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About the Book

Down among the drab slums of Lambeth, eighteen-year-old Liza is the darling of Vere Street. Vibrant and bewitching, she is adored by the steady, loyal Tom. But then Liza meets Jim Blakeston, charming and worldy, new to the area, and married. Soon the streets are wise to their passionate affair and Liza’s fall from grace is fast and fatal. Written while Maugham was a medical student, and his first published novel, Liza of Lambeth is a vividly realistic portrayal of working-class London life.


About the Author

William Somerset Maugham was born in 1874 and lived in Paris until he was ten. He was educated at King’s School, Canterbury, and at Heidelberg University. He spent some time at St. Thomas’ Hospital with the idea of practising medicine, but the success of his first novel, Liza of Lambeth, published in 1897, won him over to letters. Of Human Bondage, the first of his masterpieces, came out in 1915, and with the publication in 1919 of The Moon and Sixpence his reputation as a novelist was established. At the same time his fame as a successful playwright and short story writer was being consolidated with acclaimed productions of various plays and the publication of The Trembling of a Leaf, subtitled Little Stories of the South Sea Islands, in 1921, which was followed by seven more collections. His other works include travel books, essays, criticism and the autobiographical The Summing Up and A Writer’s Notebook.

In 1927 Somerset Maugham settled in the South of France and lived there until his death in 1965.
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Preface

This is my first book. At the age of seventeen I wrote a biography of Meyerbeer; I cannot imagine why, since I knew nothing of music and have never heard any of his operas. I have long forgotten whatever I knew about him, but I do not believe that he was a romantic figure; and I can only surmise that a centenary or something of that kind made me think that the subject was of topical interest. One rejection was sufficient to discourage me. I threw the manuscript into the fire. Then I began to write plays, chiefly in one act, of a harrowing nature and unflinching realism. I had learned to know Ibsen in Germany and the plays that I wrote between the ages of eighteen and twenty-one ruthlessly delved into the secrets of the human soul; few of my characters but suffered from a fatal or a venereal disease, and since I was studying medicine I was able to go into some very elegant detail; most of them bore a hereditary taint that poisoned their lives, and such as were lucky enough to have had healthy and respectable parents concealed a shameful, guilty secret which in the course of the play was bound to be disclosed. It would have narked me to have my plays invariably rejected, but that everybody agreed that the English stage was in a parlous state, and I put down my ill fortune to the ignorance of the managers and the folly of the public. The drama was going to the dogs, and it both shocked and grieved me that I, so ready to save it, was denied the opportunity. But like the young man in Henry Arthur Jones’s play I was determined to stamp myself upon the age. It occurred to me that my best plan was to write two or three novels that would give me sufficient reputation to induce the managers to look upon my plays with favour. At that time Mr Fisher Unwin, the publisher, was making some stir with a series of short books called the Pseudonym Library. They were slim volumes bound in yellow paper and they had a dashing look. They were cheap and everybody read them. I wrote two longish stories and sent them to Mr Unwin with a suggestion that he might think them suitable for this series. After some time he returned them to me, but with a letter that filled me with exultation. He said they they had interested him, but that they were not long enough for the Pseudonym Library; if, however, I had a novel he would be glad to read it.

I wrote back to thank him and said that in a very short while I would take advantage of his offer. I posted the letter and ten minutes later began a novel. I was working all day at St. Thomas’s Hospital and could only write in the evenings. I think I must have been then in my fourth year. I had spent the usual time in the out-patient departments, as clerk on the medical side and dresser on the surgical, and had passed the periods in the wards that the curriculum demanded. Then I did the obstetric work. In order to obtain the necessary certificate the student had to attend twenty confinements. I daresay all this is now changed, but in my day at St. Thomas’s you were appointed obstetric clerk for a period of three weeks during which you had to be on hand day and night. You took a lodging immediately opposite the hospital to which the porter had a key, and if you were wanted in the night he came across the street and woke you. You dressed and went to the hospital where you found waiting for you the husband or perhaps the small son of the patient, with the card which the woman in labour had earlier obtained from the hospital. For your first case you were accompanied by the senior obstetric clerk, a young man recently qualified, but after that you were expected to manage by yourself and send for him only if a difficulty arose that you could not cope with. He was hard worked and often very tired so that if you dragged him out of bed without good reason you were very liable to hear some unpleasant truths about yourself. The messenger led you through the dark and silent streets of Lambeth, up stinking alleys and into sinister courts where the police hesitated to penetrate, but where your black bag protected you from harm. You were taken to grim houses, on each floor of which a couple of families lived, and down into a stuffy room, ill-lit with a paraffin lamp, in which two or three women, the midwife, the mother, the ‘lady as lives on the floor below’ were standing round the bed on which the patient lay. Sometimes you waited in that room for two or three hours, drinking a friendly cup of tea with the midwife and going down in the street below now and then to get a breath of air. The husband was sitting on the step and you sat down beside him and chatted.

I attended sixty-three confinements in three weeks.

