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PART ONE




CHAPTER 1

‘Anita Brookner’

Say the name ‘Anita Brookner’, and people often come up with an image of a sad, lonely woman in a long grey cardigan, wistfully yearning for an absent or unreliable lover, gazing out of the window of a bleak London flat or on to the misty waters of a Swiss lake. She’s like Tennyson’s ‘Mariana in the Moated Grange’, forever alone, sighing and waiting, with the refrain ‘He cometh not, she said’1. The problem with this image is that it confuses the author with her characters. This might have to do with a memory of the actress Anna Massey as a watchful and woebegone Edith Hope in the television adaptation of the Booker-winning Hotel du Lac, still Brookner’s best-known novel. And it might also have to do with the melancholy tone of the many interviews Brookner gave, after the prize made her famous in 1984. But that image of relentless pathos, gloom and solitariness won’t do. As the hero of her last full-length novel, Strangers, says, sounding very like T. S. Eliot’s Prufrock: ‘This was not it, not it at all.’2 Put the caricature up against Anita Brookner’s lifelong dandyish, witty, controlled, stylish performance, in life and art, and it looks misleading.

For one thing, sad lonely ladies are not her only characters. In the twenty-five novels she wrote over thirty years, from her fifties into her eighties, only the first four – A Start in Life, Providence, Look at Me and Hotel du Lac – tell the story of single women painfully in love with lost, unobtainable or treacherous men. After that, there’s a deliberate change. Similar situations do recur in later novels, with the familiar ingredients of longing and betrayal – Incidents in the Rue Laugier, Falling Slowly, Undue Influence, The Rules of Engagement – but they are not the main or the only plot. And there are as many novels – some of them her best – concerned with male as with female characters: Family and Friends, Latecomers, Lewis Percy, A Private View, Incidents in the Rue Laugier, Altered States, The Next Big Thing, Strangers.

Certainly the novels are always about profound emotion. Brookner is a deeply romantic and passionate writer whose armour is an austere, controlled manner, a dry, often formal vocabulary and a scathing wit. Before she made a new start in life as a novelist at fifty-three, with a first novel almost jokingly titled A Start in Life, she was an art historian and a teacher. Her two professions continued for a time to run in parallel, and she was still writing art-historical essays and books into her seventies. In public, she tended to keep her art history and her fiction in different boxes, but they are closely connected. In both, she is thinking about the possibility of an ideal or heroic life, the cost of passion, and the lessons of suffering and disappointment.

Her writings on French Romanticism (in literature and in art) are interested in the struggle between the moral laws of society and the aspirations and desires of the exceptional individual. Similarly, her novels often set conscience, morality and duty against pagan hedonism, or the inherited burden of good behaviour against greed and ruthlessness. Good behaviour usually loses out: in Brookner’s world, the hare beats the tortoise.

Struggling – and frequently failing – to change one’s life, to be a better self, is what many of her fictional characters are trying to do. And in her books on Romantic artists, the cry ‘I want to be what I should be’3 is the keynote. She often writes about heroism and ambition in Romantic art and literature – as well as about disappointment and ennui. She likes to quote the novelist Stendhal: ‘It takes courage to be a Romantic.’4 Courage and failure, hope and despair, desire and loss: these are her lifelong stories. And they are always told with the utmost acuteness and stylishness.

If you didn’t know she was an art historian when you read her novels, you might guess it. Paintings often provide clues or keys to the stories she is telling. Images – including photographs, buildings, cityscapes, changing light and dreams – are crucial. They recur like musical themes. All the novels are hauntingly visual.

Her subject matter is much more complicated and wide-ranging than the melancholy caricature allows for. Yes, the novels are about love and longing. They are also about family life: needy, quarrelsome, anxious or dying parents; bossy, interfering relatives; bewildered or unhappy children. The yearning for a lost childhood home is often at the heart of the story: ‘No home is perfect, except the home in which one has been happy, and that, somehow, is the home one leaves for ever.’5 They are stories of estrangement and homesickness. Her books are full of solitaries, who have chosen or needed to leave home, and who are weighing the cost – and the advantages – of living alone. Many of them are in exile. They feel alienated or foreign. They are doing their best to be English, but are never entirely at home anywhere. The word ‘unheimlich’, taken from Freud (who interests her very much), is frequently used. Several of her characters are first- or second-generation Jewish European émigrés who can never go home again.

It’s often said that her novels are all the same. One of the men she most loved once drove her to a book event and asked her, in a spirit of kindness, whether her books weren’t a bit too similar, and whether it mightn’t be a good idea to write a quite different novel the next time. Pale with affront, she did not speak for the rest of the journey.

His question was a reasonable one. The novels do, repeatedly, conjure up recognisable landscapes, and tell stories of characters with similar emotions and preoccupations, and in an unmistakable tone, so that ‘Brooknerian’, like Dickensian or Flaubertian, has come to be an adjective – and not always warmly applied. But within the mould of the Brookner novel, there are dramatic differences, astonishing shifts in feeling, and, over time, startling changes. She reuses her recognisable landscapes and familiar characters compulsively, like Monet repainting Rouen Cathedral, or Cézanne returning to Mont Sainte-Victoire, or Degas to his ballet dancers, as variations, each one its own subtly different version of her lifelong examination of the human condition.

Still, as you enter her world, you become familiar with its landmarks. Brookner characters live in a closely described and particular locale. They are almost all Londoners. They have addresses: you can find them in the old London street atlas, the A–Z. They have often moved from a childhood suburban home, looked back on with a mixture of grief and tenderness. Family relatives usually live in traditionally Jewish neighbourhoods in St John’s Wood or Holland Park or Hampstead, and are buried in Golders Green cemetery. The solitary central characters live in London flats within a compass circle that goes from Paddington, Baker Street and the Edgware Road down to Sloane Street, West and South Kensington, Victoria and Pimlico. They get lost if they go south of the river: ‘a landscape that was unfamiliar to me’6, says one narrator, anxiously looking for a bus to carry her back to ‘recognizable surroundings’. In their flats, they spend a lot of time looking out of the window at what is going on in the streets or gardens below. They go out early, they walk for hours through the city, they sit in small London parks, they shop for food and newspapers every day. They do a great deal of reading, sleeping, dreaming and thinking about their lives. They make outings to libraries and museums and to look at pictures in London art galleries, frequently a disappointing or disturbing experience: ‘She did not expect art to console her. Why should it?’7

They are extremely susceptible to the weather, a dominant force in all the books: changes of light and air and temperature, bursts of growth in urban trees or flower borders, the movement of clouds, those moments when ‘brightness went out of the air’8 affect the characters intensely. But, though her palette is mainly grey or brown, dusky or pale, her people also love bursts of intense colour and long for the sun: Turner’s last words ‘The Sun is God’9 are often quoted. If they go abroad, which they long to do, it is usually to Paris, a crucial destination. Many of them are changed, as Brookner was, by going to Paris when they were young. Paris and London are often compared, and London always comes off worst. Otherwise they go to Nice, or to provincial French towns, or to country houses near Paris – or to a lakeside hotel in Switzerland. They often have childhood memories of Berlin or Vienna, Cologne or Baden-Baden. They never go to Poland. America is almost entirely an offstage destination for disreputable characters. Other continents don’t exist in her novels. Much of the time the characters never succeed in going anywhere, and several of the novels end with a thwarted attempt at a decisive journey.

