhood of a human being – something that cannot be handed on. No matter what factual evidence Barker draws upon, it may be true that it is ultimately impossible to breathe the atmosphere of a bygone time’ (5). Evidently, this is the case in the writing of Barker. She is not claiming to give an accurate representation of the past‚ as this would be impossible. What she, or indeed any historical novelist, offers is a blurring of information and invention, enriching us with a sensory experience as we are left living between our world and theirs.

At the end of the twentieth century in 1999, Sebastian Faulks and Jörg Hensgen (2014) published War Stories illustrating the popularity of the genre as it had grown through the century. Novelists have looked at the First World War in a variety of different ways, offering lived experiences of the Western Front. As Faulks tells us, the historical writer ‘will look for different angles’. They may explore ‘the fall‐out, the repercussions, the social eddies that begin from the hideous collisions of metal and flesh; the historical, post‐Freudian, even the comic or ironic dimensions’ (x). As in Birdsong (1994, 247) when Elizabeth poses the question ‘what was it like’, here Faulks (2014) reminds us of the role the historical novelist can play. They can pose questions such as ‘how did we get here? Has there ever been such a century for killing? What did it mean? Have we really thought it through?’ (xi), none of which can really be simply be answered by historical documentation. The novel cannot fully answer these questions accurately either, but it can offer the reader a space for informed reflection, as Barker (2014) has done in Regeneration. Such books serve as a reminder that the First World War was viewed and experienced differently by everyone affected by it. Looking at it from different angles, through different perspectives, stops us from conceiving it as a monolithic event that was the same for everyone involved. Six years after Faulks’ collection, Sebastian Barry (2005) offered us another story of the Western Front. Superficially, with its intense focus on suffering in the trenches, A Long Long Way looks typical of the genre; yet, like Barker (2014), Barry has his own agenda: in this instance, it is to give an authentic voice to the poor bloody infantry, the working class British Tommies, and indeed Irish Willie Dunnes.

De Groot discusses Barry’s work in The Historical Novel, arguing that he ‘interrogates the historical myth that the war was a heroic sacrifice on the part of those who fought’. He furthers this by suggesting that the purpose of A Long Long Way (2005) is to ‘point out that most of those who were there had no desire to sacrifice themselves, and that they were simply tools of a declining imperial power’ (De Groot 2010, 106). It is no accident that the novel is set just before the Easter Rising in 1916, and introduces the character of Irish soldier Willie Dunne, who was volunteered to fight in France against the Germans. From the onset, Barry undermines the notion that soldiers were willing to go to the Western Front, especially those who were being required to fight for a country already at war with their own nascent state:


‘The same fucking army that always done for us. Held me head down in all of history and drownded me and me family, and all before, like fucking dogs, and made a heap of us and burned us for black rebels. English bastards, bastards the lot, and poor people like me and the father and his oul da and his again and all going back, all under the boot, and them just minding their own business, dishing out Kingstown Harbour till they were blue in the teeth’.

But Christy Moran had no truck with diatribe just for the sake of it. He paused, dug a hand into the seam of his jacket, pulled out a pinch of lice, crushed them in a hopeless manner, and said: ‘And I am out here, I’m out fighting for the same fucking King’.

(Barry 2005, 26)


Willie Dunne travels from Dublin as a volunteer but what he discovers in Flanders is neither adventure nor heroism but desperate squalor. These lines of frustration will not be found in a textbook as, historically, fighting in the Great War was considered heroic. However, Barry undermines this notion through his Irish soldiers. In the middle of what seems like a protest, the intrusion of lice serves as a reminder of the soldier’s repression. He crushes the lice in a ‘hopeless’ manner, just as he is placed hopelessly in no man’s land. The author balances both frustration and trench humour to display to the reader the coping mechanisms commonly employed on the Western Front: ‘Not that I’m against soldiering, no. I like these white bastarding lices crawling around my bollocks, and the fucking rations blown to kingdom come and general muck and mayhem, and pissing into a thunderbox that smells of all you bastards’ shite’ (30). The humour is used as a strategy to normalize the abnormal situation that the soldiers have found themselves in, and to engage the contemporary reader in a time when one might assume humour to be impossible. Barry also juxtaposes the normality of everyday trench life with extreme events – a strategy used to identify for the reader just how disconcertingly unpredictable the war could be. For example, in chapter four, after ‘everyone had had a lash of tea, and there was a lot of farting going on after the big yellow beans that had come up around twelve’ (42), the convivial environment is quickly dispelled: ‘What was remarkable was the strange yellow‐tinged cloud that had just appeared from nowhere like a sea fog. But not like a fog really; he knew what a flaming fog looked like’ (43). At this moment we know more than the soldier himself; as Slotkin (2005) points out, ‘one source of power in the form is the fact that the readers do know how it all plays out’ (225) – which contributes significantly to the pathos of the scene. The reader feels terror before the soldiers, whose first reactions are incomprehension and curiosity: ‘Christy Moran was absolutely certain now he could see figures moving in the yellow smoke. It must be some sort of way of hiding the advancing men, he was thinking, some new‐fashioned piece of warfare’ (Barry 2005, 43). The true horror of the story, and indeed the intense reminder of the brutality the soldiers faced at the Western Front, is unveiled when they realize that this was not camouflage but an attack:


The big snake of turning yellow reached the parapet of the Algerian stretch of the trench far over to the right and now strange noises were heard. The soldiers seemed to be milling about haphazardly, as if invisible soldiers had fallen in on them, and were bayoneting without restraint. That wasn’t a good sound. The colonial men were roaring now, and there were other frightening cries, as if the unseen horde were throttling them. Of course, the Irishmen could not see into the trenches as such, but in their mind’s eye ferocious slaughter was afoot.

(44–45)


The men watch as this ‘evil smoke’ causes devastating effects: the ‘poor men of Algiers’ are ‘now for some reason tearing off their uniforms and writhing on the ground, and howling’ (45). The reader can feel the sudden panic of soldiers who are completely unprepared for the attack: ‘on instinct the men pushed down along the trench’ (45), which we also know was the wrong thing to do, mustard gas being heavier than air and hence filling the trenches. But the soldiers were experiencing this for the first time, and we are transported back into their uncomprehending state. We read on as the soldiers scurry through the trenches in an attempt to escape the gas: ‘anyone that lingered tasted the smoke, felt the sharp tines in his throat raking and gashing, and he was undone’ (47).

Barry not only creates a vivid picture for the reader of the moments when gas attacks hit the trenches, but the aftermath it had on those left behind. When the news of gas attacks was delivered back to captains and majors, he creates a dialogue illustrating how they take the news: ‘Major Stokes read the note and Willie knew the information hurt him. He [Willie] could see that clearly’ (117). Following this momentary lapse of emotion, the major quickly reverts back to his role of authority: ‘That’s another bunch of casualties’, he said. ‘Christ Almighty’. Then his face changed again. ‘What’s wrong with you fucking Irish? Can’t you take a bit of Gas?’ (117). Here Barry exposes the desensitization of the soldiers at the Western Front, where the loss of life and causalities had become part of the every day. Rather than react and show ‘weakness’, they know they must carry on. Barry too does this for us. In this sense, he creates a dialogue juxtaposing the horror with the humour, causing the reader to laugh and desensitize ourselves from the effects that have just unfolded through the previous pages:


‘I tell you, you smell like hell, Private’, said the major […]

‘What’s wrong with you fucking Irish?’ said the major again.

‘I shat in my trousers, sir, that’s the smell you’re smelling’.

‘What?’ said the major, enfiladed as it were by the honest remark.

‘Shat in my trousers, sir’.

‘Why on earth did you do that, Private?’ said Captain Boston.

‘Terror, sir’.

‘Terror?’ said the captain. ‘You say terror?’

‘Why not, sir?’

‘Well, you’re an honest man, I suppose’, said Captain Boston. ‘Yes indeed’.

(117–118)


Only for a moment do we find humour in Willie Dunne’s brutal honesty, distracted from the events happening, before our return to reality. This dialogue serves as a reminder of how terrified these soldiers were. Stereotypically, a soldier is seen as brave. However, Barry forces us to recognize that before the Great War, these were ordinary men who had now found themselves living in no man’s land, literally and metaphorically.

Barry chooses to tell the story untold within the history textbooks – the dawning horror. We follow them from innocence through to full terror. Of course, the archives hold records of such experiences conveyed in letters and diaries, but the historical novelist brings these moments back to life as part of a narrative. A narrative that the soldiers themselves assume will never be written:


Tolstoy wrote about the wars. But not like this war. In his war, you could still go home and fall in love with a lady … well, maybe it I’n’t so very different. Maybe not. Anyway, they don’t write books about the likes of us. It’s officers and high‐up people mostly.

(231–232)


Hitherto it had been the soldiers in higher ranks whose stories were told, and the lower classes were reduced to a silent statistic in a textbook, if acknowledged at all. Barry takes his opportunity to give a voice to the voiceless, encouraging the reader to reflect on their own assumptions about these events: who do we think about when we imagine the First World War? Do we remember the nameless soldiers who lost their lives in the muddy fields of Flanders? Through the character of Willie Dunne, A Long Long Way forces us to face the fact that the supposedly ‘Great’ was not heroic but a barbaric slaughter. As contemporary readers, we empathize with the ‘Willie Dunne’s’ of the First World War, the mass of forgotten foot soldiers who mostly fought against their will.

Both Barker (2014) and Barry (2005) have allowed us to momentarily trespass on a world that is not our own and reflect on two versions of the past. They have presented us with two different aspects of the First World War, both of which ran the risk of being overlooked. The anachronistic dialogue in Barker’s (2014) Regeneration may draw our attention to the artificiality of her novel; however, she is not trying to convince us otherwise. Throughout the novel, we are aware that what we are reading is a work of fiction, not of fact. Barker carefully tries to balance the historical with the imagined to offer the reader an emotionally enriched version of war’s traumatic aftermath. Barry’s (2005) approach to representing the past is dissimilar from that of Barker’s in that he does not draw on real historical figures in the way that it has been done in Regeneration. In A Long Long Way, Barry uses the real historical setting (the trenches) in a historical time period (the First World War), but the Irish soldiers he represents are fictional characters. Yet the picture he paints is no less vivid and persuasive. In fact, arguably, he has more room for invention here, yet his novel does not seem exaggerated or overplayed in any sense. It appears that even with his space for liberty, Barry has managed to maintain his narrative within the realms of First World War fiction and kept the reader firmly in place in no man’s land. His novel is more obviously a form of fiction to the reader than that of Barker’s (who leaves herself open to complaints by pedants) as there is no confusion as to what dialogue is historically accurate and what is not. Yet the perspective is no less convincing. We as readers live through the experience of lower‐class soldiers and are grateful to Barry for letting us hear their voice. As De Groot (2010, 4) argues, ‘the historical novel is always a slightly more inflected form than most types of fiction, the reader of such work always slightly more self‐aware of the artificiality of the writing and the strangeness of engaging with imaginary work which strives to explain something that is other than one’s contemporary knowledge and experience: the past’. Both of these novelists offer alternative answers to the question posed by Elizabeth in Faulks’ (1994) Birdsong – ‘what was it like?’ – enriching our contemporary knowledge of a bygone time. Here lies historical fiction’s raison d’être. The merger of history and fiction allows for the telling of narratives that would otherwise have been marginalized or silenced by the traditional narrative of war stories found in both textbooks and cultural memory.

Towards the end of Birdsong, Faulks (1994) once again illuminates to the reader the importance of historical war novels: ‘having read all the notebooks as well as two or three more books about the war, Elizabeth finally had some picture in her mind of what it had been like’ (490). That is all any reader of historical fiction should want – a blending of information and imagination that enriches our versions of the past. Rather than having history and literature compete with each other and debating over authenticity, the historical novel should be celebrated. With every ‘two or three more books’, be that a textbook or a novel, about the war our contemporary society reads, the more vivid a picture of the Great War they will have. Just as Wilfred Owen’s (1920) ‘Dulce de Decorum Est’ poem works alongside history in altering and understanding how we can look at the past, the historical novel has the same potential. We enter the worlds of Stephen Wraysford, Siegfried Sassoon‚ or Willie Dunne‚ and it is in these moments that it can stop being history and turn into an experience. As with any form of fiction, albeit written in the past (Wilfred Owen), or set in the past (Barker and Barry), they enrich us with the lived experience that is left out of historical documentation. When we approach a historical novel, we should not do so for its accuracy of history, but rather its alternative versions of it. A historical novel should try and offer as many plausible perspectives as possible so that our generation, or future generations, can learn from the past. The question we are left with then is: how accurate do our versions of the past need to be in order to experience it? Surely the inaccuracies are outweighed by the fictional realities? The author and the reader ought to pose the questions asked by Elizabeth, which allows us to imaginatively live in these fictional realities created by Barker, Barry‚ and Faulks. However, it is worth concluding by acknowledging that what actually happened at the Western Front can only be told by those who were there. The historical novel can only go so far in allowing us to live in a time before us. We are Elizabeth in Birdsong, desperately wanting to know the answers, but the reality lies with Stephen Wraysford. Birdsong is, and can only ever be a novel; it can never be what it was. Faulks’ (1994) novel ought to be used as the key for approaching the historical novel; it is at once posing the questions but always bringing us back to our contemporary world. The fiction takes us further than the textbook, looking on at the protagonists of the novel in their sensory and emotional experience of the First World War, but the invention reminds us of our distance from it. The closing remarks by Stephen Wraysford are Faulks’ (1994) own, or indeed any historical novelist’s, acknowledgement that the true reality remains, and always will, with those who went to no man’s land:


No child or future generation will ever know what this was like. They will never understand.

When it is over, we will go quietly among the living, and we will not tell them.

We will talk and sleep and go about our business, like human beings.

We will seal what we have seen in the silence of our hearts, and no words will reach us.

(Faulks 1994, 422)
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Global Literature and the Death of the Novel: Rushdie in Retro‐Perspective

MADELENA GONZALEZ



The Novel in the Digital Age

In many ways, we are living in an age of paradox where the written word is more omnipresent than at any time since the advent of the Gutenberg era. Yet, it is marginalized in the sense that we experience it in an excessively fragmentary manner within a ‘culture of interruptions’ as Steven Connor describes our present condition (77). This current state of affairs is also analyzed in some detail by the French philosopher Bernard Stiegler. His recent volume deals with the concept of disruption in an overly technologized society, a situation which, in his opinion, constitutes a new form of barbarism (15). Less dramatically, and as McLuhan foretold, the medium increasingly interferes with the message or even becomes that message‚ and it cannot be denied that our relationship with the written word has certainly changed significantly since the Internet revolution. It is perhaps worth spending a little time re‐assessing the role of literature and the relevance of the novel to the digital age.

Salman Rushdie, a major figure in contemporary anglophone literature, if not one of the best‐known and most notorious writers of fiction, thanks to the Ayatollah Khomeini’s 1989 fatwa pronounced in relation to his novel The Satanic Verses (1988), can provide us with an interesting case study. Born into an anglicized Indian family in Mumbai, in 1947, the year of Indian Independence, a pupil at Rugby, a student of history at Cambridge, an advertising copywriter in London, then a full‐time novelist based in London and New York, his career spans more than 40 years from the publication of the science fiction fantasy Grimus in 1975 until The Golden House (2017), his latest novel, written in what he called the ‘operatic realist mode’ in a recent interview (The Guardian Podcast). Rushdie has always made ambitious claims for his novels and for literature in general, as a quote from his memoir Joseph Anton illustrates: ‘Yes, in 1986 it still felt natural for writers to […] believe in the literary art as the proper counterweight to power, and to see literature as a lofty, transnational, transcultural force that could, in Bellow’s great formulation, “open the universe a little more”’ (chapter 1, Kindle edition). Favourable criticism has tended to celebrate this universality unconditionally‚ while negative assessments have been equally extreme. To take just two examples of novels written twenty years apart, Midnight’s Children, winner of the Booker of Bookers, and perhaps his most well‐loved novel to date, was described by Clark Blaise as ‘a continent finding its voice’ (365). Fury, on the other hand, was largely panned by the critics, a tendency summed up by the title of a review article penned by Boyd Tonkin: ‘Fury! The Savaging of Salman Rushdie’ (2001). The ever‐acerbic James Wood used it as an opportunity to cast aspersions on Rushdie’s craft and expertise as a writer:


This cartoonishness which has been Rushdie’s weakness throughout his career, and which has been lucky enough over the years to be flattered by the term ‘magic realism’, only proves that he is incapable of writing realistically – and thus oddly confirms the prestige of realism, confirms its difficulty, its hard challenge, its true rigor.

