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Preface

Philip Tew

This volume represents a scholarly output that is an outcome of my personal relationship with Jonathan Coe for the past twenty years. As he reminded me by email, when I erroneously suggested that we might have first met early in the 1990s (yes, to be sure, one’s memory does play tricks with age), in fact I first encountered him on a sunny summer’s afternoon in Waterstones bookshop in Hampstead High Street where he was publicizing The House of Sleep, first issued several months earlier in May 1997. Curiously, given my later academic interest in his work, to prepare for the possible meeting, the previous weekend I had bought and read my first Coe novel, the paperback edition of what would become his most famous book, What a Carve Up! (1994). It had been discounted at half price (I know because an orangey-red £3.50 label still adorns my copy). On that day I was not drawn primarily by Coe’s fiction, rather my motivation to cycle up Rosslyn Hill from Pond Street on a hot day to this particular venue was because of his interest in B. S. Johnson, a writer we both greatly admire. In fact, as I got to know him, Coe was to lavish much time and attention in producing the magisterial and innovative authorized biography of this 1960s experimental novelist, entitled Like a Fiery Elephant: The Story of B.S. Johnson (2004). This volume, which I was privileged to read in its first draft, rightly won the 2005 Samuel Johnson Prize for non-fiction. Much later he and I (together with Julia Jordan) would compile and edit an anthology of Johnson’s prose and drama from material newly acquired by the British Library for its Manuscripts Reading Room, a project that we two had hatched many years previously in around 2001. It took a deal of time to acquire permissions, find an appropriate publisher and wait for the archival material to be transferred the approximate 1.25 miles (as the crow flies) from the author’s final home behind St. Mary’s Church in Islington to its current depository on the Euston Road. Well Done God! Selected Prose and Drama of B.S. Johnson (2013) finally appeared a dozen years later. 

During the years since our first conversation in Hampstead I have read all of Coe’s fiction with increasing admiration, pondering at times why on earth he is not more celebrated and does not feature far more on the academic curriculum. Although rightfully celebrated for his Thatcherite satire, What a Carve Up!, the other novels, even the early ones, deserve equal attention, although there remain subtle differences. He admits as much in a journalistic essay reflecting on writing his Johnson biography, ‘Nothing but the truth’, where he observes ‘Like many novelists (myself included), he started off by writing about thinly fictionalised versions of himself’ [emphasis added]. Like Johnson, perhaps even more so, in later works the self-reflective elements lay deeper, with hidden motifs and emblems invoking the authorial self. 

Significantly, recent scholarship covering his work has started to emerge in several monographs; most notably two volumes produced by contributors to this volume, namely Vanessa Guignery’s Jonathan Coe (2015) and Merritt Moseley’s Understanding Jonathan Coe (2016), published only seven months apart. As Guinery observes in her study, Coe as a novelist is ‘resolutely anchored in the present, dealing with topical issues’ (15), adding that his most famous satire was a response to and rejection of the faux nostalgic historicity, what Guignery labels ‘retro-Victorian fiction and pastiche’ that so dominated literary prizes, ‘epitomized by the 2001 Booker Prize longlist on which only three out of 22 books were set in contemporary Britain’ (15). For Guignery, his most famous novel ‘combines political awareness with a comic satire of the worst excesses of Thatcherism and the ruling elite’ (16). For Moseley,


The novel is not about Margaret Thatcher as a person, and she is almost unmentioned by name; it is about the whole complex of attitudes embodied in the society that developed during her premiership, to some extent with her encouragement and that of her party. The ruling force was greed, and it was unleashed by a growing heartlessness about the weak and unfortunate. (38)


One ought perhaps to mediate such claims by extending the context to the real-world reception of books that are on one level very funny (although as Joseph Brooker explores in this collection, sadness very much features too), and as Coe explained in an interview with Vanessa Guignery, ‘So, primarily, I put funny things in my books – I hope they are funny – to give people pleasure. That is the first reason. There are other reasons, but they are secondary.’ In addition I would suggest thematically either real or perceived vulnerability or a precautionary timidity are central threads to the whole of Coe’s oeuvre, to which one might add other sub-themes or expressive motifs such as passion, often unrequited, and the symbolically charged mundanity of everyday petit-bourgeois existence, with people almost always manipulated by authority or fate. Finally, though, a zealous need to admonish permeates the text at various levels, much as the author admitted to Guignery:


One of the key lines from What a Carve Up! comes at the end of the novel when Mortimer Winshaw, the head of the Winshaw family, tells the narrator, Michael Owen: ‘there comes a point when greed and madness become practically indistinguishable’. The implication is that Britain – and the West generally – has crossed that line between the two at some point and Mortimer Winshaw adds that if we learn to live alongside greed and even tolerate it, then we’ve crossed a line into madness.