This was the material I used for this book. I exercised little invention. I put down what I had seen and heard as plainly as possible. It seemed very bald and I should have liked to make my story more thrilling and picturesque by the exercise of my fancy, but I did not know how to. I was forced to stick to the facts by the miserable poverty of my imagination. I had at that time a great admiration for Guy de Maupassant and it was after the model of his tales that I tried to fashion my own. When I think of the bad examples a young writer may so easily follow I am happy to think that I took that of one who had so great a gift for telling a story clearly, straightforwardly and effectively.

I sent the novel as soon as it was finished to Mr Fisher Unwin, and three months later received a letter from him saying that he liked it and asking me to call upon him. I went with my heart in my mouth. I signed the agreement put before me. I was so elated at the thought of publication that I very cheerfully agreed to forego a royalty on the first ever so many copies. After a delay due to the second Jubilee of Queen Victoria the book was published. Some of the reviews were very good; others were not; and, such is the perverseness of authors, I was much more distressed by the unfavourable criticisms than pleased by the favourable ones. They gave me several sleepless nights. But Mr Fisher Unwin knew how to get a book talked about and he sent it to various dignitaries of the church. It was a good moment for my landlady when she heard Basil Wilberforce, afterwards Archdeacon of Westminster, make it the subject of his sermon one Sunday night at the Abbey. It was a thrilling moment for me when, a week or two later, going to see Mr Unwin he told me that the first edition was sold out and he was hurrying to print a second. I was in my last year at St. Thomas’s Hospital and working for my final examination in surgery. Mr Unwin was then a handsome man with a dark skin, fine dark eyes, and an imposing black beard. He spoke with a melodious voice. He asked me what my plans were. I told him that I was throwing up medicine as soon as I was qualified and meant to earn my living as a writer. He put his arm round my shoulder.

It’s very hard to earn a living by writing,’ he said. ‘Writing is a very good staff, but a very bad crutch.’

I shrugged my shoulders with scorn. My first book was a success, I was full of confidence. I went abroad for several months and on my return received a cheque for the royalties my book had earned me. It was for just over twenty pounds. I could not help thinking that Mr Fisher Unwin knew what he was talking about.

I have only to add that the life of the slums that this book describes is that of forty years ago. The men on Bank Holidays wore pearlies and played the concertina; the girls wore huge fringes and enormous hats with masses of feathers on them. They did not know the phonograph or the moving pictures. They did not read the papers. They were much less educated than the same class is now; they expressed themselves with a cockney aptness, and I think I have reproduced their manner of speech with fair accuracy; but they had not the varied vocabulary that their children have; and, with a more limited command of language at their disposal, felt and thought more simply. I ask the reader to take this book not as a picture of life in the slums of Lambeth to-day but as that of life that has long since ceased to be.

Since this preface is to serve also as an introduction to the edition of which Liza of Lambeth is the first volume I should like now to make a few remarks upon this. It is not a complete edition. I have chosen to put into it only those books with which I am least dissatisfied. I do not think any writer is worth reading in his entirety. He is asking a great deal if he invites his readers to concern themselves with so many as a dozen books, probably he has put the best of himself into two or three, and he is fortunate if even so many retain their interest beyond his lifetime. An author has the right to be judged by his best work: he is prudent to make the task of selection as light as possible. If his only means of livelihood is his pen he is forced sometimes to write to make money, and it is unlikely, though not inevitable, that under these circumstances he will write anything that has merit. We know, of course, that Dr Johnson wrote Rasselas at great speed in order to earn enough to bury his mother, and though it may be read now only by the student it remains one of the monuments of English literature. But I suppose he had long had the theme in mind and financial necessity was not the motive of his writing it, but the goad that led him to surmount his native lethargy. This goad is very useful as is proved by the fact that men of influence, whatever their talent, have seldom brought themselves to take the pains necessary to produce a solid body of work. They remain amateurs, often with the amateur’s grace and charm, but always with the amateur’s ineffectualness.

I am aware that this preface and those that follow it are egotistic. I hope my egotism is not unseemly. It is not easy to talk of oneself without offence and it may seem to some readers that in these prefaces I have arrogated to myself an importance which is not my due. I beg them to believe that I have no illusions about my position in current literature, and I do not think that I attach an exaggerated value to my works. I know their defects better than any critic. But no one will concern himself with such an edition as this unless, for reasons best known to himself, he is interested in the author. It is not unreasonable then to suppose that he will care to know under what conditions such and such a book was written and be interested to hear what the author cares to say about himself and his art. If these prefaces are not egotistic they are absurd. They have amused me to write: if they do not amuse the reader to read he is after all under no compulsion to do so. I have pursued my modest way through the world of letters, with ups and downs but without any startling triumphs; I suppose I have what is known as a public or else this edition would not be called for; but I have never written a book that has had an overwhelming success. Though I have written several that a good many people have read I have never written one that was for the time at all events on everybody’s lips, the topic of conversation at every table, or one that was unanimously acclaimed. I have never been a best seller. I have never knocked the critics flat. I have been much praised and much blamed. Though I have been elated by the praise and cast down by the blame I have never let either disturb me in my chosen course. I should have been very willing to learn from the many criticisms of my work that I have read, but I have not found them very helpful. I suppose it is asking too much from a critic, who is often hurried and always ill-paid, that he should take the trouble to indicate an author’s faults in such a way that he may be enabled to correct them. Perhaps my critics never thought it worth while to make the attempt; perhaps they had not the capacity. Once I met a critic at Wilmington who promised apropos of some play of mine to do me this service, but I dare say he was busy or forgot, for I never heard from him after all.