(34; my emphasis)


It is debatable, however, whether Fury can be considered as fitting the magic realist genre. As I have tried to show elsewhere, the narrator is closer to the Balzacian secretary of society (Gonzalez 2012, 182). Nevertheless, Woods’s criticism highlights a salient feature of Rushdie’s post‐fatwa fiction to be addressed later in this chapter: an obsession with realism and the visual aspects of this literary genre.

Whether one is a fan or detractor, Rushdie seems ideally positioned for status as a world author by virtue of both his cosmopolitan origins and the universal themes with which he seeks to engage, such as good and evil, love and hate, identity and alterity. At times, he appears to bestride the world like a literary colossus, taking in Asian, European‚ and North American experience and literary heritage in one fell swoop. Now, at the age of 72, knighted by the Queen, he is a grand old man of letters, and, in many ways, an exemplar of a golden age of the modern novel, in the chronological sense, if we define this as stretching from 1922 with the publication of Ulysses until the present day. To some extent‚ he is also the embodiment of the self‐conscious postmodern aesthetic which became dominant in the novel from the 1980s onwards. In the United Kingdom and in many parts of the English‐speaking world, the 1980s were a particularly fertile period for literary fiction and marked the coming of age of such giants as Peter Carey, J.M. Coetzee, Kazuo Ishiguro, Ian McEwan, Toni Morrison, Michael Ondaatje, Jeanette Winterson‚ and Rushdie himself, to name but a handful of writers who have gone on to win the most prestigious of prizes, including the Nobel Prize for literature in many cases.

At various junctures in recent literary history, the question of the survival of the novel as a relevant fictional form has been posed with urgency‚ and the death of the novel has been regularly pronounced, or postponed, since Ortega Y. Gasset wrote about the decline of the novel in 1925. A recent article by Will Self can provide a useful illustration of the tendency: ‘The literary novel as an art work and a narrative art form central to our culture is indeed dying before our eyes’ (para. 5). The principal argument of Self and others is that the digital era has made the novel redundant, or at least a certain type of self‐reflexive, literary fiction, of which writers like he and Rushdie are the celebrated proponents. According to him, readers now prefer sound bites and the more condensed immediate forms on offer such as tweets, none of which leave room, apparently, for the capacious scope of the novel. The Scottish novelist and essayist Andrew O’Hagan evokes a recent shift in selfhood and the loss of privacy; the ‘tender human comprehension’ expressed by the creation of an Isabel Archer is now pitted against the algorithms which define digital experience (para. 7). Rushdie, who is also a prolific writer of non‐fiction, has plenty to say on this subject. Engaging with George Steiner’s lament for the novel, he sets up a spirited defence of the genre:


Only a Western European intellectual would compose a lament for an entire art form on the basis that the literatures of, say, England, France, Germany, Spain and Italy were no longer the most interesting on earth. […] Even Prof. Steiner’s portrait of an exhausted Europe is, in my view, simply and demonstrably false.

(2002, 56–57)


There are other dissenting voices which dismiss such pessimistic predictions. Katy Shaw, for example, makes a convincing case for the novel in the digital age, concluding that the former is a genre that literature simply cannot do without (2018).

The aim of this chapter is to revisit the well‐known concept of World Literature dating back to Goethe and to see how it might relate to the idea of the global novel in the digital age, if indeed such an entity can be said to exist. Taking Salman Rushdie as our principal case study, we will try and see where the novel stands at the present point in contemporary culture before concluding with a series of paradoxical possibilities: now that the novel has seemingly been swallowed up by technology and possibly rendered redundant by the latter, if we are to believe Self and other doom merchants, can it use its embattled status as a source of renewed vigour for an outmoded medium? Is it capable of maintaining a surplus value in relation to a homogenized global culture or is it merely a reflection of that culture? Is a serious novel published in the digital age condemned to wallow in self‐reflexive nostalgia for a golden age of print or can it flourish within the new paradigm and alter its contours from within? In answer to these questions, the conclusion of this chapter will show how some contemporary novels of a certain type may constitute an aspirational gesture towards a Romantic transcendence outside the immanence of the information order.



World Literature and the Decline of Utopia

Let us start with the concept of World Literature and see how this original ideal may have slipped gradually into something more prosaic and market‐oriented resembling what we will call the global novel. Since Goethe first coined the term in the nineteenth century, World Literature has always been a paradoxical concept, attempting to make the world both a smaller and a larger place at the same time. Goethe is well known for trying to free literature from the dominance of French Letters and to broaden literary scope to include non‐European works of art, notably of Chinese, Indian‚ and Persian origin, for example. However, this also presented the problem of choice and availability in an age before modern communications systems. It gave rise to a literary elite to be welcomed into the new canon and a coterie of literary experts able to validate this new canon. It is worth remembering that Goethe himself could read Latin, Greek, French, Italian, English, Arabic‚ and Hebrew and thus was ideally positioned as a connoisseur and expert in the new field. As in Goethe’s time, the benefits of World Literature are still being trumpeted today as a means of combating nationalism and colonialism in favour of an ‘interconnected world built on more just terms’, as Martin Puchner expresses it in a recent article (para. 18). David Damrosch is chief among the exponents of this school of thought and has done a significant amount of work in establishing World Literature as a discipline, particularly in the North American academy. However, by his own admission, the concept is something of a loose baggy monster and presents endless difficulties of classification and compilation: ‘If world literature is defined as literature of genuinely global scope, whether in authorial intention or in its circulation among readers, then we are only just now seeing the birth of this literary form, whose true history lies in the future rather than in the past’ (483). There is also the problem of translation, which was even more acute in Goethe’s time but which persists today. Great poets such as Faiz Ahmad ‘Faiz’, one of Rushdie’s literary influences, have only been summarily and unsatisfactorily translated into English, for example. Although one gets a general sense of the universal and of lyrical beauty from the English edition of his poems, unless one is fluent in Urdu like Rushdie himself, much has evidently been lost in translation, as the following quote from his poem, ‘Lyric’, will illustrate:


How to tell my inner feeling

For you, O my itinirant (sic) friend

To scare off birds, to throw the dice

To implore the passing breeze and surmise

Remembering you, I am moved to cries

To mention you with utmost feeling

How to tell my inner feeling

For you, O my itinirant (sic) friend. (117)


The definition of World Literature is equally problematic, particularly as Goethe himself was fuzzy on this point‚ and it continues to cause confusion today. Should the ‘genre’ simply be considered as comprising works of a high literary value with universal themes appealing to a worldwide readership or does it require, in addition and in line with World Music, a component of exoticism in relation to a Eurocentric model and the North American‐dominated Anglosphere? Scholars of World Literature, including Damrosch, are often unclear on this point and some of the attempts made at clarification tend to muddy the waters even further:


A full history of world literature should draw as much on Posnett as on Goethe – or Immanuel Wallerstein – and should include Apuleius, Murasaki Shikibu, and Voltaire as well as Kipling and Rushdie. It should unfold the varied processes and strategies through which writers have individually and collectively furthered the long negotiation between local cultures and the world beyond them.1 (485)




Many of the World Literature compilations and handbooks seem to be an uneasy mix of a welter of different literary forms and types without any identifiable overarching coherence, except the aforementioned negotiation between the local and the global, which remains unclear in its contours. Damrosch’s suggestion of a vast compilation of literary works which would be a cross between the Wikipedia model, furnished with endless hyperlinks, and the Oxford University–based project of the Electronic Text Corpus of Sumerian Literature‚ which provides transcriptions and translations of all known Sumerian texts online, ultimately fails to appeal or to convince; its putative reader may be forgiven for entertaining dizzying visions of an never‐ending string of competing texts and links stretching into eternity – and, of course, into cyberspace …

Damrosch is at pains to maintain the traditional academic stance of ideological objectivity in his work, cautiously sidestepping the more contentious and political aspects of the concept of World Literature, harking back to Marx and Engels, for example, and their championing of a World Literature which would be international and emancipatory. In contrast to Damrosch, Timothy Brennan tries to promote a more radical form of cultural cosmopolitanism in his At Home in the World: ‘the question is not so much the desirability of building a cosmopolitanism in the sense of a global cultural outlook that respects autonomy and contestatory values, as it is how to do it’ (309). Like many other Marxist‐oriented critics, Brennan seeks to make visible the dominant ideology and the role academics play in circulating and formulating ideology. In conclusion he calls for a ‘new comparatism’ (313) which would mean organizing knowledge in terms of different sub‐specializations within national literatures. Ultimately, Brennan proposes resisting the universalizing impetus of hegemonic forms of cosmopolitanism with internationalism in a Gramscian vein. However, an eclectic table of contents taking Cuban popular music, Paul Nizan, George Orwell, Julia Kristeva, C.L.R. James‚ and Ernst Bloch as the competing terms in his complex dialectic may confuse the reader as to the exact definition of the new international of world writers and the precise criteria to be set up for the establishment of the category.

The confusion surrounding World Literature is not helped by the frequent implicit assumption that postcolonial literature is simply World Literature in disguise or vice versa and, once again, the problem of the availability and the quality of translations cannot be swept under the carpet. Brennan evokes


the immense financial resources of publishers to offer a mind‐boggling repertoire of work written in languages other than English for monoglot English‐speaking audiences – a condition that finesses such issues of faithfulness and poetic expression by presenting to an avid reading public a body of work that is known and discussed entirely within English and that is often referred to in the translated language of English even by literary professionals versed in a smattering of foreign tongues. (314)


He goes on to explain how ‘contemporary Americans are witness to a commercially defined writing where it is possible for literature to be read and reviewed entirely in English while registering as “foreign”’ (314). This is a question to which we shall return when discussing the phenomenon of the global novel and its aesthetics. If, for present purposes, we decide to define World Literature as referring to works of a high literary value with universal themes, and not rooted exclusively in one specific place or region, a writer like Rushdie seems an ideal candidate for entry into the canon. Indeed, Damrosch is quick to recognize him as such: ‘Only since the 1960s have we witnessed the full flowering of the kind of Weltliteratur envisioned by Goethe, postnational in conception and fully international in reception, created by such globe‐hopping writers as Kipling’s successor, Salman Rushdie’ (483). Leaving aside the many questionable assumptions expressed in this quote, not least the labelling of Rushdie as Kipling’s successor, the thorny question of reception, or the idea that globe‐trotting or ‐hopping, whether it be physical or intellectual, is a reliable literary criterion, Rushdie undeniably fits the bill. Of course, the fact that he writes in English also gives him more weight as a representative figure in the context of a world market dominated by the United States, a point we hope to address in our next part. Rushdie’s literary influences are numerous and wide‐ranging over time and space. The ‘polyglot family tree’ to which he refers in his essay ‘Imaginary Homelands’ (21) includes Gogol, Cervantes, Kafka, Melville, Machado de Assis, Bulgakov, Fielding, Swift, Defoe, Dickens, Blake‚ and the Romantic poets to name but a few. The Classics, including Aeschylus, Aristophanes, Sophocles‚ and Shakespeare are omnipresent and Milton, Hugo, Cavafy‚ and Joyce provide other obvious intertextual clues. The Indian epics, the Bombay Talkies‚ and Hollywood should not be forgotten either. In addition, Rushdie was an amateur actor in 1970s fringe theatre in the United Kingdom and makes no secret to this day of his love for all forms of popular culture including music, comic books, sport, online games‚ and television. It is precisely this dizzying eclecticism embracing both high and low or popular culture which makes him an ideal figure for studying the possible intersection between World Literature and the global novel which we aim to discuss in our next part. As we hope to show, if The Satanic Verses can be shown to fit the category of World Literature in tone, themes‚ and style, post‐fatwa productions such as Fury or The Golden House are closer to what we will attempt to define as the global novel.

So far, it will be clear that, in line with Goethe’s original concept, World Literature remains something of a utopia‚ as the concluding lines of Damrosch’s article confirm. Indeed, the romanticism of the last pages of The Satanic Verses, which are an optimistic rewriting of a famous quote from Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks, reflect an enlightened liberal humanist world view soon to be shattered by the fatwa, fundamentalism‚ and the rise of the global: ‘To the devil with it! Let the bulldozers come. If the old refused to die, the new could not be born’ (Rushdie 1992, 547). Quoting the American social scientist Immanuel Wallerstein, Damrosch sees World Literature as a rampart against cultural homogenization, an example of the ‘simultaneous localization of the global and the globalization of the local’ (492), citing again such ‘global writers’ as Rushdie, Walcott‚ and Orhan Pamuk‚ who are closely connected to their homelands while engaging with other localities and attracting readers worldwide. If World Literature can indeed strike the perfect balance between enlightened nationalism and emancipatory internationalism‚ we may indeed be able to have our proverbial cake and eat it at the same time. Puchner, for example, while recognizing World Literature as a market, does not see this as a barrier to its original ideal or aspiration. On the contrary, according to him, the existence of the market provides an impetus for flooding that very market with world literature in a variety of different languages and forms: ‘True, the market in world literature is uneven and not always fair. But the solution to this problem is not less circulation, less translations; less world literature. The solution is a more vibrant translation culture, more translations into more languages and more world literature education’ (para. 34). However, there is a significant danger in ignoring or glossing over the brutal economic mechanisms which preside over the production and sale of art and literature in the present day, if not its ultimate commodification, while the celebratory rhetoric of the global as the ultimate object of desire is starting to ring hollow in the twenty‐first century. Recent history has sorely tested the belief in the power of the market to regulate itself and its ability to provide a viable model for society in any shape or form. Equally, the interaction between the local and the global, championed by Damrosch, is increasingly problematic within the context of late capitalism. What happens, for example, when the enlightened ideal of World Literature is confronted with capitalism in its viral stage? Jean Baudrillard, describes the latter phenomenon in the first section of his The Transparency of Evil:


But Marx simply did not foresee that it would be possible for capital […] to transpoliticize itself, as it were: to launch itself into orbit beyond the relations of production and political contradictions, to make itself autonomous in a free‐floating, ecstatic and haphazard form, and thus to totalize the world in its own image. (10)


One of the questions we seek to address here is whether the novel has been engulfed by such immanence or whether it can still vouchsafe an encounter with a form of transcendence above and beyond the totality described.

 

The Rise and Rise of the Global Novel and the Waning of the Aesthetic

It is increasingly clear that it is not Goethe’s or even Damrosch’s enlightened ideal of World Literature in all its infinite variety and richness which is currently being sold and marketed worldwide for the general reader but something of a very different nature, Fifty Shades of Grey and the Harry Potter or Twilight novels being cases in point. Scholars and experts may bravely continue to brandish the Grail of literary value as the benchmark for success‚ but the digital era has created the conditions for the exponential and immediate consumption of ‘literature’ of any and every stripe. These conditions simply did not exist in a print‐based culture‚ where the laborious and costly processes of selection, copyediting‚ and printing, not to mention distribution, provided significant obstacles to instant fame and consumption. A children’s novel from the 1930s such as Masefield’s The Box of Delights, not dissimilar in style and tone to Harry Potter, let it be said in passing, is largely a forgotten classic despite its adaptation by the BBC in 1984. Is this because its literary value is less or simply because its publication and adaptation pre‐date the World Wide Web? How is the success or otherwise of a novel to be measured: by the number of copies sold or by some other mysterious criteria pertaining to its status as art? One of the difficulties is the unwillingness of critics to engage with the latter question in any but vague general terms. The cultural turn in the humanities has brought benefits, not least a much‐needed corrective to the New Critical orthodoxy of the work of art as autotelic and thus devoid of context outside itself. However, it has also led to the neglect of the aesthetic, if not to the abandonment, pure and simple, in some institutions of higher education, of the study of stylistics and literary form, now considered secondary or even irrelevant in relation to content instead of unavoidably enmeshed with it. This question is dealt with in detail in Bradford’s Is Shakespeare Any Good? and Other Questions on How to Evaluate Literature, a controversial take on the question of value which goes against the current cultural grain in its willingness to get its hands dirty and actually define what makes a book either ‘good’ or ‘bad’ from the point of view of art. To take a controversial example, not used by Bradford, Louis‐Ferdinand Céline can be recognized as a great artist and practitioner of the modern French novel and language while at the same time being proscribed as suitable reading in schools and universities due to his highly questionable moral and political stance as a collaborator with the Nazis. Conrad’s Heart of Darkness is a landmark novel in English letters while at the same time displaying certain traits which betray a belief in white racial supremacy. However, an awareness of one side of the equation need not make the other irrelevant in the eyes of the critic or student of literature. In his preface to The Nigger of the Narcissus, Conrad is at pains to emphasize the importance of the aesthetic: ‘[The novel] must strenuously aspire to the plasticity of sculpture, to the color of painting, to the magic suggestiveness of music […]. And it is only through complete, unswerving devotion to the perfect blending of form and substance […] that an approach can be made to plasticity’ (51). The unique alchemy at play in this process of blending is precisely what constitutes the surplus value of the art of fiction in the digital or, indeed, in any age.