Her plots have their twists and shocks. She enjoys accidents and sudden fatalities. She is very good at hospitals and the deaths of parents and elderly husbands. But the action often consists of processes of thought – not necessarily in the first person – see-sawing between memory and the present. Her central characters spend a lot of time going over the strokes of fate, the family histories and the conditions which have made their lives what they are. This is partly because they have no one else to do it for them, no witness to their life. In their ‘claustration’ (a favourite word), they minutely dissect their own and others’ behaviour. They expend enormous amounts of mental and emotional energy in thinking about what has happened to them, often while locked inside a state of self-deception bordering on the irrational. They are frequently addicted to making up the lives of other people, a dangerous habit. In these narratives of thinking and remembering, fantasising and imagining, there can be a great deal of shame, embarrassment, self-blame, dread and regret. There is also longing, hope, and an ironic sense of life’s ludicrousness. And – as with the artists she writes about – there is always a form of courage. ‘A solitary life is not for the faint-hearted.’10

Brookner characters tend to be white, middle class and more or less comfortably off. They may be writers or academics or researchers, or work in libraries or second-hand bookshops, or as secretaries, copy-editors or translators. Some of them know about art and literature – though at times she seems to be hijacking their aesthetic opinions. Among the women there are also ex-singers, performers and dressmakers. Also cleaning ladies and nurses, who sometimes have crucial roles to play. The men have vague jobs in banks, factories, entertainment agencies, legal offices and advertising. The most dubious types tend to be estate agents. There are women who live out their lives entirely as wives, mothers, mistresses, daughters or widows. Many of her characters have reluctantly taken retirement. Envy of the world’s workers, seen commuting to and from their jobs, is a persistent emotion. For the childless characters, love and yearning towards the children of strangers is another.

Her central characters take close notice of the outside world, even though they may feel alienated or apart from it. The novels are realistic human comedies, full of sharply noted behaviour, social engagements, family events, details of clothes, furniture, buildings, streets, shopping, food, meals in restaurants. Brookner is a satirist as well as a romantic, just as, in her non-fiction, she is fascinated by the tensions between classicism and Romanticism. She brings a lethal eye to bear on people’s appearances, manners, turns of phrase and daily habits. Shoes, hairstyles, manicures, scent, lipstick, menus, colour schemes, luggage, jewellery, sartorial choices, all matter. We know where everyone lives, what everyone looks like, how they act and talk, what they are wearing, and how they behave when having sex, or eating cake, or dying.

We come to know these people intimately, their needs, their appetites, their weaknesses, their prejudices, their longings and affections. Formidable old ladies, lascivious, greedy narcissists, show-offs, crooks, bullies, long-suffering workaholics, unruly persistent visitors, vulnerable children, sharp-eyed friends, lavish bourgeois hostesses – these are Brookner’s creatures quite as much as her waiting women and their absent lovers. Her characters don’t exist in isolation. She writes novels with as much rich texture and lethal observation as some of her favourite authors – Proust, Stendhal, Balzac, Simenon, Dickens, Wharton, Colette – and like them creates a worldly urban scene which is always bristling with vivid, tangible details.

The lonely women in Brookner’s novels are often described as passive and forlorn. But that is not Brookner the writer, who is daring, funny, wicked, and always ruthlessly in charge. She is the inventor of those lonely women, not their alter ego. As in her art-historical writing, her lectures and her reviews – a big, supremely confident professional output even before you get to the novels – she is precise, noticing, acerbic and unflinching. Nothing passes her by. No fools are suffered. She is a Parisian dandy, a Baudelairean flâneur, a sharp-eyed Colette of city life. She liked to be described as a French novelist, and is never so acute and eloquent as when describing French ways of life. She measures herself against French standards of style and flair. As one character says: ‘It’s an eternal apprenticeship, trying to be like the French.’11

Like a French wit, she loves aphorisms, the bleaker the better. She takes pleasure in a particular tone of lugubrious relish, an appreciation of the grim. There are delicious examples of this on almost every page of her books: ‘The dog was very old, and did not seem particularly viable.’12 ‘The good live unhappily ever after.’13 ‘Blessings, it seemed, had once again to be counted.’14 The best known of these terse implacable statements is the first fictional sentence she ever published: ‘Dr Weiss, at forty, knew that her life had been ruined by literature.’15

Brookner kept up an elegant style, and that applied to her teaching, her self-presentation, her manner and her conversation, as well as to her writing. ‘Such meticulousness is in fact heroic,’16 we are told in A Misalliance. ‘It was all a question of style,’17 says the last of her heroes. But polished manners, in life as in writing, don’t mean lack of depth. Her books can be moral and philosophical, even abstract. A high, tragic language of destiny, fate and significance, worthy of Racine or for describing a classical painting by David, is often applied to events which might seem small-scale and unimportant. In these bourgeois, domestic, ordinary settings there are profound dilemmas and painful dramas: vicious power struggles over people and territory, battles for control, takeovers, jealousy, abandonments, betrayals. The stories she tells often take the form of strange fixations, sublimated longings, repressed emotions. They are often a process of coming to terms with the past or with what’s to come. The plot is not so much what the external outcomes will be as whether the characters will ever understand the extent of their self-deception, or be able to alter their lives. The tone can be dreamlike, obsessional or nightmarish, as well as caustically realistic and sharp-eyed.

These internal adventures require courage, rigour and determination: the opposite of the limp, melancholy drifting of which Brookner is often accused. Her characters display forms of heroism in the private realm. They make choices about how to survive and how to change their lives. They are unflinchingly sceptical, but interested in different kinds of belief. Her very late novels are concerned with how to face up to and encounter one’s old age, mortality and death.

Her life is full of contradictions. She was a firmly secular non-believer, but had a strong sense of her Jewish inheritance. She was a lifelong Francophile who, after her early years, did not live in France. She was a childless woman who loved children. Though her art-historical work and her novels were deeply interconnected, they were kept separate. When she was a lecturer at the Courtauld Institute, there were colleagues who weren’t much interested in celebrating her success as a novelist. When she was interviewed as a novelist, she wasn’t often asked about her interest in painting or art history. This is one of the many curiosities in her story.