Some readers might well assume Coe’s origins were radical, combative, given what in his study of the author Moseley describes as ‘Coe’s anti-Thatcherism’ (42) with critics and readers drawn to ‘his domestic, class based analysis’ (43). As Moseley indicates there is more, and certainly one might understand this aspect better by examining Coe’s own ruminations about his upbringing and roots. 

In 2010 he contributed to a multi-authored article in the Guardian, ‘A Return to Grassroots’, published prior to the then impending 2010 general election, in which he recollects the area of Bromsgrove which ‘was my home, after all, for the first 19 years of my life […]. It may be almost three decades since I left, but I have been coming back ever since, and that sense of ambivalent belonging never goes away. Not for me, at any rate’. He knows the area intimately. He accurately predicted the electoral demise of Labour MP, Jacqui Smith, in nearby Redditch, and reflects on the political instincts of his hometown: ‘Bromsgrove, however, is a solid Tory constituency. Always has been. Well, ever since I can recall, anyway, apart from an aberrant three-year interlude in the early 1970s’. Ironic, then, that such a committed opponent of Thatcherism came from not only a Tory heartland, but was the offspring of conservatively inclined parents. Coe’s fictional world is replete with such contradictions. 
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A Critical Introduction: or, (Re-)contextualizing Jonathan Coe’s What a Carve Up!

Philip Tew

Jonathan Coe is a novelist who offers both great variety (especially regarding settings, scenarios and the subjects of his humour and satire) and consistency (offering dark themes, celebration of the everyday, characters who endure an often maudlin, nostalgic sense of loss and failure, and cultural and filmic coordinates used allusively and suggestively) and he is arguably emerging as one of the most important of British novelists to bridge that period encompassing the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. This collection of essays hopes to both contextualize and analyse his work through a variety of approaches useful to both the academic and general reader of his fiction, which has attracted critical attention in particular in mainland Europe. Regarded as a significant writer, he has been awarded: the Prix du Meilleur Livre Étranger in 1996 for What a Carve Up! (1994); the Prix Médicis Étranger in 1998 for The House of Sleep (1997); and the Premio Literario Arcebispo Juan de San Clemente in 2004 for The Rotters’ Club (2001). As I write on 20 June 2017 to date he has published eleven novels, three non-fiction books which included his celebrated biography Like a Fiery Elephant: The Story of B. S. Johnson (2004), which was awarded the 2005 Samuel Johnson Prize for non-fiction, and two books for children (published in Italian). Having studied English at Trinity College, Cambridge University, Coe undertook a PhD in eighteenth-century literature at Warwick University, which was awarded for his thesis on Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones. During this period he also completed The Accidental Woman (1987), which was the first of his novels accepted for publication and published in April of that year in the UK by Duckworth. His work reflects a divide between (and occasionally a putative synthesis of) a regional perspective derived from his provincial origins having been born on 19 August 1961 in Lickey, a suburb of south-west Birmingham, and a metropolitan worldview reflecting his post-university life in London, to which city he moved and has subsequently lived there since the late 1980s. Musically inclined, his aim in the capital was to write songs and perform. He participated in short-lived band The Peer Group and an even shorter-lived feminist cabaret group called Wanda and the Willy Warmers. With such ambitions frustrated, he returned to writing fiction, a passion explored from around age eight, his early attempts recollected vividly during an earlier interview with me published in 2008:


My earliest memory of writing was when I was about seven or eight. I don’t remember having read many proper books at that stage, but I was constantly reading comics; in particular one called The Lion, which had one particular neo-gothic comic strip, called either the Necromancer or the Sorcerer. I began a story in imitation of that strip, which is the earliest thing I can remember. […] I wrote in a small notebook, around 150 pages, proud of myself because I assumed I had written a novel. My father got his secretary to type it up
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