Ian Watt’s seminal analysis of the rise of the novel in Britain in the eighteenth century explains how socioeconomic circumstances allowed this particular type of literature, the novel, originally a lowly sub‐genre in relation to poetry or the essay, to flourish. It is perhaps worth noting the extent to which the novel has become the major modern literary genre in relation to which all other genres are now relegated to minor status. A socio‐historical analysis in line with Watt might claim that this is due to the novel’s materiality as a consumer object to be sold on the worldwide market, while theatre, for example, is first and foremost of an experiential, ephemeral nature and cannot be packaged as a product and sold in the same way. As for poetry, its formal constraints and conventions tend to make it a specialized interest or a refined taste whose original epic prerogatives have been usurped by other media and genres, including the novel, of course. For example, hypotyposis, ‘a vivid description of a scene, event, or situation’, according to The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, a rhetorical figure or ‘sketch’ (from the Greek), which was originally the province of epic poetry and poetic writing for the theatre, has long been integrated into the novel. The striking incipit of Rushdie’s The Ground Beneath Her Feet, makes excellent use of the figure (see Gonzalez 2005, 153), while modern technology, starting with the moving pictures, allows such scenes to come alive within an image‐, rather than a word‐based aesthetic. Some of the consequences of this for the novel will be envisaged shortly. For the time being, whatever the historical, sociological‚ or economic reasons may be, it seems safe to say that the novel, despite its humble origins, stands in for literature itself per se today‚ and this is why it is perhaps worth spending time discussing its progress, survival, or eventual demise.

If we now return to Rushdie, we can try and see where he might fit into this debate. As a novelist, he is notable for his stylistic variety and genre‐bending exploits, drawing on science fiction, magical realism, postmodernism, cinematic realism, operatic realism, fantasy, the thriller, the detective novel, historical fiction‚ and children’s fiction, among others. He frequently combines several different genres within the same novel, Shalimar the Clown being a good example of this tendency. This rambling 398‐page epic of a novel, or, as Theo Tait describes it, somewhat uncharitably, ‘Flame‐Broiled Whopper’, switches between both magical and cinematic realisms, before culminating in a bizarre, Pynchonesque climax that flirts with postmodern noir. Such eclecticism could be said to reflect the fragmented nature of the postmodern age, its indiscriminate mixing of high and low culture, as well as its reluctance to establish a hierarchy between genres and styles, between the noble and the mundane, for example. For a politically committed critic like Terry Eagleton, this is merely a manifestation of postmodernism’s complicity with consumer society: ‘[postmodernism] puts its trust in pluralism – in a social order which is as diverse and inclusive as possible. […] Most of the time, at least, it is eager to mix together as many diverse cultures as possible, so that it can peddle its commodities to them all’ (18–19). From a less traditionally left‐wing political point of view, more in keeping with Linda Hutcheon’s concept of ‘complicitous critique’, it can be seen to constitute both a reflection of our world and a criticism of that world (2). This is the line taken by Cristina Sandru in her analysis of some of Rushdie’s later novels‚ which she sees as ‘both instruments of cultural critique and symptoms of a leveling globalization’ (140), an opinion which, once again, conjures up the spectre of cultural homogenization to which we shall return very shortly. Sandru is not alone in detecting a shift towards a different kind of novel in the later Rushdie. According to Tait:


Shalimar the Clown is the story of everywhere […]. It also represents, in a rather eccentric way, an attempt to write a more fast‐moving and easily‐consumed story. […] The result is very peculiar: a cross between a piece of magic realism which displays all the worst vices of the style, and the contemporary international thriller.

(para. 8)


Tait makes other serious criticisms of the novel’s form and style: ‘There is no room for any ambiguity or depth, or indeed, for characterisation […] an authorial voice like a bad film voiceover fills in the background’ (paras. 17, 19). Similar criticisms could be made of other recent Rushdie novels‚ and the borrowing of cinematic techniques is widespread in the later fiction.

In a recent article, the expatriate English novelist Tim Parks asserts that we are moving towards ‘a world market for literature’, a development that ‘has been hugely accelerated by electronic text transmission’ (para. 3). So far, so obvious. However, the second part of his piece makes some original and worrying observations: ‘From the moment an author perceives his ultimate audience as international rather than national, the nature of his writing is bound to change. In particular one notes a tendency to remove obstacles to international comprehension’ (para. 7). This would seem to indicate that the writer no longer requires a translator but in some measure is becoming his own translator: ‘More importantly the language is kept simple. Kazuo Ishiguro has spoken of the importance of avoiding allusion and word play to make things easier for the translator’ (para. 8). This sounds like an interesting reversal of the idealistic internationalism of the concept of World Literature with which we dealt above. An assiduous student of Rushdie’s complete works may notice a shift in aim, tone‚ and narrative voice in some elements of the post‐fatwa corpus. The riotous carnival of allusion and layer upon layer of unexplained intertext, which is the hallmark of The Satanic Verses from the incipit onwards, speaks, above all, to a cultured polymath of a reader not unlike Rushdie himself, perhaps a sort of ‘world reader’ in the sense in which we have been using the term in relation to literature. Within the first few pages, Brecht and The Doors jostle with popular Indian film, the Bible, the Koran, Jean‐Luc Godard, Indian playback singers, the Urdu ghazal, Alice in Wonderland, and ‘Rule Britannia’. The important point is that none of these references are ever explained explicitly by the narrative instance. Instead, they form part of the welter of different styles, voices, points of view, allusions, references, even languages, which go to make up the polyglot (world?) text, the ‘multivocal and multifocal narrative that resists mastery’ (2007, 128), according to Kuortti. In contrast, René, the aspiring filmmaker and self‐conscious narrator of The Golden House, is scrupulous in explaining absolutely everything to his reader. The effect is sometimes akin to reading Rushdie with subtitles: ‘I thought of Joseph Fiennes as the young Bard in Shakespeare in Love, jumping up from the desk at which he is writing – what? Romeo and Juliet? – doing a little pirouette and telling himself without vanity or shame, “God, I’m good”’ (338; my emphasis). A few paragraphs later, we find the following: ‘The gun, however, was definitely a Godard touch. I thought of his murderer heroine in Pierrot leaving the dwarf dead with her scissors through his neck’ (339; my emphasis). Whatever one may think of the choice of cinematic references and the juxtaposition of art house cinema with the most mainstream of commercial productions, one cannot help regretting a certain stylistic laziness emphasized by the repetition of ‘I thought of’, a clunky narrative strategy which is consistently wheeled out to make sure that the reader is able to identify the reference. It might also be added in passing that a somewhat uncomfortable ‘down with the kids’ tone is perceptible at times and Rushdie’s ‘cool’ young narrator is not as convincing a leading man as the inimitable Saladin of The Satanic Verses whose authenticity as a jaded middle‐aged mimic man was one of the novel’s great strengths. At times, it puts the reader in mind of one of the later Woody Allen films in which the ageing Allen persists unconvincingly in playing the romantic lead.

Rushdie has chosen a filmmaker as the narrator for his latest novel, so it is natural that his references should be cinematic rather than literary. However, the novel contains an unwelcome surfeit of these; a riff on the name of the narrator’s illegitimate son, Vespa, turns into an indigestible catalogue of juxtaposed movie ‘quotes’ or ‘intertexts’ where aesthetic coherence is subordinated to referential overload, almost as if the writing were imitating an endless string of hyperlinks. The narrative prioritizes the visual‚ and we are ‘zapped’ from one filmic universe to another in a schizophrenic romp through recent cinema history. The end of the catalogue which, in view of the boy’s name, zigzags predictably from Fellini’s Roma to De Sica’s Bicycle Thief, to the decidedly less arty Back to the Future, is a good example of this indiscriminate mixing reminiscent of the retro‐eclecticism of a Tarantino: ‘Yes, my son and I, hand in hand, would marvel at the gigantic buttocks and breasts of the whores in Fellini’s Roma and sit in despair on a Roman sidewalk mourning a stolen bicycle and jump into Doc Brown’s DeLorean and fly back to the future and be free’ (305). In view of the narrator’s filmic credentials, it is no coincidence that the novel is also partially structured as a film script/mockumentary. However, over and above this conceit which self‐consciously draws attention to the constructed nature of reality in line with postmodern philosophy, what can Rushdie’s narrative choices and style tell us about the novel in its current incarnation?

The increasing obsession with the visual rather than the linguistic tends to come to the fore in Rushdie’s later fiction. The Moor’s Last Sigh deals with painting and the fine arts, loosely basing its main protagonist on the famous Indian artist Amrita Sher‐Gil‚ but its poetics stems largely from the literary figure of ekphrasis, the use of detailed description of a visual work of art as a literary device. This point has not escaped the notice of several critics (Kuorrti 2012, Morton, Sandru). However, for present purposes, I should like to focus on the preoccupation with a different kind of visual culture, that of the masses, which is clearly discernible in Fury, for example‚ and its endless references to popular cinema and Internet culture. This fixation seems linked to a perceptible anxiety about the novel’s continued relevance to a society dominated by the World Wide Web. In this context, the novel as a genre seeks to compete with new technology by seeking to imitate its protocols. Rushdie is not the only well‐established novelist to attempt such a feat. Winterson’s ThePowerBook (2001) and Amis’s Yellow Dog (2003) spring to mind as clumsy attempts to engage with the technological multiverse. As we mentioned above, The Golden House is written to resemble a film script/mockumentary, and Chapter 12 of Fury reproduces part of a website, while Luka and the Fire of Life is more of a concept than a novel. By its author’s own admission, the latter takes its inspiration from an action‐adventure video game: ‘I’m interested in something like Red Dead Redemption where you can travel anywhere you choose. It has an open framework and endless diversions and offers greater agency to players’ (Sandhu). The medium of the novel‚ however‚ is low‐tech, as Rushdie himself admits in Joseph Anton, and the ‘open framework’ and ‘endless diversions’ in his later fiction tend to engender the confusion and panic of the information overload of cyberspace rather than its supposed freedom. Robson, for example, dismisses The Golden House in the following manner:


Surely information overload is one of the era’s blights, an enemy of rational thought at least as fierce as yoga, yet here we have Salman Rushdie – who, as the author of Midnight’s Children as much as The Satanic Verses, embodies the novel’s powers of resistance – offering a book that seems little more than an exercise in googling, an attempt to sell the listicle as literature (para. 11).


The obsession with the visual also results in a desire to make everything evident and visible, leaving little to the imagination:


In the gravity of her mourning solemn Riya reminded me somehow of Winona Ryder, not the wacky teenage goth Winona of Beetlejuice, dancing in the air to a fine Belafonte calypso, […] but rather Age of Innocence Winona, tightly controlled and less innocent than she looked. In the Scorsese movie – I confess I haven’t read the Edith Wharton novel – it’s Michelle Pfeiffer who is the unconventional one […]. (287)


This mania for immediate accessibility is also the concern of Self‚ who claims that broadband has ushered in an age of ‘instant literalism’, reducing the work of the imagination to factualism. The novelist no longer seems to be engaged in the difficult task of creating worlds through words but simply referencing the déjà‐vu of already created visual experience. The reader of Two Years, Eight Months and Twenty‐Eight Days, or The Golden House gets the impression that the content is being tailored to a global audience whose references belong to visual rather than written culture and who are more familiar with Angry Birds, Tarantino, Star Wars‚ and Batman than with any literary tradition. Parks states the problem in the following terms:


If culture‐specific clutter and linguistic virtuosity have become impediments, other strategies are seen positively: the deployment of highly visible tropes immediately recognizable as ‘literary’ and ‘imaginative’, analogous to the wearisome lingua franca of special effects in contemporary cinema, and the foregrounding of a political sensitivity that places the author among those ‘working for world peace’. So the overstated fantasy devices of a Rushdie or a Pamuk always go hand in hand with a certain liberal position since, as Borges once remarked, most people have so little aesthetic sense they rely on other criteria to judge the works they read.

(para. 9)


This uncompromising judgement predates Rushdie’s eco‐fantasy fable Two Years, Eight Months and Twenty‐Eight Days by several years but seems an accurate description of some of its failings. By his own admission, the novel ‘pushed fantasy as far as it could go’ (The Guardian Podcast). The problem in this case is not so much a lack of imagination as a reconfiguration of the literary imagination as lazily derivative of the visual and its omnipresent references, stylistically heavily dependent on the Internet and visual culture and thus supposedly immediately and easily accessible for wide numbers of readers/consumers. The consequences for the novel and its word‐based aesthetic may eventually be a waning of the imagination and of the literary aesthetic.

It is also worthy of note that Rushdie has shifted to a distinctively North American idiom since Fury, perhaps a natural development as he has been living in New York for the last eighteen years or so, although he admits in interviews that he asks ‘native’ speakers to re‐read his manuscripts for linguistic authenticity. This development carries with it the uncomfortable assumption that the United States is somehow the world’s cultural nexus and that in order to be relevant worldwide a US‐inflected Globish is preferable to any more varied form of polyglossia. When xenisms, or words from another language, remain in the text to challenge the reader, as they do in many of the classic Rushdie novels, they may also enhance the aesthetic quality of the writing through the poetic attributes of sound and rhythm – again, the incipit of The Satanic Verses is a good illustration of this:


‘To be born again’, sang Gibreel Farishta tumbling from the heavens, ‘first you have to die? Ho ji! Ho ji! To land upon the bosomy earth, first one needs to fly. Tat‐taa! Taka‐thun! How to ever smile again, if first you won’t cry? How to win the darling’s love, mister, without a sigh? Baba, if you want to get born again …’ (3)


It is perhaps worth noting also that two great poets, Milton and Blake, are the patron saints presiding over the narrative of the 1988 novel‚ while the Joker from the Batman comics and films, with more than a nod to Trump recast as Hugo’s Gwynplaine, seems to be the evil amanuensis of Rushdie’s latest novel.

On the journey from The Satanic Verses to The Golden House, it seems that creative originality is in danger of being swallowed up by global market capitalism in order to be spat out in a more accessible and standardized form: ‘As a result of rapidly accelerating globalization we are moving toward a world market for literature. There is a growing sense that for an author to be considered “great”, he or she must be an international rather than a national phenomenon’ (Parks, para. 3). Thus, successful writers like Rushdie may run the risk of being turned into recognizable and easily commodifiable franchises, writing for a homogenized global audience. Just as the novelist is not a machine, the novel is demonstrably not a screen or a camera, digital or otherwise, and its continued importance lies precisely in the surplus value produced by the writer’s imagination, expressed in words and intersecting with the individual reader in all his or her complexity as a human being. Notwithstanding our criticism, Rushdie remains a consummate wordsmith and a monumental figure in contemporary literature‚ and it would be unfair to judge such an impressive career on the basis of some later flawed novels. However, in view of his undeniable talent and colossal reputation, the shift in his work towards the twitter‐feed aesthetics of the global novel is all the more worrying for the future of fiction.