There are other contradictions. She was a deeply knowledgeable, scholarly critic with rigorous intellectual standards, who turned out vast amounts of journalism at high speed and had a keen interest in some forms of popular culture. She was a magnetic, legendary teacher and lecturer at the Courtauld, but when she became a well-known novelist, she had a horror of promoting her books in public. When she did do interviews, she gave an appearance of candour, but she had her armour on. The armour consisted of impeccable maquillage, hair and outfit, a courtly formality in manner, an upright, still position, often with head tilted on hand, a steady gaze from her huge eyes, deft slides away from probing questions and an occasional dazzling smile. Interviewers (and I was one of them) were usually charmed and spellbound. But they would only get as much as she chose to give them.

To many people she was an object of mystery and puzzlement. She was an independent woman who earned her own living, lived alone, had close women and men friends and wrote with deep understanding about women’s inner lives, but found feminism challenging and alien. She was extremely secretive and private, with a horror of intrusion – she hid her tracks, kept her love affairs quiet except to a very few and put her friends in separate boxes – but she was adored by many people and was a loyal and loving friend.

How she would have hated having a biography! She has scathing views on this subject, as here, of a vain and spoilt woman in the novel Brief Lives: ‘I have no doubt that she would have revealed all to a biographer, had one been forthcoming.’18 In an interview in 1995, she is quoted as saying she would ‘stamp’ on ‘any attempt at biography’, would ‘never write her own life’ and ‘does not keep letters’: ‘I have no private papers. I shall leave no trace. That’19s the ideal.’

But such statements have to be set in the context of her fascination with other people’s life-stories, whether fictional or historical. She wrote many reviews and essays about biographies and memoirs, which she read avidly. Her remarks on life-writing are always about the right to privacy and the importance of self-concealment, while she is trying to penetrate as deeply as she can into a person’s life. ‘The dead, perhaps even more than the living, have a right to their mysteries,’20 says the narrator of Incidents in the Rue Laugier, while doing her best to recreate her mother’s life-story. In a late review of Elizabeth Taylor, a novelist Brookner greatly admired, she wrote: ‘She herself, whatever secrets she may have harboured, is invisible behind the screen of her impeccable style.’21 Considering a biography of Kenneth Clark, whom she knew, she described him as ‘an exceedingly complex character who kept his complexities hidden by astonishing and repeated acts of iron control’22.

Once I began to think about her, I soon realised that she had indeed taken evasive action in advance of any pursuit and made away with as many personal papers as she could, and that her frequent interviews were a brilliantly strategic form of self-defence – ‘repeated acts of iron control’. As I went further into the deep forest of Brookner territory, I could hear her in my head, distinctly and courteously uttering two words: ‘Go away.’ I found myself pleading my case with her, asking for her forbearance. I will try to do justice to you, I say to her, in spite of all the gaps, silences and mysteries you have deliberately left behind you. I will do my best to encourage people to read or reread you. I will attempt to change the mind of the intelligent general reader who, when they heard you were my next biographical subject, rolled their eyes and asked: ‘Is she worth it?’ I will try to combat the received version of ‘Anita Brookner’ with a truer version: life-changing writer, nonpareil stylist, courageous thinker, extraordinary human being. For this attempt, I might, perhaps, have earned a flash of that enchanting smile and a brief nod of the head.




CHAPTER 2

Exiles

‘Ancestral’ is a word Brookner likes to use when she is talking about her fictional characters’ unconscious impulses, or distant memories, or instinctive ways of behaving. Julius Herz, a Jew who escaped from Berlin, in The Next Big Thing, recognises ‘ancestral impulses’1 when he is thinking about his life in exile. Another exiled German Jew, Max Gruber, in Falling Slowly, calls up ‘ancestral memories’2 from the old home. The immigrant survivors in Latecomers can hear ‘ancestral voices’3 in their heads. However far from the old home they have travelled, however much they have tried to assimilate, however deeply they have buried the traumas of the past, these characters carry their ancestors with them.

Anita Brookner came4 from a family of Polish Jews. She was born and educated in England and, from young adulthood onwards, her European affinity was with France, not Poland, which she did not visit. Though a brilliant linguist, she doesn’t seem to have known Polish, Yiddish or Hebrew. Her mother was born in England, but her father, her maternal grandparents and many of her relatives were first-generation Jewish émigrés, part of an extended network of middle-class Polish Jews who had settled in London over decades. They were among millions of Polish exiles who between the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries left their country for America, for other parts of Europe, for England and for Israel.

But the phrase ‘left their country’ is a loaded one. The ‘Jewish question’, a matter of debate in Poland for centuries, was always about belonging. Were the Jews of Poland ever at home, however well established, ‘highly visible and socially significant’5 they often were? That ancestral condition, of never being ‘at home’, either in the country of origin, or in exile, was a history which shadowed Brookner’s work.

Religious bigotry,6 segregation, animosity, impoverishment, violence and killings, displacement and exile, colour the whole story of Polish Jewry from its beginning to its ending. Much painful and irreconcilable debate has arisen from this tragic history, particularly over how much the Poles abetted the Nazis during the occupation of Poland in the Second World War. There are many stories from the 1940s of Poles helping and hiding Jews – and there are as many stories of Poles maltreating Jews and betraying them to the Germans. And there are dark gaps in memory. So many witnesses were killed. By 1944, most of the Jews in Poland had been wiped out or were in hiding. In 1948, ‘Polish Jews’ were barely a category. About 90 per cent of the pre-war Jewish population had been killed during the war. Most of the survivors left their homeland in the years after that. Subsequently, much of this history was obliterated or repressed and cannot be verified. It became a bitterly contested terrain of competing memories.

To go back, long before the terrors of the modern world, over the history of the Jews in Poland, is to confront an extremely complex story. From the thirteenth to the nineteenth centuries, Poland was Europe’s main Jewish refuge. This was especially so during the era of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, which lasted from 1569 to 1795, covered a vast area of Eastern and Central Europe and had a multi-ethnic population of about twelve million. The Commonwealth was sometimes called the Kingdom of Poland; the Jews called it ‘Polin’, Hebrew for ‘rest here’. It was home to the biggest Jewish community in the world.

In the Commonwealth, Yiddish and Hebrew were spoken alongside many other languages. Orthodox Jews, Calvinists, Muslims, and a range of religious groups, coexisted in free worship side by side with the Catholic majority. There was religious diversity and tolerance. Jewish communities had a vibrant, energetic life. Jews could make their living not only as rabbis, Talmudic schoolteachers and publishers, but also as merchants, bankers, tradesmen, moneylenders, innkeepers, craftsmen, farmers and doctors.

When, after eight hundred years, Poland was torn apart and obliterated by the Partitions of the late eighteenth century, and divided up between Austria, Prussia and Russia, large numbers of Poles (not only Jews) went into exile. The fate of the remaining Jewish communities depended on which regime they were living under. The story was not a simple one. Sometimes non-Jewish Poles and Polish Jews stood together against the oppressor, as in the nineteenth-century struggle for independence against Tzarist repression. But Partition also meant increasing separation between the different religious and linguistic groups. Polish Nationalism became identified with the Catholic religion and with an intense, narrow mysticism, hostile to non-believers. Bigotry and sectarianism coincided with economic decline. In the nineteenth century, the emancipation of the serfs meant a rush of rural migrants to urban centres; land reforms pushed the dispossessed landowners into the towns. Jews continued to earn their living as urban artisans, tradesmen and craftsmen. Many, including Brookner’s grandfather, were tobacco manufacturers. The wealthy, successful ones built factories, had an international trade in snuff, tobacco, cigars and cigarettes, owned land and property and kept servants.