I have left out of this edition two novels I wrote because I wanted a certain amount of money by a certain time. They were made out of plays which I had been unable to place, and I wrote them because with the story and the dialogue to hand I could turn them out in a few weeks. One was called The Bishop’s Apron. I was at the time enamoured of an engaging young person whose tastes were much too extravagant for my narrow purse. It was mortifying to me to sit by while richer lovers took her to supper at the Savoy and to lunch on Sunday at Maidenhead; and I sat down and wrote this novel, gay and amusing, though I wrote with jealousy gnawing at my heart-strings, so that I too could provide her with the pleasures her frivolous soul yearned for. It was a considerable success and for the first time in my life I made quite a bit of money; but I had not reckoned with the delay occasioned first by printing and publishing the book and then by the business methods of publishers who only deliver their accounts once a year; so that when I last I received my fat cheque I was no longer in the least interested in the young person and wished neither to take her out to supper nor to a romantic day with her on the river. I have since looked upon this book with a certain bitterness. The other was called The Explorer. It was the novelisation of a play which was afterwards produced. The chief character was suggested by H. M. Stanley, whose exploits had long fascinated my young fancy, and the strong, silent man, owing to Mr Kipling’s vogue, was then very much the fashion. But the story depended on the hero’s refusal to clear himself of abominable accusations at the cost of betraying to his betrothed that her brother was not the gallant creature she fondly believed but a worthless scamp. No audience would accept this quixotic behaviour as probable and the play failed. I turned it into a novel because another, The Magician, was returned to me by the publishers, when already set up, owing to one of the partners reading it in proof and being shocked by it. I have always thought that publishers should never learn to read; it is enough if they can sign their names. But this mishap left me without money to support myself during the rest of the year. I wrote The Explorer in a month and very tedious work I found it. On this account I have a great dislike for it and if it were possible would willingly suppress it. At one time it irked my conscience like the recollection of a discreditable action, but I know now that this is foolishness; the public can be trusted to forget far more completely than the author the books he would prefer not to have written.

One of the inconveniences to which the writer is subject is that he must learn his trade at the expense of the public. There is a story that when Guy de Maupassant began to write he submitted his work to Flaubert for advice and criticism and it was not till after an apprenticeship of nine years that Flaubert allowed him to print his first story. It speaks well for both of them. It cannot have been easy for Flaubert year after year to disappoint the impetuous hopes of a pupil to whom he was tenderly attached, and it cannot have been easy for Maupassant to govern year after year his natural impatience. On both sides there was a very noble and disinterested passion for art. But Maupassant had a post in a government office and this gave him enough to live upon and leisure to pursue his craft. It may be that it would be very well if authors published nothing before they were thirty, but under present conditions I do not know how they can hope to live meanwhile; for the practice of literature is arduous. It is not easy to write well if you come to it only at the end of a day’s work, with a tired brain; nor is writing the only part of the writer’s task. He must feel and think, he must read, and he must put himself in the way of gaining experience. Twenty-four hours a day are not too much for all he has to do. The pursuit of literature is a whole-time job. It is a very absorbing one. The novelist does not take up his characters at one moment and drop them at the next; they are hovering in the back of his mind all the time till he has finished with them, and he can give to the other affairs of life but a divided attention. He is unlikely to follow another calling very adequately.

He gives himself then whole-heartedly to the pursuit of literature. He learns as he goes along, and when he has finished a book publishes it if he can in order to make a little money. It is crude and immature, but so is his judgment; he does not see the faults of his work, and even if he does can hardly summon up the resolution to scrap something over which he has spent so much pains. He learns something also from the look of his book in print, from the opinions of his friends, and maybe from the criticisms of the reviewers. English is a very difficult language and it is not without much study and
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The famous American publisher Alfred A. Knopf (1892–1984) founded Vintage Books in the United States in 1954 as a paperback home for the authors published by his company. Vintage was launched in the United Kingdom in 1990 and works independently from the American imprint although both are part of the international publishing group, Random House.

Vintage in the United Kingdom was initially created to publish paperback editions of books acquired by the prestigious hardback imprints in the Random House Group such as Jonathan Cape, Chatto & Windus, Hutchinson and later William Heinemann, Secker & Warburg and The Harvill Press. There are many Booker and Nobel Prize-winning authors on the Vintage list and the imprint publishes a huge variety of fiction and non-fiction. Over the years Vintage has expanded and the list now includes great authors of the past – who are published under the Vintage Classics imprint – as well as many of the most influential authors of the present.

For a full list of the books Vintage publishes, please visit our website

www.vintage-books.co.uk

For book details and other information about the classic authors we publish, please visit the Vintage Classics website

www.vintage-classics.info

OPS/images/cover.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

Liza of Lambeth

W. Somerset Maugham






OPS/images/logo.jpg
VINTAGE BOOKS

London