A Plea for the Slow Novel

So where does this somewhat pessimistic reflection leave us in relation to the continued survival or decline of the novel? This is not a plea for a return to High Modernism or indeed to impenetrable models of the genre. We should perhaps be aware, however, that the global novel in its latest incarnation goes hand in hand with the fast flows of late capitalism, where time is at a premium and that it does little to disrupt the flattened surfaces of globalization. The empire of the digital demands that humans keep pace with machines, that we dance to a technological tune and become slaves to a rhythm which makes an irrelevance of our humanity. In this context, as Self points out, the writer may have a special role to play: ‘In a society where almost everyone is subject to the appropriation of their time, and a vast majority of that time is spent in undertaking work that has little human or spiritual value, the ideal form of the writing life appears gilded with a sort of wonderment’ (para. 20). A recent novel by the Puerto Rican writer based in New York, Giannina Braschi, attempts to engage both thematically and poetically with the current state of affairs:


I used to hear the voices of the people in taxi drivers – but now their voices are hooked up to cell phones, iPods, or Blackberries. If you talk to them – they disconnect only for a second – and return to their gadgets. Human beings can’t bear very much reality. […] And now they use electronics to formalize the fact that they’re busy with the dread of daily living that produces nothing creative but the monotony that they call pragmatism […] they’re fire‐breathing dragons at the office of their mouths. What would happen if we snipped the wires of their busyness. Progress would happen – as it did to us on September 11. Inspiration made an installation that day. (86)




Here, artistic inspiration is reinstated as resistance to the monotonous obsession and oppression of the US business model and enables the writer, empowered by her craft, to create an oppositional model of poetic progress, condensed in the epiphany of 9/11, seen as a work of art. This unconventional narrative which mixes poetry, philosophy‚ and drama suggests a model of slow reading in keeping with the convoluted complexities of human experience and the hard work of expressing the imagination through language, one of the few resources left to humans as distinct from machines. The formal, linguistic‚ and thematic originality of the novel helps its readers to travel to another dimension, a hyperspace that is constructed out of the real transcended by art. Braschi’s narrator affirms the unique status of the artist whose function is to reconnect with truth and authenticity through the aesthetic, emphasizing the latter’s role as seer and visionary whose poetry can be the source of powerful transformation of reality. Ultimately, her novel suggests the utopian potential of the aesthetic as an ethical alternative to the dominant ideology of the neoliberal imperative and the fabricated consensus of capitalism. Published by Amazon, now notorious as an example of what Stiegler calls the Wild West mentality of electronic consumer capitalism, it would seem that her novel is thus capable of inhabiting the paradigm while also contesting it. Novels like Braschi’s, or indeed like Coetzee’s Elizabeth Costello (2003), perhaps the ultimate slow novel in its refusal to conform to any sort of marketable paradigm for the genre, warn of the danger of the death of artistic creativity within the culture of globalization where transcendence is collapsed into an inescapable immanent totality. Their painstaking preoccupation with the aesthetic goes hand in hand with a patient and compassionate evocation of our humanity and challenges the banality of the contemporary clichés of global McCulture‚ suggesting an alternative to the exhausted poetics of the global novel, of which one may be forgiven for discerning some traces in the later Rushdie …
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Strange Metaphors: Contemporary Black Writing in Britain
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Introduction: Metaphors of Arrival

George Lamming’s essay collection The Pleasures of Exile was both a landmark work in postcolonial literary studies, and a declaration that the Caribbean writers who had been publishing in Britain since the Windrush had an agenda: to decentre the literary canon by rejecting ‘Dickens, Kipling, Jane Austen, and that sacred gang’ (1992 [1960], p. 27), and to accomplish this through the production of highly experimental literary texts. Lamming’s In The Castle of My Skin (1953) is typical of this style with its shifting narrative perspective, collective voice, and highly patterned structures, while Sam Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners (1956) is a better‐known example, echoing a high modernist form while conveying the postcolonial migrant’s everyday existence. Lamming’s confident assertion that a new literary movement had arrived is conveyed most directly in ‘Journey to an Expectation’, which describes his passage to London with friends and fellow writers, including Selvon. To some extent, the essay can be read as an exemplary narrative of postcolonial migration conveying images and contexts that have become familiar: accounts of transport and arrival; introspection and rupture; and a strong anti‐imperial sentiment. Yet there is a surprising metaphor at its centre which contradicts the straightforward account: Lamming conveys the group’s arrival at a London hostel, noting: ‘there were three of us to a room the size of a successful publisher’s office’ (Lamming 1992, p. 219). This metaphor for arrival in the colonial motherland is less a description of living conditions and more a statement of intent: it purports to convey the size of their lodgings, but cannot: how many readers can accurately estimate the size of a successful publisher’s office? The metaphor is not employed as it seems to be, then: instead, it announces that Lamming and Selvon are, and intend to remain, successful writers. In her article on Forster’s A Passage to India, Sara Suleri argues that India becomes ‘an unimaginable space’ which resists ‘even the European attempt to coax it into metaphoricity’ (Suleri 1990, p. 249). To describe in metaphor is, she insists, to conquer. Responding to the contradictory concept of colonialism – a most uncivilized ‘civilising’ mission – Black Writing in Britain takes possession of the metaphor, and makes it strange.

Lamming’s strange metaphor signals two operating principles of Black Writing in Britain: the centrality of questions of publishing in both the literary texts and in critical and theoretical responses, and the recurrent plea to pay better attention to the formal properties of postcolonial writing. This chapter aims to demonstrate that even when telling ostensibly realist narratives the field asserts its art, its performance, through the use of unexpected metaphorical language. This chapter traces the ways in which contemporary writing responds to the history of the field since its frequently cited conception date, the moment of arrival of its best‐known early writers in the Windrush generation from 1948 onwards. Black Writing in Britain is a contested term: it might inadvertently objectify or exoticize writers, but without it, the political significance of the field is placed at risk, and the thread connecting writers with movements such as The Black Arts Movement, Black Power, Black Consciousness, and Black Lives Matter (BLM) is severed. This chapter asserts the coherence and relevance of the category of writing often termed Black Writing in Britain or Black British Writing and explores the ways in which contemporary texts respond to the ongoing impact of colonialism and to the context of neoliberal globalization. It does so in three sections corresponding with the field’s name, considering the strange or unexpected metaphors of place (Britain), politics (Black), and performance (Writing).


Metaphors of Place: Britain and Its Elsewheres

The term ‘Black Writing in Britain’ insists on Britain as an object of textual attention. In her 2002 article ‘Nation and Contestation’, Alison Donnell identifies broadly generational trends in the field (or canon) of Black British literature, emerging in response to shifting discourses of race, representation, and, predominantly, nation. Many of the questions raised in Donnell’s article remain current almost two decades later: ‘does the urgency to “contest” the nation persist?; what does it mean to be British?; what relationship do black writers share with a global black heritage?; should “black” writing in Britain focus on “black” issues in Britain, or should black writers refuse the obligation to represent the condition of being black?’ (Donnell 2002a, p. 15). But there are also new contexts that contemporary writers address: twenty‐first‐century texts elucidate the changing nature of the postcolonial context by focusing on refugees, asylum seekers, and precarious labour, often undertaken by those without a direct postcolonial relationship with Britain. David Farrier’s Postcolonial Asylum (2011) marked the shift in postcolonial literature towards the experiences of refugees or asylum seekers, exploring the work of writers including Leila Aboulela, J.M. Coetzee, Abdulrazak Gurnah, and Caryl Phillips. Others signal what Corinne Fowler and James Procter have termed a ‘devolved’ approach by decentring London to insist upon, for instance‚ a Northern (Joe Pemberton; SuAndi; Pete Kalu), Welsh (Leonora Brito; Charlotte Williams), or Scottish (Jackie Kay; Imitaz Dharker) accented black British experience. And Sarah Ilott’s New Postcolonial British Genres (2015) signals a broader publishing field in terms of genre and form.

Though London might be decentred in contemporary writing, meaning the representation of Britain as neglectful colonial motherland declines, Black Writing in Britain nevertheless remains centrally concerned with the effects of Empire. The first generations of writers sought to undermine colonial representations of populations and places, which sometimes involved remapping London: Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners can be read as an extended exercise in remapping. Here, the collective voice of the West Indian migrant encounters and reinterprets the streets, celebrating famous landmarks and revealing hidden spaces. Another strange metaphor is employed to represent London from the perspective of Ma, one of the few female voices in the novel. From her job in the kitchens of a busy cafe, she comes to know London through (and as) a pile of dirty dishes: ‘Only from the washing up Ma form a idea of the population of London: “I never see so much dirty wares in my life”, she tell Tanty, “it does have mountains of washing coming in. Where all these people come from?”’ (Selvon 2006 [1956], p. 68). Primarily, this strange metaphor of London as a pile of dirty dishes rewrites the city that, for the migrant, is no longer the centre of culture but is instead dirty, hungry, endlessly populous. Arriving in London remains a prevalent trope in contemporary postcolonial British fiction, but the relationship between London and its migrants has altered. Recent texts convey the arrival of workers for whom London is not a perceived homeland, but a temporary place of passage or an unexpected destination. Zadie Smith’s The Embassy of Cambodia (2013) is the story of Fatou, a young woman from the Ivory Coast who arrives in London following a series of journeys, and is employed by a wealthy family as a housekeeper under exploitative conditions. Her arrival in Britain follows a period working as a hotel maid in Ghana‚ where she is raped by a Russian hotel guest. Fatou’s experience is modern‐day slavery, and her own analysis of her situation in comparison with that of a Sudanese slave in London is evidence of her exploitation:


it was her father, and not a kidnapper, who had taken her from Ivory Coast to Ghana … And nobody beat Fatou, although Mrs. Derawal had twice slapped her in the face … On the other hand, just like the girl in the newspaper, she had not seen her passport with her own eyes since she arrived at the Derawals’, and she had been told from the start that her wages were to be retained … If she did not go out in the evenings that was only because she had no money … Whereas the girl in the paper was not allowed to leave her employers’ premises, not ever – she was a prisoner.

(section 0–7)


Fatou’s status as slave and illegal migrant is all the more precarious because she is invisible and unaware of the extent of her employers’ control over her freedom, and her future. David Farrier notes that in the case of some refugees or illegal migrants‚ detention centres can be read, after Giorgio Agamben, as ‘politicised spaces of interruption and protest’ (2011, p. 58). Farrier makes reference to the sans‐papiers protests in France in 1996, which involved 324 protesters without legal status in France, some of whose legal status had been retracted by the Pasqua laws of 1993, which created stateless citizens by revoking citizenship by birth. These protesters rejected invisibility in favour of a ‘sans‐papiers’ label in response to the change in law‚ and the effect was protest which created a sense of citizenship by confronting the inhumane regulatory process; thus‚ ‘they demonstrated that the ac/count of those of no ac/count’ – the voice of those not ‘counted’ by politics since they have no legal status – ‘can emerge when politics is made to act on the police order and recast the horizon of perception’ (Farrier 2011, p. 61). In The Embassy of Cambodia, though, Fatou’s is the isolated narrative of the illegal migrant without recourse to collective identification through detention centres or public protests. The story has been read as hopeful – after losing her job, Fatou ‘felt a sense of brightness, of being washed clean’ (section 0‐21) – but this contradicts her circumstances, sat on the floor in the rain, waiting for her friend who has promised she can stay in his accommodation and to help her secure a job which doesn’t demand that she prove her right to work.

The badminton metaphor that structures The Embassy of Cambodia signals her precarity again. The flimsy shuttlecock is a disembodied symbol which is visible and audible to the collective narrative voice of the story, though neither Fatou nor this narrative persona is able to see the game being played behind the walls of the Cambodian embassy in Willesden. The embassy is located in an anonymous suburb and is remarked upon for its incongruity and its plainness:


The embassy … is not very grand. It is only a four‐ or five‐bedroom North London suburban villa, built at some point in the thirties, surrounded by a red brick wall, about eight feet high. And back and forth, cresting this wall horizontally, flies a shuttlecock. They are playing badminton in the Embassy of Cambodia. Pock, smash. Pock, smash.

(section 0–1)


The unevenness of the game with its defensive ‘pock’ and aggressive ‘smash’ persists until the story’s end at section 0‐21, with one player failing to score. While the metaphor signals an uneven system that results in the modern‐day slave’s unpaid service, it is also a reference to the postcolonial migrant’s myth of return; Fatou witnesses the game as the collective narrative voice looks on: ‘We watched her watching the shuttlecock. Pock, smash. Pock, smash. As if one player could imagine only a violent conclusion and the other only a hopeful return’ (section 0‐21). The badminton game in a suburban street is given meaning through the migrant whose story remaps by investing hidden spaces with meaning: postcolonial remapping can involve ‘the recovery of … hidden spaces occupied, and invested with their own meaning, by the colonial underclass’ (Crush 1994, pp. 336–337). Likewise, Fatou is given meaning and prominence through collective witnessing. Admittedly, the story does not stage the kind of acknowledgement for precarious workers and paperless subjects afforded through the possibility of protest via collective organization like the sans‐papiers protest. Yet, the collective narrative voice announces that her story is a common one as it insists on her unexceptional circumstance through the suburban location and the accretion of symbols of quantity throughout the story: narrators, swimming pool passes, cleaners required without the need for passports, shuttlecock pocks and smashes.

Fatou’s migration to the United Kingdom (rather than France, which would have been her colonial centre) is also significant. It marks a lack of automatic allegiance to the former colonial ‘mother country’ and indicates that contemporary migrations in postcolonial literature are not primarily instigated by that colonial relationship. Instead, globalization through an uneven neoliberal system is now the trigger for migration. The journey is indicative of Fatou’s powerlessness, since she has not made any choices in her destination or route, and in this way her perspective differs significantly from the Windrush migrants and those in the succeeding decades who undertook hopeful, expectant journeys, and perceived London as an ideal location. These migrants – like Chanu in Monica Ali’s Brick Lane (2003) who ‘can’t stay’ (p. 478) in a London that has defeated his expectations – plan to return to their countries of birth powerful, wealthy, educated, and with enhanced social status. As James Graham has noted in his analysis of the Stephen Frears film Dirty Pretty Things (2002), which depicts illegal migrants in the London hospitality industry, contemporary migrants ‘are treated as guests, passing through, whether wanted or unwanted by the host nation, and are expected to reciprocate this dubious hospitality by surrendering fundamental human rights and, more often than not, their embodied labour’ (Graham 2011, p. 116).

‘Return’ is the last word of The Embassy of Cambodia, but unlike those with legal rights to live and work in the United Kingdom, Fatou lives in a state of transience: return is impossible, and she is trapped in a temporary and uncertain condition. Coming at the end of the unevenly matched game of badminton, this could be read as Fatou’s defeat, or as her refusal to play the game: after losing her job she resists the expectation of a sexual relationship with the friend she relies upon completely, and her resilience is conveyed by her ‘sense of brightness’. The optimistic closure of this text in comparison with The Lonely Londoners, which has been described as stagnant, as ‘directionless and disoriented’ (Procter 2003, p. 50) by its end, asserts the power of the ‘multitude’ in Hardt and Negri’s terms (2000) in the context of globalization‚ which has permitted precarious labour and illegal migration. Fatou’s expression of resistance might belie reported circumstances of modern‐day slavery, but her voice confers agency to the migrant in ways that could be described as performative: as Mark Stein argued in his analysis of the black British bildungsroman (2004), when the protagonist can move beyond their circumstances in the text, they can enable new potential subject positions in the world. The discourse surrounding transnational association has shifted in the twenty‐first century, from affiliation with a European national identity developed through colonial education, to a form of global citizenship characterized by movement. In this way‚ the internationalist agenda of the earliest generation of post‐Windrush writers finds a response in the contemporary narratives of global capitalism; this response marks its subjects with precarity and vulnerability rather than strength through collective organization, though.

The novels discussed thus far engage with Britain in ways that mark a shift in Black Writing in Britain; poetry differs – here, there is consistency in the representation of place. Jahan Ramazani calls Grace Nichols’s poetry ‘translocal’: ‘immersed in the sensory present of London and yet vividly remembering her former life in the Caribbean, giving utterance to a diasporic sensibility’ (2005, p. 163). Ramazani suggests Nichols’s poetry declares ‘split affinities’ through its translocality, which we might otherwise term ‘double‐consciousness’ after W.E.B. DuBois. These split affinities are visible in frequent code‐switching between Guyanese Creole and Standard English, and in imagery: in ‘Two Old Black Men on a Leicester Square Park Bench’ (1984) images shift seamlessly from the Caribbean’s ‘hibiscus flower’ to London’s ‘grey and strutting / pigeon’. Thirty years later, Kei Miller, a Jamaican poet living and working in Britain for some decades, writes similarly translocal poetry: in ‘The Cartographer Tries to Map a Way to Zion’ (2014), two voices contemplate mapping the same space, and the resulting landscape becomes translocal in its reference to two discourses of space: one is constructed of ‘science’ not ‘passion’ or ‘bias’ and reliant on ‘fences’ and established landmarks; the other is alert to the damage maps do when they impose ‘things that shoulda never exist in the first place’ like borders and governments, and points out the invisible things that maps erase though people need them: ‘board houses’, the ‘corner shop’, Miss Katie’s ‘famous peanut porridge’, and ‘what you never see’ (Miller 2014, pp. 15–19).

Ramazani asks about the implications of translocality for understanding poetry and place, when modern and contemporary poetry more usually conveys place as abstract, or highly particularized. While it is common for Black British prose fiction to convey two places, in poetry like Nichols’s and Miller’s the translocal space remains constant, and central. The ‘bifocal’ nature of the poems means that the reader is placed in that translocal position, neither in one place nor the other, alongside the poetic speaker, where there is undisturbed dialogue between the two places. The two old men in Nichols’s poem are imagined by the poetic speaker to be dreaming of other places and times – the sun, sunfull woman, hibiscus flowers‚ and revolutions of places and times lost (or ‘traded’) ‘long ago’. The man at Birmingham station in ‘Nichols’s Skanking Englishman Between Trains’ (1984) tries to inflect that space (a liminal space but a dreary one) with Jamaican romance – ‘reggae sound’, flavour of ‘johnny cakes’, ‘peas and rice’, and the ‘lovely Jamaican wife’ who is the embodiment of elsewhere through this appellation. Both poets employ translocality to express the migrant writer’s experience of place: Nichols’s poetry registers unresolved conflict through translocality; Miller’s ‘The Cartographer Tries to Map a Way to Zion’ centres on the map as revealing two conflicting versions of place at once: the one seen, and the one not seen.