But a storm of changes – rapid industrialisation, new machinery, an over-bureaucratised society, a very high birth rate, a huge influx of Jewish refugees (the ‘Litwaks’) fleeing Russian pogroms into Western Poland, competition for space and employment in the cities – all led to the impoverishment and oppression of Poland’s Jews. There was great resentment against the wealthy Jews for being too much in control of trade, banking and industry. By the 1930s, the country’s social and economic crisis was being blamed on the way that the Jews – now seen as ‘foreigners’ – were dominating the professions. New monopoly laws in the 1920s and 1930s seemed aimed at pushing them out of their successful businesses. Many a Jewish businessman was deprived of the right to own a tobacco warehouse, and firms which had been in existence for nearly a century were forced to close.

The Poles did not plan the mass slaughter and eradication of Jews, as the Nazis did. But Polish ‘Judeophobia’ did involve thinking of them as ‘a foreign element that had to be segregated and excised’7. Such prejudices were in full force at the time when most of Brookner’s ancestors left Poland for England. One of her relatives, whose parents left Warsaw in the early twentieth century, put it brutally. In her mind, Poles and Jews were separate entities: ‘It was hard to earn a living in Warsaw then. Jews could only take certain jobs. They couldn’8t be a doctor or a lawyer or anything that required studying. They could only do farming or gardening, things like that. They weren’t allowed to do other things at that period. The Poles wouldn’t have it.’

Economic exiles from Poland had swelled to vast numbers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, where this story begins. Between three and four million people left the country between 1870 and 1914. ‘Chain migrations’ facilitated by family links, job contracts, emigration agencies and marriage brokers created a world-wide network for these millions of wanderers. A great many of them were Jews, fleeing poverty, violence and oppression in search of security, employment and a better life, or the Zionist promise of a homeland. From the late 1930s to the 1940s, those who did not escape were rounded up, starved to death, incarcerated and massacred in towns and shtetls, in the camps and the ghettos.

The industrial city of Piotrków Trybunalski, about eighty miles south of Warsaw, where Brookner’s father was born in 1892, an ancient and important centre of Polish law and government, had been ruled by a succession of regimes: Tzarist Russia during Partition, Austro-Hungary during the First World War. In the interwar years it had a large, thriving Jewish community. When the Nazis occupied Piotrków – though met by fierce fighting and underground resistance – they set about the mass slaughter or deportation of its Jewish population. The first Jewish ghetto in occupied Poland was set up there in 1939. Thousands were sent to the concentration camps which the Nazis created all over Poland. And, during the Nazi–Soviet collaboration of 1939 to 1941 and the occupation of the eastern half of Poland by Soviet forces, many Polish officers from Piotrków were murdered by the Soviet Army (as was later established) in one of the worst atrocities in Poland, the Katyn massacre of 1940.

Long before then, Brookner’s family had left Poland. Anita Brookner was an English schoolgirl, growing up safely at home and at school in south London, by the time of the Second World War and the Holocaust. The Katyn massacre took place when she was twelve, the Jewish uprising in the Warsaw ghetto in 1943, when she was fifteen. Some information about the fate of the Jews in Europe would have reached her at the time – the family took in refugees during the war – some not until later. But she knew that ‘terrible things were going on, and were coming close’9 and that she and her family were living in relative safety, even while her school was evacuating its students into the countryside during the Blitz. And she knew – all too well – the feeling of being surrounded by a tightly bound, self-involved middle-class family network, who wanted to identify themselves as assimilated English citizens rather than Polish exiles, while keeping up traditional family habits.

And a big network it was. Family members followed each other, intermarried, brought more relations over, helped each other with work and looked after each other. Brookner’s forebears and relations had come mainly from Warsaw, from the 1860s onwards. Some had their roots in Russia. Their family names were Cynstang, Mitelberg (or Mittelberg), Gelbendorf, Shine, Fineman, Salamon, Seletsky, Joslovitch, Feldman, Singer, Younger, Samuel, Karpenkopf, Schwartzkopf, Perkowics, Schishka (or Schiska) and Brukner (or Bruckner). Some branches of the family had eleven children, some as many as fifteen. Cousins and second cousins ramified. Spellings shifted, names changed over the years, for obvious reasons. Mittelbergs became Middleburgs. One branch of Schishkas became Slade, another became Spencer.

Anita’s father was10 born Nathan Newson Brukner (or Bruckner) in 1892. His family had a summer house on the river in Piotrków, which suggests a moderately comfortable childhood. He left for England at sixteen, in 1908, with his brother Jacob and their widowed mother Hannah. They lived for a time in Newington Green Road, then in Grosvenor Avenue, in north London. He served in the British Army during the First World War, with some honour. He was a private in the Labour Corps, in the 1022 (Russian) Labour Company, which cooked, cleaned and carried for the soldiers on the front line and behind the lines, built roads and railways, carried the wounded and buried the dead. He was awarded the Victory Medal and the British War Medal. After the war he worked as a ‘Paint and Varnish’ salesman for a wallpaper merchants in Leyton, and then in the tobacco business.

In his daughter’s11 view he was never much of a businessman. By the 1920s he was working for a much more successful tobacco merchant, David Schishka, and in 1925 he married the boss’s daughter. From then on he was swept into the Schishka family, where he was never quite treated as an equal. He dropped Nathan for Newson, and then he changed his surname from Bruckner to Brookner. His daughter observed that this was ‘like calling yourself Batehoven’. Very rarely, he would talk about his Polish childhood. He missed the smell of the pine trees.

Newson was ‘conscripted12’ into a forceful and expansive family. David Schishka was the patriarch. He was born in Warsaw in 1846 and left for London, on a boat to Southampton, in the 1870s. Like many other Polish exiles, he was a cigar and cigarette maker, wholesale and retail – described by his granddaughter as a ‘leaf tobacco merchant’. His early days in London were those of an immigrant trader trying to establish himself. And though he became13 successful and well-to-do, compared with the big-name Jewish tobacco entrepreneurs from Eastern Europe like Jacob Kamusch, Bernhard Baron or Isidore Gluckstein, who brought huge numbers of low-paid workers into the cigarette factories and made vast fortunes, Schishka was small fry.

In 188114 he was lodging in a block of new tenement buildings, built for workers, in Bethnal Green – a poor slum area of London with a high population of Jewish immigrants – with a cigar maker, Fridman Gelbendorf, his wife Sarah Gelbendorf, and Sarah’s sister Annie Mittelberg, all from Warsaw. David Schishka married Annie in 1882 and they moved to a house in Upper Baker Street in Marylebone. He was thirty-six, she was eighteen. They were married for seven years, and she had four children in that time, Minnie, Jessie (or Yetta), Sidney and Carrie Hannah. Then she died, at twenty-five, in 1889.

Within months,15 Schishka married her sister, Rosalie or Rosalia Mittelberg, who was even younger – sixteen to his forty-three. She had been born in Poland, in 1873, and, so the family story goes, she was brought over by a female Mittelberg relative to marry the widower Schishka. Rosalie Mittelberg is supposed to have said, before setting out on this life’s adventure: ‘Is he rich? Then I’16ll marry him.’ It’s a colourful legend, fitting for the second Mrs Schishka, who became a domineering matriarch. And certainly the intermarriages in these big immigrant families were often arranged. Brookner gives a glimpse of this sort of thing in A Family Romance, where a Mrs Fischer from Vienna ‘enlivened an entirely respectable existence with a little match-making … The ideal match, according to Mrs Fischer, was between a very young girl and a man considerably older than herself, whose money could then be spent in any way deemed appropriate by the virgin bride.’17

Rosalie and David Schishka, with his first wife’s surviving children (two of them died young) and, soon, their own, stayed on in Upper Baker Street. In the mid-1890s, well on their way up, they moved to York Terrace, Regent’s Park, and then to a substantial house in Wansey Street, in south London near the Elephant and Castle, where they worshipped in the local Ashkenazi Orthodox Borough Synagogue. By this time Schishka described himself as ‘working on his own account’, with, from 1906, a factory in Westminster Bridge Road, just north of the river. ‘David Schishka, cigarette maker’ now owned a tobacconist shop at the Trafalgar Square end of Charing Cross Road, next to Cecil Court, and in 1900 had become a naturalised British subject, with a British passport. He was doing extremely well, and is supposed to have supplied cigarettes to that mighty smoker Edward VII during his reign (1901 to 1910). No trace of this royal warrant can be found, but Brookner remembered ‘an engraved cigarette case from the King, which vanished with one of the maids’18. Rosalie had four children between 1891 and 1899. They were Abraham, or Henry, born in 1891; Maude, or Maudie, born in 1894; Aaron, or Arthur, born in 1897; and Beatrice, born in 1899. Maudie was to be Anita Brookner’s mother.

Brookner’s grandfather has19 been described, perhaps fancifully, as ‘both exotic and fearsome in his habits’. This derives from a story she used to tell about his grandiose behaviour: ‘He had a manservant who was literally a serf. Presumably my grandfather brought him from Poland. He slept on the floor at the factory. My grandfather, who had some sort of pretensions, would take him out shopping, and would point with his stick at what he wanted picked up, and Mok – that was his name – would go and pick it up and carry it home. Completely feudal.’ This legend would have been passed on to Brookner by her mother or grandmother, since her grandfather died in 1910, eighteen years before she was born. It was repeated by other members of the family – a great-grandson of David Schishka was told that Schishka presented himself as an English gentleman, with a long cape, a Victorian hat, a silver-topped cane, and ‘an urchin to go in front of him’.

The cane and the cape and the urchin must have been later acquisitions. It doesn’t seem likely that David Schishka brought a serf with him from Warsaw to the slums of Bethnal Green, and no trace of ‘Mok’ survives in the names listed at 10, Upper Baker Street. There were servants, though, increasing in number as the Schishkas got wealthier. In 1891 they had a female ‘general domestic servant’ from Russia and a Polish assistant tobacconist. In 1901 there was a Russian-born domestic servant, Eva, living with them. Later there would be a live-in nanny, maids (one of whom perhaps absconded with the Edward VII cigarette case) and a housekeeper.

As for his fearsomeness, he was certainly litigious. In 1900 he sued a neighbour for breaking a window and letting the rain in on to his tobacco. In 1905 he took a man to court for obtaining two boxes of cigars by deception – and the man was sentenced to fifteen months’ hard labour in Wormwood Scrubs. David Schishka liked to take risks. At his death he left £587 6s. 8d, about £72,000 in today’s money, not a great fortune: much of his wealth, apparently, had been gambled away. His business was taken over by Sidney, son of his first marriage, and for a time by Henry, Rosalie’s oldest son, and Newson, Schishka’s son-in-law.

Brookner would have liked to meet her grandfather. She summed up his complicated character eloquently:


My grandfather on my mother’s side saw England as the most liberal country in the world: he adored it and adopted every English mode that he could find. But European habits of thought – melancholy, introspection – persisted, and it’s a bad mix: it was thicker than English air.20



And she gave him a dramatic deathbed scene, derived from her mother.


He died of pneumonia and his gambling losses, and in his final delirium brought his hand incessantly to his mouth as if savouring a particularly choice Romeo y Julieta. The boxes stood around for years after his death and were dipped into by my father and uncles, whose mouths, curling round those adult and tragic cigars, described voluptuous circles.21



Schishka was outlived, for many decades, by his widow Rosalie, Brookner’s tiny, formidable grandmother, known to the family as ‘Auntie Schishka’, who died in 1947 at seventy-four. She was the dominant figure of Brookner’s childhood, and she ruled the Schishka household as from a throne. Brookner’s second cousin Ian Shine and his mother used to call her the Empress of China, as she sat issuing commands from a little chair in the middle of the room, controlling everyone, holding court. Around her were the children she had bullied into staying at home, the visiting aunts and cousins and in-laws – and an acutely observant granddaughter.

Brookner’s novels recreate22 versions of this ‘tribe’, as she often calls it, and there is a great deal of overlap between the way she describes her family life in interviews and reminiscences – with a mixture of horror, amusement, pathos and reluctant admiration – and the way she reinvents it in fiction. As in life, the family businesses in the novels include jewellers, watchmakers, couturiers, solicitors, doctors, accountants, bankers, ophthalmologists, booksellers, theatre and music agents, owners of toy factories or stationery businesses. Her own relatives had showbusiness in one branch, a rabbi in another. In the novels – as in her address book – relatives live in well-furnished flats in north London or in outlying suburban houses. They take their holidays in southern English seaside resorts, like Bournemouth or Brighton. They are prosperous, comfortable, and middle class. They stay in touch, exchange family gossip, meet up regularly for occasions like marriages and funerals, and train a sharp eye on each other’s business. Their houses and flats are filled with heavy rosewood furniture, antiques, net curtains, good china, thick carpets, flowers. Appearances are kept up. Material goods are admired, but brains, learning and art are also respected. Sons are supposed to inherit the business, daughters to marry well and produce children. Good looks are a valuable asset. Religion is optional. Some branches of the family are observant Jews, eating kosher, keeping Passover and going to synagogue. Others are non-believers intent on Anglicisation. In the translations she makes from real into fictional lives, Brookner also gives these families high levels of anxiety, sadness, estrangement and apprehension.