Metaphors of Activism: Articulating Black Politics

The field of postcolonial literature and the category of Black Writing in Britain or Black British Writing remains intensely self‐aware; the discipline continues to offset the undesirable effect of burdening contemporary writers with expectations about subject, style, and ‘authenticity’, by acknowledging the resistant potential of employing politically motivated labels. The category remains relevant: it is newly pertinent in response to recent events such as the Windrush scandal in 2018 which threatened the security and status of black British people; its inclusion as a discreet field in Literary Studies courses makes a robust response to accusations of a ‘white’ curriculum still found in many universities; and it offers the tools to respond to controversial academic research including the defence of colonialism published in Third World Quarterly in 2017, which sought to justify colonialism instead of presenting it as an exploitation programme which centred around slavery, violent conquest, and enforced starvation. Bruce Gilley’s essay ‘The Case for Colonialism’ was withdrawn from the journal following a campaign by academics, but mainstream media articles are subject to less rigorous scrutiny: Jeevan Vasagar’s Guardian piece from 2018, ‘Can Colonialism Have Benefits? Look at Singapore’ attempts to justify elements of colonialism while the article identifies gains made in the decolonial period. Colonial history and a persistent context of global inequality maintained by neocolonial trade insist on the continued relevance of postcolonial studies as a means of combating the attitudes and effects of ongoing imperialism. Black Writing in Britain is a particular response to that history and context which usually involves writers who live and work in Britain and address Britain in their texts. Nevertheless, many writers and publishers resist the term‚ and there are good reasons to continue to challenge a term that might threaten to regulate writing or writers. The most effective challenge to any form of restriction comes from the writing itself; Victoria Arana insists on aesthetics as central to the field, claiming that contemporary black British writers and artists demonstrate ‘not merely a politics of identity, but an aesthetics of identity as well’ (Arana 2007, p. 2). Though black British artists demonstrate a purpose – a ‘fundamental commitment to advancing the cause of egalitarian civil society in Britain, where most of them were born’ (Arana 2007, p. 4) – their work is not a straightforward political statement, any more than the work of any other literary movement past or present; it is connected with the history of colonialism but it is also connected with a history of transnational ‘aesthetic positions and practices’ (Arana 2007, p. 9).

In 2002, John McLeod warned that the ‘transnational fertility’ (2002, p. 56) of work by those termed ‘black British’ might be lost if the literature is categorized as ‘British’ and read as part of an alternative canon. His example is Bernardine Evaristo’s Lara (1997), which depicts the transnational histories of London, Lagos, and Rio de Janeiro. We might also identify Caryl Phillips as a writer who resists a national frame in almost all of his published works, frequently constructing texts which uncover rhizomatic black identities: in Crossing the River (1993) ‘a many‐tongued chorus continues to swell’ (p. 237), connecting Greer, a mixed‐race orphan, with the history of transatlantic slavery and the Black Atlantic triangle of history, literature, migration, and culture (‘African carnival in Trinidad’; ‘Samba. Calypso. Jazz’; ‘reggae rhythms of rebellion and revolution’; ‘Toussaint L’Ouverture’; ‘Sketches of Spain in Harlem’ (pp. 236–237)). Included in this category are current examples of black British writers whose texts are set elsewhere: Zadie Smith recently said in media interviews that Swing Time (2016) would be her last London novel. Having already written On Beauty (2005), a novel set in the United States where she now lives, Smith suggested on a BBC Radio 4 interview that she was considering writing a science fiction novel next. Helen Oyeyemi likewise resists categorization. Born in Nigeria and resident in the United Kingdom from early childhood until recently, she rejects a ‘black British’ label, effacing biographical detail from her online and book jacket profiles, and engaging with traditional stories and cultural practices from locations as disconnected with her heritage as Cuba and Eastern Europe. While McLeod acknowledges the ways in which a ‘British’ label might efface these aspects of contemporary writing, he is also aware of the potential of a category like ‘Black British writing’ or ‘Black Writing in Britain’: applying such terms is a means of creating new canons able to resist hierarchies and exploitation. He insists that there has been a ‘social and historical necessity to invest in these concepts’ (‘Identitarian labels, literary traditions, canons of a common culture’ (2002, p. 56)). This social and historical necessity remains: for instance, the BLM movement in the United States asserts an ongoing perception that inequality is constructed through race.

BLM can be read as a later generation of the Black Power and Black Consciousness movements. There are some particular parallels between the context of the Black Consciousness movement in 1970s and 1980s London, and the impetus behind the contemporary US BLM movement. Like earlier black power movements, BLM emerged in response to black deaths in custody, on the street, and by police violence. However, BLM’s published guiding principles state that although it is rooted in responding to killings of black people by police and vigilantes, the movement has much broader aims and visions. These include its emphasis on community, family‐based, and local initiatives, and its attention to issues of gender, women‐centred action, sexuality and transgender, and disability. The movement is also alert to the context of neoliberal migration and the impact on ‘illegal’ migrants as well as to the limited opportunities for people with criminal records and includes ‘documentation’ among its priorities for the people whose lives the movement seeks to affirm.

Where the need to acknowledge race or racism persists in society, it finds a response in literary texts and movements. The publishing industry in the United Kingdom continues to be held to account for its monoculture. London writer development agency Spread the Word, which was originally founded by writer Bernardine Evaristo, undertakes carefully researched campaigns to improve conditions and equality of opportunity for writers. Danuta Kean’s ‘Writing the Future’ report identified ‘institutional bias, a sense of exclusion and an industry wedded to recruitment methods that undermined diversity rather than promoted it’ (2015, p. 2). A recent response to this publishing culture has been a series of writers’ workshops led by Penguin Random House entitled WriteNow. Starting in 2016 and hosting workshops in a number of different cities each year, the scheme provides free writing workshops and editorial support for ‘new and under‐represented voices’ (WriteNow 2018, Web). This means unpublished writers, and race features prominently in the list of those considered underrepresented, but is no longer an exclusive category: the scheme is open to ‘BAME (Black, Asian, Minority Ethnic) or LGBTQ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, Queer) communities, those who have a disability, or come from a socio‐economically marginalised background’ (WriteNow 2018, Web). The project acknowledges what Alison Donnell proposed in 2002, that in the twenty‐first century ‘black may not be the necessary starting point for self‐articulation – black may now be seen as one identity category alongside that of artist; or writer; or woman; or Muslim; or gay’ (Donnell 2002b, p. xiv). The BLM movement registers this same impulse to acknowledge that race, though central to the movement, may not be experienced equally, and that gender, sexuality, disability, nationality, and class or socioeconomic status further differentiate people’s experiences. Kimberlé Crenshaw’s intersectionality has been influential in demonstrating the ways that intersecting factors might be responsible for an individual’s marginalization; BLM approaches its task with this contemporary priority.

Central to the literary responses to black rights and representation has been the history of slavery. Narratives depicting slavery provide a pivotal point between the representation of place and the articulation of black identity in a political sense while they are centrally a provocation to reject the colonial project and imperialism in broad terms. James Clifford, in Routes (1997), notes that ‘travels and contacts are crucial sites for an unfinished modernity’ (p. 2). He argues that ‘human location [is] constituted by displacement as much as by stasis and describes tangled cultural experiences’ (Clifford 1997, p. 2). These ideas: that displacement is as significant as the representation of place in understanding human identity, that cultural experiences are not linear or straightforward or limited, but are actually ‘tangled’, and that travel (which includes travel undertaken by force) has a bearing on our understanding of modernity, accord with foundational Black Writing theorist Paul Gilroy’s work in The Black Atlantic – and perhaps of particular note is the idea that modernity is ‘unfinished’, that it is constituted by travels and contacts, since the dominant narrative of modernity locates industrial progress, enlightenment, and culture at the centres of European empire in a very static form. Paul Gilroy expresses frustration that black identity is understood in discrete national terms, which, for him, are inaccurate. Gilroy proposes the concept of the Black Atlantic as transnational and intercultural, opposing ‘roots’ and ‘routes’ to challenge existing representations of the transatlantic slave trade and its origins in colonialism by uncovering a Black Atlantic history and present context of intellectual and artistic influence. In doing so, he invokes the history of slavery, a context that can be controversial in the classroom. Despite calls to separate contemporary black experience from a history of slavery, there are good reasons why black writers continue to address slavery in their work. Though contemporary novels about slavery gain higher profile in the United States where there are a number of texts conveying the impact of US plantation slavery (including Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987) and Edward P. Jones’s The Known World (2003)), texts by British‐based authors consider in addition repercussions of slavery felt at the British colonial centre. David Dabydeen’s A Harlot’s Progress (1999), Bernardine Evaristo’s Blonde Roots (2008), and Laura Fish’s Strange Music (2008) witness just this.

In A Harlot’s Progress, Dabydeen conveys slavery as impossible to represent or reconcile through an insistence upon strange metaphors. A Harlot’s Progress takes its name from William Hogarth’s engravings, created in 1733. The novel engages especially with Plate 2 of the 6‐plate series of engravings, portraying the prostitute Moll as mistress of a wealthy London merchant creating a distraction after being interrupted while in bed with an aristocrat. Her black servant present in the image is the inspiration for Mungo; the novel is a response to the question of his presence in such a London scene while it also responds to the engraving’s revelation of corruption at the colonial centre, connecting this corruption with slavery. In A Harlot’s Progress, Dabydeen conveys the impact of slavery in a small community targeted by slave traders; represents the Atlantic Passage and the journey undertaken by slave ships with more trauma and brutality than most reconstructions; and reconsiders the presence of black people in Britain. This final aim has similarities with Bernardine Evaristo’s The Emperor’s Babe (2001), which was inspired by Peter Fryer’s Staying Power (1984), a study identifying a black British presence long before the 1948 Windrush‚ which is often still mistakenly considered to be an originary moment for black people’s arrival in Britain, but is more accurately described as a pivotal moment for Black Writing in Britain. A Harlot’s Progress is narrated by Mungo, a favoured boy slave on the ship who was later transported to Britain as a domestic servant. In the novel‚ Mungo recalls the events of his life, but the text pivots around a difficult negotiation over how to tell the story of the lone young, black servant in mid‐eighteenth‐century London. Through Mungo’s anxieties‚ the text expresses what Kobena Mercer calls the ‘burden of representation’ that so many black writers and artists face: given the opportunity to represent black people, they are expected to produce both a positive representation and also, potentially, one that could represent all black people – this is likely to be impossible, of course. In interview, Dabydeen has stated that he wanted to ‘show that English art has had a dimension of blackness to it; … and on a personal level, that I belonged to British society’ (Binder 1997, p. 143). Required to tell his life story to Mr Pringle from the Abolitionist Society in return for food and other necessities, Mungo laments that he and all other black people for centuries to come will be remembered through Hogarth’s prints by association with its subject matter as ‘pimp, pickpocket, purveyor of filth’ (p. 273), he regrets that he will ‘forever be associated with the indecencies of merchants and whores’ (p. 273). Mungo’s regret is the text’s motivation: colonialism and slavery is revealed to have been equivalent to the activity of the ‘pimp, pickpocket, purveyor of filth’, and the slave is its civilized witness.

Mungo makes it clear that his scribe, abolitionist writer Pringle, has a specific idea of the kind of story that a slave should be telling:


Of course he would write of me with such compassion that my sins would be forgiven by the Abolitionists of England. … You will reward me with laurels and fat purses … especially should I … evoke for you the horror of the slaveship’s hold, the chained Negroes, their slobbering, their suffocation, their sentimental condition.

(Dabydeen 1999, p. 70)


Mungo is aware that it is his role to ‘prick the nation’s conscience by a testimony of suffering’, that he is to ‘become a crucial instrument’ in Pringle’s endeavours but says he won’t ‘be deceived by [Pringle’s] purpose’ (p. 55). Though he is informed by Pringle that details of his journey in London after he was purchased must be told, he wilfully misinterprets this instruction, knowing what to invent: those ‘familiar perils’ (p. 248). His wit and energy become strained when he tries to represent other villagers. Ellar wants Mungo to ‘curse [the slave‐owners] as white devils’ (p. 256), to reveal that she was raped even when ‘covered in her own shit’ and dying, and that the sailor continued raping her after she died. But Mungo ‘knows he cannot write it, for fear of alienating his readers’ (p. 256). Renaming, retelling, strange metaphors, and lies in the text are connected with this impossibility of representation.

The text is also concerned with retelling the stories of prostitutes and merchants, undoing the stereotypes that Mungo implies when he laments his association with whores and merchants: prostitute Moll is always somehow inaccessible, untouchable, and Mungo describes her in only respectful, admiring terms, while merchant Gideon is variously charitable or exploitative, empathetic or weak, honest or deceitful, yet he is not concerned with worldly goods, defeating Mungo’s own expectations. Perhaps the text’s ultimate purpose is to convey the uncertainty of history: all representations may be undermined by the lies that the text tells, and by its repetitions which differ wildly on each telling, while they purport to tell a truth. Even the idea of establishing the protagonist’s name is fraught with difficulty: given other names throughout the text, ‘Mungo’ is used only by the ghosts of villagers, and he can’t remember his real name. The title of the book is somewhat misleading – as is the narrator himself – because Moll (Moll Hackabout, the ‘harlot’ of the engravings) remains a peripheral figure whose story is finally told in part towards the end of the text – although, importantly, she isn’t the one to tell her story. This is explicit in the text: Moll cannot speak‚ and even when she resorts to a kind of sign language – a ‘commotion of hands’, her wild ‘gestures’ are not understood by Mungo: ‘she strained so much that I expected her to burst into speech, but after a while she grew exhausted by the effort. … The rhythm of her hands waned, her wrists slackened, she withdrew once more into the cocoon of her blanket’ (p. 268). She remains ‘beyond utterance’ (p. 266), reflecting her lack of complicity in her situation. The name given to the sexual encounter with a prostitute in the eighteenth century was ‘carnal conversation’, implying that to speak about sex or desire is to inhabit the role of the prostitute. Conversely, not to speak about desire is to deny the designation. Moll is also the Kristevan abject. In Dabydeen’s text‚ the symbolic order is undermined in many ways, and what might be considered abject (the diseased, dying prostitute) is represented in unusual imagery. The ‘company of ghosts’ that Mungo finds himself among, that group of diseased prostitutes being cared for by the Jewish doctor, Gideon, ‘dare’ the doctor to see them as desirable and to see their sores as jewels: ‘the whiteness of pus becoming rolls of silk; sores, sequins; abscesses, beads of pearl’ (p. 255). This metaphor is extended to Ellar of Mungo’s village who is, through slavery, turned from a chaste woman into a ‘gaudy beauty’, wearing the marks of her rape: ‘the swelling on her lips like haughty ornaments … her skin brushed with colourful bruises, her cheeks streaked like a mask of desire’ (p. 255).

The text assembles strange metaphors where pain and injury is repeatedly imagined as wealth: sores as jewels and swelling as haughty ornaments can be read alongside the blood escaping from a cut wrist imagined as ‘rubies’ (p. 124); the dismembered torso of Mungo’s mother swinging like a ‘gentleman turning a pocket watch’ (p. 123); a sick man’s cough like a shooting star (pp. 277–278). The opposite is also true: smiles are registered as harmful: they appear ‘like a rip across her face’, ‘like a rip in my own eyes’ (p. 184). Mungo’s injuries have a different sort of value: after being badly beaten by the ship’s captain‚ he dreams of eels born from him ‘like ink drops’ (p. 56). Though the ink drops can be read as a reference to Mungo’s opportunity to have his story written down in ink, thus transforming the injury into something of value in the same way the other injuries transformed into rubies and pearls, the incongruous metaphor continues to elicit questions: it is not explained how Mungo gives birth to the eels, and eels bear little resemblance to ink drops. The plural nature of this image is repeated in other strange metaphors: later, ‘centipedes spill out of Ellar’s mouth in rage’ (p. 259), and the light by which Mungo works is described as ‘soupy and weevilled’ (p. 105). Eels, centipedes‚ and weevils infest spaces to resist the silence imposed on the abject. They operate as a collective voice of resistance, while the final image here, of soupy and weevilled light, is also synesthetic. This enhances the effect of the strange metaphors’ power to upturn expectations.