When she reviews23 the work of Eastern European or American-Jewish writers she is alert to their sense of being haunted by the past. She is moved by the great short-story writer Isaac Bashevis Singer – the ‘memorialist’ of ‘a world which was lost or forfeited a very long time ago’, a prelapsarian world of Polish-Jewish study, pious worship and duty, which seems to her incredibly remote, and to which Singer has an ‘archaic loyalty’. Writing on Cynthia Ozick’s novel, The Messiah of Stockholm, which deals with ‘the dybbuk myth, whereby the living are inhabited by the dead’, and summons up the ghost of the Polish-Jewish writer Bruno Schultz, she notes Ozick’s insistence on ‘remembrance’, and ‘the miasma of uncertainty that surrounds these people [and] their terrible inheritance’.

In her writings on24 art, there is the occasional romantic Polish aristocrat. She describes with pleasure David’s painting of the glamorous Count Potocki, managing his magnificent powerful steed, as a ‘brilliant and immaculate’ baroque portrait, full of tenderness, ‘youthfulness’ and ‘virility’. In her book on Romanticism she mentions Gérard’s Countess Starzenska, who is Polish, ‘which might account for the fir trees in the background’, but not for her ‘languishing’ Romantic pose ‘which turns her into an early version of Mme Bovary’. But her interest is all in the French painters, not in their Polish subjects. She has no special feeling for Poland or its art. To the contrary, a review of a 1958 exhibition in Paris of Polish-Catholic folk art, written when she was thirty, is extremely scornful and dismissive:


Traditions et Arts Populaires Polonais (Musée d’Art Moderne) is a stunted selection of … what used to be called folk art from all parts of Poland, and as such is not impressive. How is it possible, one wonders, for the art of so large a section of Europe to be so minor, so uninspired, so impervious to the traditions of its neighbours, Russia and Germany? And so curiously out of date? The paintings, on wood or paper, mostly images of the Virgin outlined in thick black, show a graphic ineptitude which seems to be native to the race.25



In her fiction,26 she avoids Poles and Poland, peasants, folk art, and the Virgin Mary. Though she is writing so closely about her own family life in her novels, she covers her tracks by turning her exiles mainly into Germans or Austrians (whose experiences she knew about first-hand from close friends). Or she calls them, vaguely, ‘Europeans’. She rarely uses the words ‘Jew’ or ‘Jewish’ in her novels. When Poles appear, they do so as passing references. In Hotel du Lac, Edith Hope’s ill-fated wedding dress is made by an offstage Polish dressmaker in Ealing. In Brief Lives, there is, as in real life, a Polish teashop in South Kensington near the Victoria and Albert Museum, and there is a Polish singing teacher. She only has two Polish characters of any note. One is a needy,27 embittered and unhappy woman with ‘a strangely changing name and identity’ in Altered States. She is Jadwiga, or Edwige, or Jenny, an orphan from Warsaw, who was destined to be ‘a machinist in a clothing factory’ but who ran away to Paris, where she had a job in the Librairie Polonaise (with which Brookner seems familiar) in the boulevard Saint-Germain. Her uprooted life is full of resentment and unrequited affection. The other Pole28 – and he might be Czech, as none of his colleagues have ever liked to ask – is Joseph Simik, the ‘extremely reticent’, beautifully mannered librarian in Look at Me, who talks with foreign formality, is in poor health, and smokes yellow cigarettes (surely Balkan Sobranie) in ‘his long old amber holder with the gold ring round it’. The smoke from these foreign cigarettes seems to hang in the air when he has left the scene. He has a landlady, Mrs Lazowska, who speaks in ‘a rather surprisingly cultured accent’ and provides glasses of lemon tea with ‘strange biscuits’. Mr Simik, strictly kept down as a minor character, is touching, heroic, stoical and intensely private. Clearly he has a terrible history, involving the loss of his beautiful daughter, which no one will ever know about.

In Brookner’s reminiscences of her family, the ‘dining room was … permanently wreathed in rich blue smoke’29 from the leftover contents of her grandfather’s cigar boxes. She longed, as a child, for a family with a different kind of dining room, a fresher air. As soon as she grew up, she tried to free herself from ‘the burden of the legacy’. But her ancestral memories never go away; they haunt her books, like the lingering scent of cigar smoke.




CHAPTER 3

Childhood

It could be a dark fairy story, inspired by the Brothers Grimm. A fierce, tiny matriarch sits in her little chair, holding the keys to the house. No one must do anything without her permission. Under her spell, bound by her control, are her quarrelsome and unhappy family, some trying to escape, some doomed to stay. At the centre is the figure of a young girl, ugly duckling or captive princess, who has to find her own way out.

That’s not an1 entirely fanciful way of describing Brookner’s childhood home. The first books her mother gave her were Grimm and Hans Andersen, with beautiful Arthur Rackham illustrations. She didn’t like them much: she ‘rejected the sadness implicit in these stories, the trials undergone, the so-nearly-thwarted destinies’. But they stay powerfully in her imagination. Her novels are full of troubling memories of fairy tales. Ruth Weiss, in A Start in Life, is also given Grimm and Hans Christian Andersen by her mother, and is told by her nurse that ‘Cinderella shall go to the ball.’ But she soon learns not to believe that. Bleak lessons are learned, in other Brookner novels, from the stories of the Sleeping Beauty or the Princess and the Pea. There is an absence of fairy godmothers (though now and then a magical character will appear to put things right). There are dark, gloomy households languishing under enchanted spells. One anxious father, Lewis Percy, thinks of himself like ‘one of those stricken fathers in Hans Andersen, roaming the friendless world with his child on his shoulders’. In The Bay of Angels, the narrator begins: ‘I read the Blue Fairy Book, the Yellow Fairy Book, and the stories of Hans Andersen, the Brothers Grimm, and Charles Perrault. None of this was groundwork for success in worldly terms.’ A watchful child who will grow up to be a children’s writer, Jane Manning in A Family Romance, is fascinated by the Brothers Grimm, whose stories are all about ‘ordeals’. She looks at the people she knows as if they are children: ‘Had I been the Brothers Grimm I would have sent them off on a hazardous journey, which they would undertake, bright-eyed, and all unknowing. And I would bring them home again, no wiser. And then the story would be ended.’

When Brookner talks or writes about her family home, she makes it into a story. As always with her reminiscences, it is hard to tell how much is fictionalised, particularly when there is so much overlap between what she says about her childhood and what her fictional characters remember about theirs. The ingredients of her real family life force their way over and over again into her novels, like recurring figures in fairy stories. She is always running away from them and they are always returning to haunt her.

A stolid villa on a main road between Herne Hill and Dulwich in south London was the unromantic setting for this much-fictionalised family life. Once an airy rural landscape with some grand houses and high views – Ruskin, who grew up there and has a park named after him, remembered it fondly – Herne Hill developed into a thriving suburb after the trains reached it, with fine gentlemen’s mansions encroached on by rows of terraces. There were many landmarks – King’s College Hospital, Dulwich Picture Gallery, Alleyn’s School, Brockwell Park with its lido and velodrome – but in the first half of the twentieth century it was mainly a residential backwater. Brookner’s memories of wandering alone around its tranquil, leafy, empty streets on quiet Sunday afternoons are nostalgic for a lost innocence, but also conjure up the frustration and restlessness she felt there as a girl. Such streets, home to ‘undistinguished suburbanites’ or what she sometimes calls, echoing Turgenev, ‘nests of gentlefolk’2, occur in many of the novels.

After David Schishka died, in 1910, his widow – still only in her late thirties – lived for a time in Kennington, just south of the river, then from 1918 to 1927 in Brixton, and then moved further south out to the suburbs. The Schishka children were going their different ways. Brookner’s versions of her 1930s childhood are full of these uncles and aunts, always emphasising the split between those who got away and those who didn’t manage it. In the novels – as, no doubt, in life – the prodigal children are always given the most love and attention, much to the resentment of those who stay put to look after the business and the matriarch.

Rosalie Schishka’s two surviving stepchildren had mixed fortunes. Minnie got away by marrying a South African motor mechanic and emigrating. She had children, but died young, in her thirties, in 1922; her husband drowned ten years later. Sidney took over the tobacco business, married and moved to Hampstead, but his fortunes were erratic: he was declared bankrupt more than once.

Rosalie’s own sons3 also worked for the business, at least for a time. Tall, good-looking Abraham Schishka, who changed his first name to Henry and his surname to Slade, went into the tobacco trade, but, according to family lore, not very successfully, and not for very long. He had a tobacconist’s shop in Victoria Street in the 1920s, where there was also a general merchandise shop called ‘Schishka and Slade’. But by the 1930s he had made another life for himself. Henry’s grandson was told that his grandfather (like his father David Schishka before him) wanted to assimilate, to be more English than the English. Henry was something of a dandy, wore spats, and cultivated a perfect BBC English accent. He married an East End, Yiddish-speaking Jewish girl, Rachel Julia Lewis, with ‘a warm Jewish heart’. But he wanted to get away from home. One relative dimly remembered a rumour of his going off to South America. In Brookner’s version, ‘he went to live in Spain’4. His grandson has provided more details. In the 1930s Henry Slade took a job with the British Council in Barcelona. There he was driven around in a limousine with the British flag. During the Spanish Civil War – so the family story goes – the car was held up by ‘bandits’ who pulled him out of the back seat. Henry Slade is supposed to have said to them, in his cut-glass English tones: ‘If you wish to speak to me you will take this gun out of my stomach.’ This seems a suitably elegant, if unprovable, anecdote for an uncle of Anita Brookner.

The novel that5 most closely draws on her relations, Family and Friends, tells the story of a domineering widowed mother, a European Jewish émigré, and her four children, two of whom get away, and two of whom do not. It is tempting to link Henry Slade to the novel’s prodigal older son and dandy-in-exile Frederick Dorn. Frederick looks and behaves like an English aristocrat, and breaks his mother’s heart by marrying and going to live on the Italian Riviera. Brookner family relatives recognised something of Henry in the character. In the real world, Henry and Rachel Slade came back to live in London, had a daughter, Vida, who died young, and a son, Michael, who married Beryl Salamon, the daughter of another Eastern European Jewish family. Michael, Beryl and their son David Slade stayed in touch with Brookner all through her life, not entirely to her delight.

Rosalie and David Schishka’s other son, Aaron, three years younger than Maudie, who changed his name to Arthur Spencer, was the one who didn’t get away. He never married, and lived at home with his mother until her death in 1947, by which time he was fifty. He enlisted as a soldier in the First World War at seventeen, as a private in the Labour Corps. After that he took over the business as a tobacconist and cigar importer – one relative thought he must have bought out his older brother Henry. In the Second World War he worked as an auxiliary for the Metropolitan Police. After Rosalie’s death his life changed; he took up fruit-farming in Kent as a hobby and spent his late years in Brighton. He lived to nearly eighty. ‘Uncle Arthur’6 was a baleful and damaging force in Brookner’s life, and she would write and talk about him with bitterness and loathing. He, too, is recognisable in Family and Friends as the second son, Alfred Dorn, unable to get away from his mother, taking over the family business, trying to dominate his sisters, and nursing resentment all his life against his more reckless, selfish siblings. Yet the novel, remarkably, transforms the monsters of Brookner’s childhood – the domineering grandmother,42 the bullying uncle – into sympathetic figures whose frustrations and losses and sense of perpetual exile are deeply understood. A later novel, Leaving Home, has a much harsher version of an unpleasant uncle.

Rosalie’s two daughters,7 Maudie and Beatrice, or ‘Bea’, five years younger than Maudie, went to the South London Jewish School where, aged fourteen, Maudie was awarded a prize for ‘kindness’, which perhaps suggests that she wasn’t intellectually outstanding. She took Hebrew and music classes. Both girls were musical. Bea seems to have been the pretty, flighty, adventurous sister. The official story of Maudie’s life is that in her youth ‘she toured North America as a professional soprano’. Brookner described her as having been a very beautiful young woman with a mezzo-soprano voice who sang lieder – classical German and French songs – and ballads. ‘Sentimental stuff – but there was enormous passion behind it.’ She ‘enjoyed some success in America’, but gave up her career when she married in 1925.

The reality seems8 to have been more dashing – and more downmarket. In 1921, the family was living in Brixton, and in the census Beatrice is described as a ‘vaudeville artiste’ and Maudie as having no occupation. In 1922, when Maudie was twenty-eight and Bea was twenty-three, they embarked on the SS Zeeland to New York with a troupe of twenty other ‘actresses’, musicians, a theatrical artiste, and a wardrobe mistress, accompanied by Mrs Goldie Voigt, to perform at the Greenwich Village Follies. On arrival at Ellis Island the immigration forms describe them as ‘actresses’. Maudie was registered as five foot seven with dark brown hair and hazel eyes. They were headed for the address of Morris Green, Broadway producer, on West 42nd Street.

The Follies, produced by Green and a company called ‘The Bohemians’, was a revue which ran annually from 1919 to 1927. In the 1922–3 season it played at the Shubert Theatre for 209 nights. As well as actresses and dancing girls, there were comedy sketches, acrobats, child performers and solo songs with titles like ‘Cinderella Blues’, ‘You are my Rain-Beau’, ‘A Kiss from a Red-Headed Miss’, and ‘Sweetheart Lane’. One of the dancing/singing girls is described in a review of the show as ‘blithely undulating’.

‘You are my Rain-Beau’ seems a far cry from German lieder. Perhaps Maudie also sang in lieder recitals, or had done so before that trip to New York; or perhaps she raised the tone of her performing years when reminiscing about them. There were fine-drawn class lines in this family, and some snobbery.