These novels redress the inaccurate history of slavery, maintained in part by slave narratives whose narrators were exploited and misrepresented, ‘appropriated for different causes; used to advertise and promote museums or books, overtly constructed and over‐represented’ (Ward 2011, p. 130) and whose stories were mediated heavily by ‘white ghosts’, in Gillian Whitlock’s terms. ‘White ghosts’ are editors who regulate slave narratives – like Pringle, they are privileged writers who can transcribe the other, often assembling substantiating documentation to support a slave’s story as if it cannot be trusted independently (Whitlock 2000, p. 166). Such nineteenth‐century ‘white ghosts’ ensured the narratives were ‘palatable’, and demonstrated appropriate humility and Christianity in order to propel reformist and abolitionist projects. Laura Fish’s historical novel Strange Music is haunted by a different kind of ‘white ghost’, that of Elizabeth Barrett Browning. Fish grew up in the United Kingdom to white foster parents‚ and when she traced her Jamaican father, found him living in the house owned by the Brownings, whose fortune was made from plantation slavery. Her novel conveys the perspectives of Kaydia and Sheba‚ who are ‘apprentices’ in Jamaica, former slaves forced to work for minimal pay after the official end of slavery, on a plantation run by Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s brother Sam, and of Elizabeth. Elizabeth’s narrative acknowledges Sam to be ‘a constant cause for distress’ (Fish 2008, p. 6), but the women working for him describe his behaviour in stronger terms. Kaydia describes ‘Mister Sam’ as having forced child servant Mary Ann into a sexual relationship with him from the age of nine onwards: ‘Suddenly I can’t stop aching and crying for she. I don’t know how to wipe clean this stain that’s Mister Sam’s badness. Memories sicken me’ (Fish 2008, p. 49). Aside from Fish’s own connection with the Barrett family plantation, the novel is inspired by Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poem ‘The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s Point’. This, and its construction through the localized dialect voices of wealthy poet Elizabeth, fieldworker Sheba, and housemaid Kaydia, insists upon the literariness of the text: it is constructed in highly patterned forms through three dialect voices not mediated by a Standard English authorial narrator – note, Elizabeth’s narrative is markedly not an authoritative one: it is highly emotive and frequently conveys her perception of events through sickness, and her perspective is just as ‘accented’ as the Jamaican women’s. It includes extracts from journals attributed to Barrett Browning as well as, at the end of the text, a reproduction of her poem. The novel reads slavery through its literary history and in doing so recasts slavery as part of a literary, textual, performative context – as a partial narrative that can be disrupted and retold. The novel is evidence of a textual tradition that marries a postcolonial political motivation with performance, a literary practice that Victoria Arana has termed Black British aesthetics.

Strange Music narrates trauma in line with trauma theory’s position that the impact of slavery is still felt as postmemory. Theorists and writers have recuperated not just stories of slaves and slave owners but also the narrative of European modernity, wealth, and privilege, and have demonstrated how black labour and black intellectual work must be understood as having created European modernity, and not as if it were created by it. In his book Caribbean Transformations (1974), Sidney Mintz shifted the geography of modernity when he claimed that modernity originated in the Caribbean: Europe’s first factories were those constructed on plantations for sugar cane cultivation and production. Paul Gilroy has developed this economic argument in his concept of the Black Atlantic, which reimagines the Atlantic Passage of slavery in relation to cultural production (art, literature, music, theory) as a means of understanding black identity as constructed through a black diaspora or African diaspora. Aligned to this collective repositioning of history, there have been attempts to articulate a black ‘style’ or ‘voice’, as John Cullen Gruesser discussed in Confluences: Postcolonialism, African American Literary Studies, and the Black Atlantic (2005). Gruesser rejects most attempts to separate ‘black’ and ‘white’ written styles or forms based on their tendency to focus on subject rather than style, thereby reinforcing the presumption that Black Writing (in Britain or elsewhere) must necessarily be read as ethnographic material – for its content rather than as art. He does pay attention to Henry Louis Gates’s concept of signifyin(g), though, as offering potential to assert the existence of a Black Atlantic literature. In the final section of this chapter, I extend Gates’s concept of signifyin(g), or ‘repetition with a black difference’, and consider the function of repetition and repeated strange metaphors in contemporary Black British Writing both to consider the contemporary preoccupations of the field and to demonstrate its art and performativity.



The Performative: Metaphor and Repetition

Gates’s ‘Signifyin(g)’ has been the object of much discussion and interrogation: it insists upon a ‘black difference’ that is, as Gruesser has argued, supposed to identify a literary style but relies upon context: if, as Gates argues, the term does not identify a racial essence, then the “identifiable black Signifyin(g) difference’ that makes African American literature distinctive had to have been created by the material conditions in which a particular group of people (arbitrarily) designated as black found themselves’ (Gruesser 2005, p. 55). This, Gruesser asserts, calls the term into question because it uncovers the politics motivating the literature rather than an aesthetic principle‚ which is what Gates intended to define.

The relevance of signifyin(g), or repetition with a black difference, might be determined by testing it on a contemporary novel that seeks to challenge the narrow limitations imposed upon the field of Black Writing in Britain by resisting simple contexts and relationships, and by exploring black identity in Britain through a complex narrative structure. We can ask: does Helen Oyeyemi’s The Opposite House (2007) repeat with ‘a black difference’? Signifyin(g), like writing back, can include indirect discourse and ambiguous, humorous language; it challenges Standard English; it undermines the notion of order and coherence, intention and control; it produces contradictions; it draws attention to – and thus destabilizes – what has been taken for granted or invisible (Gruesser 2005). Because the concept does not originate in a British tradition but is instead intended to apply to a transnational black aesthetics, Oyeyemi’s work is especially relevant. Though The Opposite House presents a very typically British context set in a London suburb and exploring education and work, it also engages with several non‐British contexts. A parallel narrative presents a figurative ‘somewherehouse’ informed by Cuban Santeria and with doors opening in both Lagos and London. Further, Maja comes into contact with the white British world in a peripheral way as the only white people in the text have determinedly non‐British identities: her white boyfriend Aaron grew up in Ghana, identifies as Ghanaian, and demonstrates closer identification with black Ghanaians than with white Britons – this is something that Maja resents, perhaps because of her own disconnection from her non‐British origins in Cuba. And Maja’s best friend Amy Eleni, though white, is insistently non‐British and polices this identity through the use of her Cypriot middle name at all times.

Jazz performance is a repeated textual event and is reclaimed as a black tradition, implying both negritude and signifyin(g): the vernacular nature of jazz is found in its improvisation, concept of self‐invention, and lack of a prescribed origin or pattern. Maja works as a jazz singer – ‘Repetition with a difference’ is‚ of course‚ the staple of jazz, which signifies on non–African American popular songs, known as standards. However, even this highly experimental form is disrupted in the text by three things: Maja’s lost voice, her pregnancy, and her encounter with a woman she knew as a child who reveals that her repeated childhood memory, her identity story, is false. It is significant that the collapse of Maja’s only memory of Cuba occurs when she is singing with her jazz band. Maja’s sense of Cuban identity rests upon this memory, where she sat under a table and watched another child experiencing a fit while feeling helpless and enthralled. This child, now an adult, tells the same story with the opposite scenario: it was Maja who had the fit and the other girl who observed.

‘Repetition with a difference’ is also the basis of psychotherapy. Repetition with a different frame is considered in psychotherapy to be healing. And like Gerard Genette’s narrative theory on repetition, in psychotherapy there is no ‘absolute’ repetition – as a result, psychotherapy can employ techniques to improve the context on each repetition. Maja and Amy Eleni share a ‘hysteric’, a personification of their fears and anxieties. This ‘hysteric’ figure can be read as a feminist presence who disrupts the ‘quiet’, ‘lovely’ appropriate femininity expressed by Amy Eleni’s mother. She is also big and strong and can ‘grab’, ‘catch’ them, but only if they allow her to. At the same time‚ this hysteric sanctions their self‐cutting. Tracing the repeated presence of the hysteric reveals hysteria repeated with a black difference in this text. Hysteria has been – along with psychoanalysis – represented as a particularly white middle‐class and feminine phenomenon. This is problematic in multiple ways, but this text addresses particular implications: the hysteric is repetition with a black (British) difference of Fanon’s deep psychological damage done to the black man on contact with the white world. It is also, of course, repetition with a black British female difference. The hysteric might be seen as positive since it indicates that the interiority of the black subject now emerges with central significance in place of an emphasis on living conditions or political rights, yet it seems irrational to suggest that embracing hysteria indicates something positive for the black British subject.

Helen Cousins notes that the presence of the unborn child in The Opposite House disconnects Maja from her bodily self (2012, p. 12), and in this context we can read the representation of maternity and the pregnant body as repetition with a (black) difference: while Amy Eleni’s revelation to her mother that she is gay leads her mother to grieve her daughter’s wasted maternity (p. 177), Maja’s pregnancy corresponds with her psychological dissolution. More striking is her unorthodox response to her pregnant body: she describes her breasts as useless ‘rotten lumps’ despite their traditional purpose in her unborn baby’s future, and unlike the typical maternal image of the mother caressing her growing body, she says: ‘I keep holding my hands away from myself’ (p. 17). The idea of repetition with a black difference supports a productive of reading Oyeyemi’s novel‚ which evades straightforward categorization as ‘Black British’: its contexts are not typically postcolonial since they involve a migration from Cuba rather than from a former British colony (which is not strictly historically accurate); it avoids black/white binaries by disrupting narratives of both black and white identities through their transnationality; it rejects the publisher‐preferred black British narratives of cultural alienation, poverty and racism, and instead centres around a talented middle‐class family of academics, sportsmen‚ and musicians. Despite its focus on cultural activity, the novel conveys a resistant narrative through its repetitions with a black difference which refigures the flawed grand narratives of hysteria and maternity.




Conclusions: Black Writing in Britain and Marketing Aesthetics

Novels with postcolonial themes regularly top bestseller lists, and as a result a persistent preoccupation for postcolonial literary studies is an engagement with literary taste, marketing, and the publishing industry. For Graham Huggan, literary awards have emerged as a result of globalization, and rather than fostering postcolonial literature as a diverse field, they have created a market for the commercial, postcolonial exotic (2001, p. 106). Huggan is of the opinion that ‘the attempt to reward literary excellence, however generous or well‐intentioned, may well contain an unannounced ideological agenda – a hidden politics – all of its own’ (2001, p. 119). The award of a literary prize, then, can be read as neocolonial patronage in the context of a global capitalist economy. It could also, of course, be repositioned in order to create a positive impact. Graham Huggan’s assertion that the literary prize is a corporate sponsorship of the arts, operating as part of ‘a global cultural economy controlled by huge multinational companies’ (2001, p. 105) indicates a new form of global neocolonialist control of the literary text. However, this model does not represent the impact that can be achieved when a small sponsor creates a literary prize with the aim of fostering positive outcomes for multiple winners, such as the Caine Prize. The Caine Prize is awarded to African writers, living in Africa or elsewhere, and although there is an overall winner the prize also involves writing workshops for a number of finalists and a publication containing all the shortlisted stories each year. It offers multiple cash and in‐kind incentives to its successful writers rather than focusing on a single winner, which tends to create celebrity status and short‐term recognition rather than supporting career longevity. Predominant debate in the field has, in part in response to critiques of prizewinning and bestselling postcolonial fiction, shifted back to rights and representation, but this is now centred on publishing and marketing more than social and political contexts. Many black writers write explicitly or figuratively about the process of writing and publishing, or speak out about the limitations and challenges of writing to publishers’ demands. Pete Kalu’s recent short story ‘Getting Home: A Black Urban Myth (The Proofreader’s Sigh)’ (Ross 2015) conveys the threat of racism experienced by the black narrator on his bus journey home after midnight, but this predictable tale of inner‐city racism is undercut by its footnotes which challenge the narrative’s authenticity. One example is the use of a Jamaican patois term which is questioned when the footnote accuses: ‘Yet later the narrator says he is of African heritage?’ (Ross 2015, p. 84). The story, as highlighted by direct reference to a weary proofreader in its title, describes the writer’s pressure to conform to publishers’ expectations and construct a standard narrative of black British experience, while it also comments on the constructed nature of the attempt to do so. The conflict over self‐representation that remains a hallmark of the field is conveyed through the stylized form with lengthy and intrusive footnotes. In response to increasing debate on this subject, perhaps, black British writers including Leone Ross, Helen Oyeyemi, and Irenosen Okojie have turned towards the short story form as a means of expressing more complex and unconventional narratives. Such surprising stories which decentre race include Oyeyemi’s tales of animate puppets struggling to articulate agency in What Is Not Yours Is Not Yours (2015) and Leone Ross’s 2017 collection Come Let us Sing Anyway – among a series of highly experimental narratives told by diverse voices is a man who can sense the stories of hundreds of broken hymens as he enters the spaces where the histories of these membranes are stranded.

In 2007‚ Victoria Arana’s collection of essays established Black British aesthetics as the predominant focus of the field. The collection re‐established links between multiple art forms and forcefully asserted art’s genuine purpose in eliciting social change. Contributors made connections between contemporary articulations of identity and aesthetics and the Black Consciousness movement to suggest that contemporary writers are, though some contexts have changed, responding to or connected with earlier aesthetic positions and practices asserting that writers’ and artists’ activism‚ and consciousness is best understood through engaging with the explicit literariness of their texts: strange metaphors, candid intertextuality, and repetition with a black difference.
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Public‐Facing Literature: Festivals, Prizes, and Social Media

MILLICENT WEBER



Introduction

The twentieth and twenty‐first centuries have seen rapid expansion in the social and promotional infrastructures that scaffold engagement with literature. Author tours, promotional events‚ and literary prizes are nothing new – Dickens, as prototypical celebrity author, famously toured America in the 1840s (cf. Dzelzainis, 2011; Marsh, 2011), while the Nobel Prize for Literature has been awarded since 1901 (Lovell, 2006). But the proliferation of these kinds of formations since the 1980s, alongside growing digital engagement with literary culture, has been unprecedented. Over 450 literary festivals are now held annually across the English‐speaking world, with particular concentrations in Commonwealth nations (Weber, 2018). Superstar writers like J.K. Rowling have ‘followers’ on social media numbering in the tens of millions.1 And more than 1000 awards and prizes recognize bookish excellence in all its conceivable manifestations – from horror writing to picture book illustration (Leckey, 2015).

These formations do important work as cultural intermediaries in the heavily contested literary field: bestowing prestige, promoting sales, developing taste, and shaping and encouraging public debate (cf. Driscoll, 2014; English, 2005; Weber, 2018). While they are sometimes condemned as operating primarily as catalysts for the socialization and commercialization of literary culture (cf. Lurie, 2004), formations like literary festivals and prizes are more productively understood as offering sites for the negotiation between the different social, cultural, commercial‚ and political positions within the literary field (Weber, 2015).

This chapter employs this understanding to explain the public‐facing constitution of contemporary literature, exploring how literary festivals, prizes, and traditional and social media shape literary engagement in the twenty‐first century. Existing research into literary culture, grounded in the twentieth century and previous, views both literary festivals and literary prizes as intermediaries between books and their audiences. The book, having long been the dominant cultural force behind print culture, is both the primary mode of communication, and is also seen as a central rationale for these types of discourse and sociability. By this interpretation, traditional journalistic media operate, in partnership with taste‐making institutions, as brokers and multipliers of publicity. Contemporary literary culture is in this chapter defined as roughly corresponding to ‘the late age of print’ (Bolter, 2001; Striphas, 2009), a period in which books remain important figures in the cultural landscape, but that cultural landscape has itself changed and become denser. This chapter will contextualize existing research by exploring how, in this contemporary context, the book operates in a diffuse, symbolic and consecrating way, rather than as the primary mode of communication.2 Alongside print books, other literary forms and social media vie for legitimacy as cultural, political, and social commentators: and the promotion of specific books is not always the raison d’être of literary institutions.



‘The Priziest Prize’

Literary prizes and festivals operate as brokers of publicity and media attention for literary culture, and are simultaneously subject to media scrutiny in their own right. This section introduces the relationship between prizes, festivals, and print and digital media, and explores how scandal, ‘the instrument par excellence of symbolic action’ (Bourdieu & Haacke, 1994: 84) can be leveraged as a useful analytic tool to understand how each operates.

2018 marked the fiftieth anniversary of the Man Booker Prize. Celebrating this anniversary, Booker coordinated the Golden Man Booker Prize, a best‐of prize ultimately awarded to Michael Ondaatje’s The English Patient, decided through a combination of expert judging and popular opinion. They also programmed a one‐off literary festival which ran at the Southbank Centre from 6 to 8 July and pivoted around the awarding of the Golden Booker. Reflecting on her experience attending the festival, literary scholar Stevie Marsden (2018) wrote that discussion at several main events at the festival centred on conservative concerns about the death of the novel as a result of the growth of digital technology and the changing reading tastes of younger generations. These discussions hinged on further assumptions, expressed both tacitly and explicitly: that the novel is superior to other forms of writing; that ‘the novel’ exists and has always existed in a static state of whole‐bookness rather than being picked apart and consumed in pieces, the serialization of nineteenth‐century literature the obvious counterexample; and that the development of new media and changing tastes of younger generations would supplant these older cultural forms and modes of consumption, rather than enriching and coexisting with them.

Concerns about the growth of digital media dismantling literary culture are nothing new. This is expressed, for example, in the title of Sven Birkerts’ book The Gutenberg Elegies: The Fate of Reading in an Electronic Age (1994) or the National Endowment for the Arts’ 2004 report on US reading habits Reading at Risk (Striphas, 2009: 1). The other half of these concerned prognostications – the assumption that, as a result, people are losing the capability for sustained thought – is equally invoked by Susan Jacoby’s The Age of American Unreason: Dumbing Down and the Future of Democracy (2008) or Mark Bauerlein’s still more brazen The Dumbest Generation: How the Digital Age Stupefies Young Americans and Jeopardizes Our Future (or, Don’t Trust Anyone Under 30) (2008). This kind of technological doom‐and‐gloom, which flourished in the 1990s and 2000s, has largely been quashed, at least in academic circles. Books and reading remain popular despite and in many cases facilitated by the growth of digital media, with the sharing and conversing functions of social media in particular growing online literary communities as part of the development of what Simone Murray (2015) terms the ‘digital literary sphere’. This is exemplified by practices such as social media book reviewing, the establishment of book blogs, and the running of online book clubs (see, for example, Foasberg, 2012; Gomez, 2005; Ray Murray and Squires, 2013: 15; Pinder, 2012; Rehberg Sedo, 2003; Skains, 2010; Steiner, 2008).

These kinds of dismal prognostications about the death of print reveal, moreover, a conservative assumption that traditional, print media are more valuable than new, digital media – that is, an elitist attachment to the consecrated cultural form of print. Accusations of elitism against literary prizes are well rehearsed; as Marsden acknowledges, the Booker itself is avowedly elitist in the way that it is constituted:


From the very beginning of what was originally called the Booker Prize there was just one criterion – the prize would be for ‘the best novel in the opinion of the judges’. […] The aim was to increase the reading of quality fiction and to attract ‘the intelligent general audience’.

(The Man Booker Prizes, 2018c)


The prize and its festival are thus correctly and unsurprisingly identified as implicated in conversations that uphold traditional cultural hierarchies, and maintain a strong interest in promoting the ideas of prestige that underpin these. But the Booker also self‐promotes as a broker of large, general readerships and journalistic attention (The Man Booker Prizes, 2018b). These more democratic claims, while contradictory to exclusionary pricing and persistent metropolitan‐only programming that Marsden observes characterize events like the Man Booker Festival, are at least in part borne out in this instance by the production of livestreams and podcasts of the festival events (The Man Booker Prizes, 2018c; see, for example, videos of events relating to the Golden Booker on the Booker Facebook page: https://twitter.com/ManBookerPrize/status/1015918314315567110).

Indeed, literary institutions such as festivals and prizes encompass a large range of seemingly contradictory positions within the contemporary literary field. Criticism enables these contradictory positions to be negotiated and the prominence of these institutions maintained. What James English terms ‘prize‐bashing’ is a ‘game played with spirit and pleasure’ by literary establishments in Britain and abroad, and has served to ensure the continued profile of cultures of literary prize‐giving (2008: 161). The Golden Booker was teasingly dubbed ‘the priziest prize’ on social media (a trend started by Editor of The New York Times Book Review Pamela Paul; see https://twitter.com/PamelaPaulNYT/status/964477197707808768), and indeed the Booker itself has historically been denounced and made fun of on a regular basis. Indeed, English claims that these ‘wholesale denunciations … are clearly not an unhappy side‐effect of the promotors’ publicity strategy, but a central aim … the charge of fundamental, irremediable illegitimacy … keeps the prize a focus of attention, increasing its journalistic capital, and speeds its accumulation of symbolic capital, or cultural prestige’ (English, 2005: 208). As I have argued elsewhere (Weber, 2018), literary festivals and the people who organize, speak at‚ and attend them similarly trade on media controversy as profile‐boosting proof of their credentials as independent literary agents provocateurs.

Use of the term ‘journalistic capital’ to describe prizes’ media‐grabbing function reveals the pre‐social media focus of English’s analysis. In a broad sense, scandals have, if anything, intensified with the uptake of social media, driven by what Jodi Dean describes as social media users’ ongoing search for ‘affective intensity’ – the ability of events or concepts to generate strong and lasting affect (2010; cf. Paasonen, 2016). But just as digital media has categorically not erased engagement with pre‐digital forms, it has hardly left practices of cultural production and engagement unchanged. The speed, the scope, and the character of engagement with literary culture have developed significantly since social media behemoths Facebook and Twitter, alongside bookish sites like Goodreads and Amazon and a raft of other social sites, entered the scene in the mid‐2000s (Murray, 2015; cf. the changing post‐social media modes of political engagement described by Gainous & Wagner, 2013). But how does the interaction between prizes, festivals, and (social) media attention in their publicization of contemporary literary culture mimic or depart from earlier examples? By exploring key trends in the development of prizes and festivals over the twentieth century and into the twenty‐first, alongside some of the ideas that have shaped scholarship on these topics, the next section of this chapter explores how each of these contemporary literary institutions operates.



Literary Prizes

Literary prizes are run by the literary community, and as institutions they comprise behind‐the‐scenes administration, public announcements, and ticketed award‐night events that are for the most part attended by industry insiders. They directly serve the interests of the literary community by rewarding the best writing, thereby bestowing esteem upon authors and titles, and also directly marketing books to readers, booksellers, schools, and librarians. Contemporary literary prizes in Britain have a pre‐history in universities’ presentation of awards and ribbons, and in the awarding of Gold Medals by the Royal Society of Literature, a practice dating back to 1825, instituted in emulation of the French Academy’s already centuries‐old distribution of honours (English, 2008: 161–162). These prizes are tied in the first instance to state institutions of literary control, and in the second to institutional authorities. By contrast, the Nobel, inaugurated in 1901, was created by a private endowment (The Nobel Prize, 2017).

During World War One‚ the Pulitzer Prize (US, first awarded 1917) – most notably awarded for journalistic work but also to works of literature – was established by private endowment; immediately postwar, the earliest of the contemporary British prizes, the similarly privately endowed Hawthornden (UK, 1919) and James Tait Black (UK/Scotland, 1919), both began. Libraries and government institutions in the United States, Canada‚ and the United Kingdom intervened in the interwar years to start new prizes, primarily in the area of children’s literature – examples include the John Newbery Medal (US, 1922), the Carnegie Medal (UK, 1936), and the Randolph Caldecott Medal (US, 1937). The field of prize‐giving diversifies post World War Two, with industry‐ and community‐run prizes like the National Book Award (US, 1950) and Hugo Awards (US, 1953) instituted, along with the creation, slightly later, of awards like the Man Booker (UK, 1969) which have roots in commercial enterprises’ brand development. The 1990s and 2000s most notably see the emergence of prizes for women writers, notably the Women’s Prize for Fiction (UK, 1996) or the Stella Prize (Australia, 2013); their development is unsurprisingly concomitant with periods of strong feminist activism, developing schools of feminist theory among literary academics, and the resurgence during the 1990s of feminist publishers and booksellers (cf. Brown, 2007; Delap, 2016). At least in these broad terms, the development of prominent literary prizes throughout the twentieth and into the twenty‐first century shows the interventions of diverse players – governmental, institutional, and professional – whose political, cultural‚ and social interests moulded the literary field (cf. Bourdieu, 1996) over this period.

In his ground‐breaking survey of arts prizes and their impact on cultural practice, James English describes such prizes as occupying a ‘middle‐zone of cultural space’ unexplored by scholars who have focussed, on the one hand, on scrutinizing specific cultural works, and on the other on theorizing ‘cultural life as a whole’ (English, 2005: 12). This middle zone is populated ‘not just with artists and consumers but with bureaucrats, functionaries, patrons, and administrators of culture, vigorously producing and deploying such instruments as the best‐of list, the film festival, the artists’ convention, the book club, the piano convention’ (English, 2005: 12–13) – in short, the industry professionals who mediate between cultural products, creators, and their audiences; and the various mechanisms of publicity and promotion that these professionals employ.

Literary prizes are akin to other arts prizes in that they seek to bestow prestige and recognition in a not unproblematic process of selection, distinction, and ranking. Literary prizes are characteristic, however, in their relationship to literature’s contested status as mass‐produced and communicative, while simultaneously oriented towards idealizing the individual and avant‐garde. Contemporary prizes, particularly in their dual bestowing of money and prestige and their relationships to named sponsors, are seen to perform somewhat duplicitous substitutions between different types of capital. They negotiate and internalize power relations between ‘a core‐inside, core‐literary position, a realm of aesthetics; and a pecuniary side of the literary endeavour, the publishers and retailers; in short the industry’ (Auguscik, 2017: 99) – tensions which largely structure interactions in the literary field more broadly.

Indeed, comprising competitive interactions between the literary field’s key agents – authors, publishers, booksellers, reviewers, academics, and a long et cetera of other intermediaries – in which each are vying for prestige and financial recognition, literary prizes tend to operate as situated representations of the broader literary field. As Sharon Norris explains, this means that prize culture has ‘… an uncanny ability to reflect the broader social political and economic changes that have taken place in Britain’ (2006: 140). This observation is consistent with the way that prizes’ development across the twentieth century, as described above, mirrored broader patterns over this period of British and international governments, private enterprises, and political movements intervening in literary production.

Publicity facilitates prizes’ brokering of exchanges of capital: their core business, the process of ‘recognition’, assumes some kind of audience who do that recognizing. While for some prizes, this might be a fairly limited, elite, or disinterested audience, the major contemporary prizes aim for general recognition, usually in the form of book sales and longevity. The Booker, in particular, has always been explicitly media‐grabbing in its focus; its first press release on 4 October 1968 justified its inauguration with the hope that writers would ‘not need to be censored, imprisoned or labelled outrageous and controversial before hitting the headlines’ (Norris, 2006: 143). The measure of literary prizes’ success in missions to select the best literature, in a feat of circular logic, becomes the works or authors to which they are awarded going on to have successful, popular careers. To use Anna Auguscik’s words, ‘… quality is not so much a question of value but a question of use: different participants have different uses for literature … [thus] the Booker book which has the better, more lasting connectivity will prove the better book’ (2017: 97). It is here that prizes’ attraction to scandal comes into play. The brokering of publicity, so crucial to this success, is achieved through prizes’ ability to create spikes in media attention, and these spikes are at their most intense when controversy and scandal are invoked. A further paradox at the centre of literary prizes’ operation is, therefore, the negotiation between, on the one hand, maintaining media prominence through controversial – or scandalous – choices, and on the other, maintaining perception of the prize as ‘the pre‐eminent arbiter of literary value’ (Squires, 2007: 96).

Despite the centrality of media attention to these manoeuvres, reading all public conversation about literary prizes as part and parcel of the prizes’ own publicity grabs is disingenuous. Recent conversations about the exclusionary nature of literary prizes, and the broader conversations that they slot into about cultural recognition and representation, are indicators of urgent social and political trends. The first of these is about cultural exclusion, namely, the value of different types of literature. Prizes make a decision about subjective qualities like ‘best’ (the Booker) and ‘highest literary merit’ (the Miles Franklin), which are necessarily implicated in existing literary hierarchies – the persistent, conservative preference, for example, for difficult literary writing over genre fiction (cf. Krystal, 2012; Wood, 2018). This plays out, if not in the explicit debarring of genre works from entering, in the development of shortlists and lists of prize‐winners that display few genre titles. Peter Temple’s Truth, for example, was the first genre title to win Australia’s Miles Franklin Literary Award, in 2010 (Perpetual, 2018); and while the graphic memoir Maus won the Pulitzer Prize in a landmark, category‐redefining decision in 1992 (Doherty, 1996), it was not until 2018, long after the inclusion of graphic narratives in, for example, literary syllabi (Chute, 2008), that the Booker first included a graphic novel – Sabrina, by Nick Drnaso – on their longlist (Flood, 2018c). The homogenizing effect of these cultural preferences is compounded by further financial and structural barriers that make it difficult for publishers to enter books for consideration, leading to submissions and shortlists disproportionately stacked with multinational publishers (Marsden, 2015; Stinson, 2016).

The higher estimation of difficult writing over affective, entertaining writing is closely connected to gender‐based hierarchies (Littau, 2006: 154–155), which form the second major exclusionary trend, which is sociopolitical. Intertwined social and cultural hierarchies of value ensure the persistent gender imbalance on prize lists, as well as among book review pages in newspapers and periodicals and on literary festival programmes (Kon‐Yu, 2015, 2016; Lamond, 2011; cf. also The Stella Prize, 2018; VIDA: Women in Literary Arts, 2018), despite women outnumbering men in professional publishing industry roles (Low, 2016). Commentators have also called attention to the lack of people of colour on prize shortlists, a problem compounded by the whiteness overall of major Anglophone publishing industries (Kon‐Yu, 2016; Locke, 2017; Low, 2016). And although the Booker has, since it was opened in 2014 to writers of any nationality, had culturally and racially diverse shortlists (Smith, 2015), its attitude towards particular types of books has been shown to appropriate ‘exotic’ literatures for Western consumption rather than stimulating literary involvement in diverse locales (Huggan, 1997). Counter‐prizes (Armitstead, 2018) – examples include the Stella and Women’s Prize, for books written by women; the Jhalak prize, for writers of colour; the Goldsmiths, for experimental fiction; and the Republic of Consciousness prize, for books published by micro‐presses – act as forms of corrective action against conservative decisions that uphold the status quo (Zangen, 2003).



Literary Festivals

Literary festivals are run by the literary community, but their events cater primarily and directly for readers.3 Although they are formally constituted in a top‐down manner with direct decisions about programming coming from a managerial office, their focus is openly reader‐based, with events designed to attract big and broad audiences, and success expressed in terms of ticket sales and attendance figures. Literary festivals simultaneously seek to provide thought‐provoking stimuli for conversation, and rely on reader approval. While the success of their provocations can be judged against the level of media commentary, as discussed above, their reliance on reader approval can equally be seen in the programming changes that several festivals have made in response to vocal community concerns. As well as ‘no‐platforming’ of speakers – prominent, recent, successful examples of which include the cancellation of Steve Bannon’s appearance at the journalistic New Yorker Festival in October 2018 (Cohn, 2018) and of Germaine Greer’s appearance at an event co‐hosted by the Brisbane Writers Festival in September 2018 (Convery, 2018) – festivals have also added last‐minute ‘response’ events to enable the presentation of differing perspectives (see examples discussed in Books+Publishing, 2016; Karpinski, 2016).

Like prizes, literary festivals have a pre‐history closely connected to institutional and governmental mechanisms of literary regulation. Beginning in Wales in the Middle Ages, revived amidst nineteenth‐century patriotic surges, and subsequently spreading throughout Britain and the Commonwealth, Eisteddfodau included performative literary components alongside other musical and dramatic programming (National Museum Wales, n.d.; Pryce, 2011). Other historic nationalist events included literary celebrations, with notable examples the ‘literary festivals’ held for Italy’s national day of unification, 17 March 1861, and the interwar Australian Authors Week organized by the Federation of Australian Writers in 1935 (Weber, 2018: 149–150). The longest‐running contemporary literary festival, the Cheltenham Literature Festival, was inaugurated in 1949, and Australia’s Adelaide Writers’ Week held its first event in 1961. More than two decades later, the Edinburgh International Book Festival was inaugurated in 1983 (although a precursor Edinburgh Writers Conference was held in 1962), the Melbourne Writers Festival in 1986, and the Hay Festival in 1988. Amidst vastly proliferating literary festivals in the United Kingdom and Commonwealth, the United States, Ireland, South America‚ and Asia also began holding events at the turn of the century. New York’s PEN World Voices Festival was inaugurated in the wake of the September‐11 terrorist attacks, and creative industries‐focussed urban renewal policy in the United States in the 1990s and 2000s also drove the inauguration of many local events. Asian, African‚ and South American literary festivals, many of which primarily target English‐speaking tourists, began to appear in the early 2000s, including the Hay Festival’s multi‐continental importations, the Hong Kong International Literary Festival, the Shanghai International Literary Festival, Brazil’s ‘FLIP’ (Festa Literária Internacional de Paraty), the Ubud Writers and Readers Festival (Bali), the Jaipur Literature Festival, the Galle Literature Festival, and the Storymoja Festival (Nairobi).

Literary prizes’ orientation towards particular forms of capital and prestige, though fraught, leads to clear and well‐publicized indicators of their prominence in terms of longevity and financial recompense; literary festivals, on the other hand, developed more recently, their turnover is not necessarily – not often – publicly known, and audience numbers are notoriously slippery and incomparable figures. From the 1990s onwards, the proliferation of literary festivals has created a dense playing field, from which it is increasingly difficult to discern prominence, although some events achieve this through, for example, their size, in the case of the Jaipur Literature Festival, whose attendance figures were publicly estimated at 500,000 in 2016 (Jaipur Literature Festival, 2016), or affiliation with established literary organizations, such as in the case of the PEN World Voices festival.