Brookner drew9 a firm contrast between her mother and the prodigal sister Beatrice. Both young women were back in England by 1924, and Maudie’s musical career ended the following year with her marriage to Newson. Also in 1925, Bea, by now in Cleveland Ohio, married a Hungarian journalist and librettist for radio shows, Stephen Linek (whose popular numbers included ‘Suicides, This Way!’ and ‘Divorce Me Dear’). She came back home a few times, the last visit in 1933. By 1941 she was divorced; her second husband, Macklin Megley, was a theatrical producer and vaudeville circuit head for RKO Studios. They lived in California, on Olympic Boulevard in Beverly Hills, where Bea died, in the fullness of time, at eighty-one, having long ago put her family behind her. Brookner recalled that the family thought of Bea as ‘the wicked aunt, who, in full dereliction of duty, absconded’ – or ‘ran off with’ – ‘her Hungarian husband and ended up in Hollywood’. In Family and Friends, she is clearly the model for the sexy, ruthless and ambitious Betty Dorn, who marries into the film business with an eye on becoming a Hollywood star, but whose life ends, as for so many Brookner characters, disappointingly.

In life, the disappointment seems to have been all Maudie’s. Brookner describes her mother as depressed, neurotic and increasingly unwell. Newson, too, seemed sad to his daughter. She thought of her parents’ marriage as an unsatisfactory relationship between two discontented, unworldly innocents, who would have liked to enjoy themselves but somehow never worked out how to do it. Needy or unhappy parents, often browbeaten by more assertive relatives, occur in novel after novel, always with damaging effects on their child.

Maudie and Newson were10 in thrall to Mrs Schishka. Ever since Newson started working for the firm, the Schishkas felt he was not quite up to their social level. By settling for her late father’s underling as her husband when she was nearly thirty, Maudie was definitely marrying down. Family and Friends gives a powerful version of Alfred, the domineering brother, reacting with disgust and dismay when the faithful henchman of the firm marries his sister: he finds it unbearable that he will now have to call his father’s employee by his first name and treat him like a member of the family. This was very close to life: ‘By the time the firm had been inherited by my bachelor uncle, he and my father hated each other. My father was a very good son-in-law, but his status in the firm was slightly subordinate, and my bachelor uncle was a horrible man: short-tempered, frustrated, very spoilt.’

For the first three11 years of their married life, Maudie and Newson lived on their own in Lambeth, but by the time Anita was born they had moved in with Mrs Schishka and Arthur at 55 Half Moon Lane, Herne Hill, halfway between the leafy grandeur of Dulwich Village and the big open slope of Brockwell Park. This substantial, bay-windowed, two-storey house, which Brookner called ‘an old-fashioned villa in Herne Hill with many servants’, was the scene of her early childhood. By the time she was ten, in 1938, she and her parents had moved to 25 Half Moon Lane, still within summoning distance (telephone number, Brixton 5759) by Mrs Schishka. In the short stretch between Numbers 55 and 25, Half Moon Lane goes downmarket, changing to smaller houses above a row of shops, with a couple of pubs, and edging on to the train station, the main road and the park. The Brookners’ was a two-storey red-brick house above a shop, with a pillar box outside. In October 1946, when Anita was eighteen and going to university, the year before Rosalie Schishka died, they moved to a nearby flat in Herne Hill, Dorchester Court.

By the standards of the time Maudie and Newson were late parents, both in their mid-thirties. Anita was their only child. She recorded no first memories, no childhood sayings, no handed-down legends of herself as a baby. She threw away her childhood photographs, wishing to silence the ‘clamorous voices’12 they evoked. But a few fragments from childhood emerge, overlapping between fiction and reminiscence.13 One of her fictional characters calls them ‘images’ which surfaced involuntarily, ‘commanding me to remember them’. Another refers to ‘the persistence of early memory, of images that had stayed with him throughout his life’. These include a signet ring passed down from a father to a son, with a ‘slightly raised’14 crest; one Jewish exile wears a ‘heavy ring with a dull red stone’. In another novel there is ‘a cigarette box that belonged to my father, made of rosewood, with a marquetry inlay. I used to play with it as a child, during the long silent afternoons when my mother was resting, and only now do I see how badly it was made, for the edge of the border was rough and slightly raised and it should have been as smooth as silk …’ It looked large, she reflects, ‘because I was so small’. In another, an image swims up in the narrator’s mind of his mother’s glass cake dish.

The smells and15 sounds and tastes of the house when it was full of visiting relatives often recur: the cigar smoke, the coffee, the marzipan and chocolate cakes, the smell of rich cooking and lavender polish, the heavy ‘ancestral’ furniture, the noise of gossip and recrimination and family disputes. In retreat from the cake-eating and the noisy family gatherings Anita took her book – she always had a book – into the kitchen, where she was learning to read at a table with a thick red cloth. She remembered ‘stumping around’ in this room ‘in an agony of frustration because I was trying to decipher a word I could not understand. The word comes back to me: it was “fringe”.’

We often hear,16 in the novels and in her reminiscences, of a wary, watchful, solitary child, out on the fringe of the extended family, withdrawing from the fray, reluctant to be kissed and hugged and made a fuss of, disliking being ‘swooped on’ by ‘huge nuzzling elders’, easily upset and offended. Her health as a child, she said, was ‘fragile’: she was frequently unwell, and that was one reason for the family’s move to the airy suburbs. (And all her life she was plagued by health issues.) In her first novel, which draws intensely on her childhood, the grandmother thinks the child is too quiet and too thin. There is so much about eating in the novels, written with both disgust and desire – the guzzling of cakes, lipsticked mouths sticky with sugary food, the longing for sweet things, the endless production of food for husbands and friends and relatives, the intense emotional importance given to the creating of perfect meals for a lover – that the child’s thinness, and Brookner’s later reputation for eating half a lettuce leaf for lunch, aren’t hard to understand. Anxiety plays a huge part in all her portrayals of childhood. ‘Anxiety was the key to the whole family,’17 as she sums it up in one fictional version. More than one character remembers having terrible panic attacks, or the dread of ‘ordeals’, or migraines, as a child. Anxiety and depression are her companions, from very early on, and for all of her life. One of her childhood traumas was listening to her parents continually playing bridge, which always ended in tears. Maudie cheated, and then cried, and was bullied by Uncle Arthur. Brookner makes a kind of dark Freudian joke about it:


Children are supposed to be traumatised by the sight or sound of their parents making love. My case was simpler. I was traumatised by the sight, and, much, much more, by the sound, of my parents playing bridge. ‘Don’t be cross with her,’ I would shriek, hurling myself at my youngest uncle as he berated my mother yet again for some hapless bid. They were a particularly restless and unpeaceful lot and … winning was an affair of the blood rather than of a particular skill. In this jungle my parents moved like innocents, deprived of protective clothing, trying, without any success at all, to adapt to the sharp-witted ways of their peers.18



She gives the same19 memory to Blanche Vernon in A Misalliance, who can’t bear
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1. An advertisement for Brookner’s father’s bookshop and lending library: one of his commercial ventures, and a well-remembered part of a bookish childhood.
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