Literary festivals exist in the same contested middle ground of literary culture as literary prizes, and are subject to similar criticisms about their promotion of celebrity culture, their commercialism, and their substitution of spectacle for serious engagement with literature. In examining both prizes and festivals as elements of the new literary middlebrow, a space ‘where appeals to serious culture collide with entertainment’, Beth Driscoll notes that ‘… “flurry” and sensation are integral to establishing a particularly middlebrow cultural power’ (2014: 156–157). In the mainstream, this struggle between serious literary values and commercialized entertainment polarizes commentators, whether critical or speaking in praise of festivals. For the most part, however, literary scholars see these values as interlocked and relational. John Thompson plays on this with the title of his book Merchants of Culture (2010); James English with Economy of Prestige (2005). Concepts like ‘literary celebrity’ combine the high cultural literary with the populist celebrity – concepts that again are traditionally polarized in mapping the workings of the literary field. Indeed, twenty‐first century literature is generally seen as shifting away from a strictly polarized space, in which the cultural and the commercial, the avant‐garde and the populist, the print and the digital, the private and the public are separated out, and towards a field characterized by blurred lines and often direct interaction between each of these domains. Importantly, like prizes, festivals bring together all of the major players in the literary field, operating as sites in which the debates, tensions‚ and power imbalances that structure the field play out. This representational function means that the media scandals deriving from these events are generally closely connected to field‐structuring tensions (cf. Weber, 2018: 202–204).



Social Media

While literary prizes are run in a relatively closed way for the establishment, and festivals include the general public but formally privilege specific positions, social media ostensibly democratize culture by providing access to public discourse and debate for all. On the surface, this suggests that literary prizes, literary festivals‚ and social media have a nested relationship: formal ties to established players in the literary community as drivers and dictators of taste and value are tightest at the centre, where reside prizes, and then disperse throughout a middle domain where reside festivals, and an outer domain where reside social media.

This demarcates a straightforward relationship between each of these institutions: in reality‚ however, the relationship that social media in particular have with other forms of public‐facing literary institution is both complex and contested. Digital media, broadly defined, are characterized as unwieldy and ambivalent, on the one hand providing democratic access to information and promoting civic discourse; on the other, reinforcing existing inequalities and encouraging antagonism and hate speech (Phillips, 2015; Phillips & Milner, 2017). Social media have a threefold relationship to print culture that is similarly ambivalent and seemingly paradoxical. They first reinforce old social and cultural hierarchies, and‚ second‚ intervene in the traditional communication circuit of print book publishing (Darnton, 1982, cf. Ray Murray & Squires, 2013). Social media reinforce existing hierarchies in that interactions on and with social media replicate pre‐digital relationships and reward established competences. They intervene by offering new forms of communication between author and reader, forgoing the intermediaries of publishers, agents, or booksellers, which manage the pre‐digital flow of information. Third, social media also cause the circuit to break down. Social media dissolve the traditional communication circuit altogether by providing widespread access – not unimpeded access, but access nonetheless – to positions of discursive authority. In this section, I consider each of these facets of the relationship between social media and the traditional communications‐circuit model for print culture in turn, and in doing so provide further context to the proposed relationship between literary prizes, literary festivals, and social media.

Literary conversations on social media like Facebook and Twitter are configured by established pre‐digital social and cultural hierarchies. Tweets by people with more followers, that is, significant social capital, are naturally shown to a larger audience, while conversations on these ostensibly public sites often occur within private groups and pages, or in replies to posts by publishers, writers, and other users with significant existing followings. This privileging of established prestige is not only informal: Twitter, for example, gives a ‘blue tick’ endorsement to accounts authorized as belonging to well‐known public figures and organizations. Cultural and social capital (and media capital, political capital, etc.) thus demonstrably translate into power on social media (cf. Driscoll, 2013), directly challenging conceptions of such spaces as democratizing cultural participation. Indeed, social media have been shown to selectively reinforce individuals’ existing social, cultural‚ and political participation (cf. Eli Pariser’s concept of the ‘filter bubble’, 2011).

Social media have close connections with established forms of capital and prestige, but at the same time also fundamentally reshape the way that literary communication occurs. Simone Murray (2018: 100) connects the possibilities for direct connection between writers and readers through social media with the face‐to‐face communication enabled by literary festivals:


The fact that readers can now respond to an author face‐to‐face, as well as (if they prefer to maintain some anonymity) through myriad digital channels, seems decisively to close the loop from author to reader first tentatively proposed in Robert Darnton’s famous communications circuit.

([1982] 1990)


Authors cultivate social media personae which combine direct self‐promotion with other personal and political comments and conversations, as well as sharing and promoting content from other people and institutions.4 Predominantly public, text‐based rather than visual, and attracting users that are generally older and more highly educated than those on other social media sites (Greenwood, Perrin & Duggan, 2016), Twitter is the site on which much of this online authorial self‐fashioning occurs. Like author accounts, the accounts of publishers and literary organizations combine direct broadcast‐style promotion with content about the literary community more broadly, and unrelated but humanizing content (Thoring, 2011). Twitter is similarly publishers’ preferred platform, although increasingly major publishers tend to engage with readers (and collect reader data) across multiple social media sites (Nolan & Dane, 2018). The most popular authors on Twitter are celebrities with active and established fan communities. J.K. Rowling (@jk_rowling) has 14.5 million followers, Stephen King (@StephenKing) has 4.98 million followers, and Neil Gaiman (@neilhimself) has 2.59 million followers.5 Margaret Atwood (@MargaretAtwood), styled as ‘literature’s digital doyenne’ (Baddeley, 2013) for her determined engagement with new technology including social media, collaborative authoring, serial publishing, and other forms of direct fan engagement, has 1.94 million Twitter followers.

Writers’ engagement with social media is both an end in itself and a tool which can be leveraged for other purposes. It is also something that authors do with varying degrees of enthusiasm (and success) (Murray, 2018: 41–45). Tao Lin,6 for example, uses Twitter as a platform for performative self‐fashioning, but also converted the cultural capital he accrued in the Twittersphere into the publication of a book, Selected Tweets. As Justin Greene (2018: 13) observes, this is a difficult negotiation:


With this, he gave cultural capital to his digital existence, making the efforts to present himself as an author online a part of his textual output. However, Lin still feels the pull of solely digital performance, and his recent tweets reveal the ways the platform has become an essential component of his authorial identity. On June 13, 2018, Lin tweeted, “Working on tweeting less & reading less tweets & doing less things on Twitter & doing other things more”. Not being the first time Lin has expressed this desire, the tweet becomes yet another attempt to distance himself from a platform that allowed him to position himself within the literary world.


Social media do not just offer new forms of communication between author and reader, but rework the distinction between the two. Traditional print cultural models of communication, like the communications circuit, see one individual creating privileged cultural content and many individuals collectively bestowing recognition by consuming it. The one‐to‐many relationship between author and readers is challenged by social media as much as is the mediating centrality of the book object. Direct examples of this include the growth of user‐run ‘produser’ sites such as fan fiction and blogging sites, Wikipedia, or YouTube, (Bruns, 2008), and the growing legitimacy of digital self‐publishing, particularly in genre fiction (Johnson, 2018; Vadde, 2017). In other words, two key features of contemporary print culture are that communication is multidirectional, and that value does not only accrue in predictable ways to book objects and traditionally published authors – it also coalesces around a range of people, cultural objects, organizations, and concepts.

The publishing industry in this sense can be defined as producing a broader range of commodities and services: as well as books, their product is ‘literary culture’ itself, incorporating literary prizes and festivals and the forms of public discourse they promote, as well as tourism drivers such as ‘book town’ or ‘city of literature’ branding (Driscoll, 2018; Kostanski & Puzey, 2014). Well‐aired concerns – literary festivals programming speakers who have not written books, social media distracting people from their reading, or literary prizes turning literary culture into a spectacle – are predicated on assumptions about the central importance of the book to literary culture. They reveal commentators’ unease with these broad cultural shifts, and erase the always‐mediated, always‐sociable constitution of literary culture and communities.



Commingling Public Institutions

Existing work on literary festivals, prizes, and the literary communities and conversations that take place on social media looks at each of these cultural phenomena in isolation. But the publishing industry’s home‐grown mechanisms of publicity and self‐promotion – festivals and prizes – now commingle with the public communicative space of social media. The following example illustrates how the interaction between prizes, festivals‚ and social media is neither unidirectional nor straightforward, but rather how each influences the others, and how each is shaped by broader social, cultural‚ and political trends.

One of the biggest social media movements of 2017 and 2018, the hashtag #MeToo was used to accompany posts sharing personal stories of sexual assault. A grassroots movement that intended to showcase the magnitude of the problem of sexual violence, the use of the phrase was popularized by Alyssa Milano in a 16 October 2017 tweet in relation to the allegations of assault made against Harvey Weinstein.7 At its peak, the hashtag was included in more than 12 million tweets per day (Mendes, Ringrose‚ and Keller, 2018: 236). Beginning with the Weinstein allegations, the #MeToo movement rippled out into other industries, prompting additional, targeted political action. One such example is the Shitty Media Men List, a crowdsourced and anonymous spreadsheet that compiled stories of harassment and assault by men in New York’s media and publishing industries, characterized by New York Magazine associate editor Madison Malone Kircher as ‘a tool to help women to protect themselves from men they should avoid’ (cited by Corcione, 2018: 500). As the creator of the list Moira Donegan notes, the problems of workplace sexual harassment and assault, although endemic to many industries, are particularly and increasingly rife in the creative industries, in large because the growth of a ‘gig economy’ has led to surging numbers of freelancers within these industries, who do not have recourse to formal workplace protections and protocols (Donegan, 2018; Corcione, 2018: 501).

As well as galvanizing other grassroots activism, the movement motivated top‐down industrial and legal action (Jaffe, 2018). In the wake of #MeToo, publishing industries worldwide conducted investigations, reports‚ and surveys into the extent and severity of sexual harassment and assault experienced by workers. In the United Kingdom, trade publication The Bookseller (2017) surveyed publishing industry staff, finding that workplace sexual harassment had been experienced by 54% of the women who responded, and 34% of men. Australian trade publication Books+Publishing (2017) ran a similar survey of the Australian publishing industry, and found that 54% of respondents had experienced workplace sexual harassment. As part of this movement, a number of prominent literary figures were publicly accused of predatory behaviour, including Lorin Stein and Jean‐Claude Arnault (Alter and Ember, 2017; Squires and Driscoll, 2018). Stein was the editor of The Paris Review; Arnault is a French photographer with close ties to the Swedish Academy, administrators of the Nobel Prize.

The allegations against Arnault, and the resignation of several members of the Academy in relation to how these allegations were handled, led to the cancellation of the 2018 Nobel Prize for Literature for the first time since 1949 (Henley & Flood, 2018). Concerned by the impact of the cancellation ‘[i]n a time when human values are increasingly being called into question’, the Swedish literary community formed The New Academy in order to administer the award of an alternative prize in 2018 (The New Academy, 2018). The formation of the alternative prize was a deliberate act of ‘staging a protest … to show people that serious cultural work does not have to occur in a context of coercive language, irregularities or abuse’ (The New Academy, cited by Flood, 2018a). The winner of the prize, announced 12 October 2018, was Maryse Condé (Flood, 2018d); the other shortlisted finalists were Neil Gaiman, Kim Thúy‚ and Haruki Murakami, although Murakami asked to be withdrawn from consideration, as he was seeking to avoid media attention and concentrate on his writing (Books+Publishing, 2018).

No doubt aware of increasingly prominent concerns about the representation of women, writers of colour and marginalized writers on literary prize shortlists, and among winners of the Nobel in particular (Griffith, 2015; Kon‐Yu, 2016; The Stella Prize, 2018; cf. also VIDA: Women in Literary Arts, 2018), the selected shortlist was gender balanced and relatively diverse. Despite this the reporting of the shortlist for the prize in The Guardian (Flood, 2018b), which foregrounded Gaiman and Murakami, was widely criticized on social media, including by Gaiman himself,8 for its erasure of the two shortlisted women authors (Wilson, 2018).

Narratives about the media‐pull of literary prizes and festivals assume the primacy of the prize or festival as an agential event, with the media coming in after the fact as signal booster, leveraged by the savvy prize or festival organizer or disavowing prize winner, or responding to and weighing in on conversations that opened up at these literary events. But, as this series of events reveals the relationship between public‐facing literary institutions and contemporary media is multidirectional and dynamic. Literary prizes and festivals tout themselves as major brokers of publicity and attention, using the media‐pull narrative as part of their self‐branding. The Booker, for example, claims ‘the power to transform the winner’s career’ (The Man Booker Prizes, 2018a), with ‘[b]oth the winner and the shortlisted authors … guaranteed a worldwide readership plus a dramatic increase in book sales’ (The Man Booker Prizes, 2018b). Lisa Dempster, former director of the Melbourne Writers Festival, similarly describes literary festivals as ‘play[ing] a crucial role in ensuring the ongoing health of the writing sector … by ensuring audiences are engaging with literature, … [and] creating a cycle of publicity and payment for participating authors’ (cited by Nette, 2014). And, as discussed above, the media‐pull of scandals that occur at or around prizes and festivals is a vital enabling factor in the ways that they transfer and convert symbolic and economic capital. But the back‐and‐forth between social media communities, industry professionals, established cultural authorities, and journalistic media in the case of #MeToo demonstrates that this relationship is far more complicated. Literary scandal acts as a catalyst for social media conversation; social media trends prompt scandal within the literary world; both act as agents of industrial change; and both keep one another in check, with‚ for example‚ social media discussions keeping tabs on traditional media reportage, while prize‐givers assert the importance of promoting literary culture as ‘the counterforce of oppression and a code of silence’ (The New Academy, 2018). In this situation, a political trend bigger than specific media platforms or literary communities shaped discourse and galvanized action in each, demonstrating how the literary and other cultural fields are nested within political spaces. Even at the highest levels, the literary is never apolitical: it is part of broader social, political‚ and cultural landscapes.



Conclusion

Both journalistic and social media are forms of publishing, so it is no surprise that the book publishing industry and these media are closely interlocked. In the twenty‐first century, digital technology has wrought fundamental changes in communicative practices. While the print book retains a high cultural status, other forms of literary discourse – from public talks to self‐publishing and instapoetry – are increasingly legitimate, challenging purely book‐centric conceptions of literary culture. Likewise, the widespread access to a public platform provided by social media, although by no means unproblematic, has the potential to displace existing power relations, directly intervening in industries and established institutions.

Literary prizes and literary festivals, as public‐facing literary institutions, have long been promoted by and provided rich material for scandal to journalists. They remain highly promotable on social media, but their well‐defined role as brokers in the trajectory of book from author to reader has been complicated. Despite this, they remain sites of assembly for the literary community, and thus retain their ‘uncanny’ barometric status, representing publicly the increasingly complex interplay between social, cultural, political, and commercial interests that structure participation in contemporary literary culture.
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Notes


	1 https://twitter.com/jk_rowling

	2 In this period, the relationship between the nation‐state and literary culture is also undergoing change (cf. Steiner, 2018). For example, the widespread uptake of social media and other technological developments, while not dismantling local or national patterns of cultural production and consumption, mean that many of the social and political trends that directly impact these processes are international; similarly, while there remains a not inconsiderable culture of independent publishing and bookselling, multinational corporations like Amazon and Penguin Random House wield unprecedented power in all Anglophone literary markets.

	3 So much so that the description of them as ‘literary’ festivals is, because of the elitist connotations of ‘literary’, by no means unproblematic. Many are dubbed ‘writers festivals’, with or without a possessive apostrophe, a term which similarly connotes a troublingly non‐reader‐centric view. ‘Book’ festivals erase non‐codex literature. Hay dubbed itself a festival of ‘literature and ideas’ before becoming simply the Hay Festival; Ubud calls itself a festival of ‘readers and writers’.

	4 Recent examples include Stephen King’s popular anti‐Trump tweets (https://twitter.com/StephenKing/status/1047241230873231360), Neil Gaiman’s comments about his touring, exhaustion, and pet guinea fowl (https://twitter.com/neilhimself/status/1049054052624093184), and J.K. Rowling’s ongoing promotion of articles and links relating to the Harry Potter franchise (primarily retweets of content, such as https://twitter.com/marieclaireuk/status/1048182042737958917, https://twitter.com/pottermore/status/1048633136043712512, and https://twitter.com/FantasticBeasts/status/1048257102521618433).

	5 Follower statistics collected 9 October 2018.

	6 In light of the next section of this chapter, it is particularly notable that Tao Lin’s reconstruction of his public persona following allegations of abuse occurred primarily through self‐representation on Twitter; Lin’s ‘4‐year celibacy and public condemnation of sex‐obsessed males on his Twitter feed’ are seen to indicate critical engagement with his own complicity in patriarchal structures (Maier, 2018).

	7 https://twitter.com/alyssa_milano/status/919659438700670976

	8 https://twitter.com/neilhimself/status/1035182919839621120
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