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Praise for 
At the Jerusalem

‘I recommend it to everyone.’

Arthur Calder-Marshall

‘A remarkable first novel.’

Evening Standard

‘A laconic, merciless, appallingly accurate description of life in an old people's home... It is so well done that it is often not bearable.’

Spectator

‘It extends human sympathy beyond the point where it normally comes to a stop.’

Observer

‘At the Jerusalem, Paul Bailey's first novel, would be remarkable as the work of a writer over middle age; from so young a man it is astounding in its empathy.’

Financial Times

‘It would be difficult to praise this novel too highly.’

Daily Telegraph

‘A display of pure style... A high-wire act, with not a sound or a piece of dialogue left unchiseled, not a false note.’

Colm Tóibín
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Introduction

In his poem ‘The Old Fools’, Philip Larkin imagines old age:

Perhaps being old is having lighted rooms

Inside your head, and people in them, acting.

People you know, yet can’t quite name, each looms

Like a deep loss restored…

Paul Bailey’s novel At the Jerusalem is both a portrait of the dissolving mind of an old woman and a display of pure style. The novel is mainly dialogue, with a cacophony of voices in a home for elderly ladies. Each has her own personal ailment; each is amused or annoyed by different things; each is ready to interject, demand attention, make jokes, slobber at meals, drool while pretending to listen, offer insults, fall asleep, become noisy in the night, have bad dreams, entertain old memories, take out false teeth.

Among the voices comes the sound of what is not being said, what appears as memory, or as a remark that might be made but is being withheld. In general, this sound belongs to Mrs Faith Gadny, the most recent arrival at the Jerusalem.

Mrs Gadny has, as Larkin puts it, a lighted room inside her head. While the others have become accustomed to the Jerusalem, she notices with all the intensity of a newcomer. And she experiences the memory of her husband and her daughter with more urgency than any of the voices that she hears around her. Her husband and daughter are like a deep loss restored.

The memory of her stepson Henry and his ghastly wife Thelma is made more present by their visit. Up until recently, Mrs Gadny has been living with them, but then they decided that it would be better for everyone if she were moved to a home. Also, Mrs Gadny imagines that her old friend Mrs Barber is still alive – she isn’t – and she writes her forlorn letters.

The tone Paul Bailey wields with such skill and control in the novel is dry and brisk and distant, understated and filled with implication and irony. He writes sharp sentences and manages to make the reader not know quite what to feel. When Miss Trimmer, for example, one of the inmates, is performing her ablutions, she gets soap in her eye. There is much fuss. And, then, to end the scene and this section of the book, Bailey writes: ‘After shaking some talcum powder into her knickers, Miss Trimmer dressed.’ (p. 25)

The novel is a high-wire act, with not a sound or a piece of dialogue left unchiselled, not a false note. It moves from registering the most mundane activities – small arguments, communal meals, walks in the garden, talks with Matron – with relish and impetus to entering into Mrs Gadny’s mind with empathy and a kind of sympathy.

Mrs Gadny is easily bored and irritated. She really does want to be let alone, especially by Mrs Capes, who seeks to befriend her. The dead speak to her more and more. Scenes from the past come to torment her; she has bad dreams. She is becoming a difficult patient, neither too frail to be fully pitied nor sociable enough to enter into the general cheery spirit of the Jerusalem.

Bailey handles Mrs Gadny’s losing her mind with subtlety; he integrates the ebb and flow of her consciousness with waves of good sense and ordinary appetites. It isn’t that he normalizes her dementia; rather, he makes everyday speech and everyday patterns of activity in the novel so brittle and weird that Mrs Gadny’s failing mind seems merely another aspect of the way things are.

The minimalism in the novel, so edged and barbed, has some of the same textures as scenes in Waiting for Godot, scenes in which lines of dialogue are repeated until they seem strangely resonant or oddly nonsensical, or in which banality holds sudden sway until the most ordinary remark or question can have a shivering aura. Bailey’s use of short, clipped sentences and quickly moving dialogue with much repetition also takes its bearing from a tradition in English fiction that runs from Ronald Firbank through Ivy Compton-Burnett to Muriel Spark, fiction in which the reader is spared unnecessary detail, where the dialogue is sharply inconsequential until it suddenly becomes outlandishly comic or completely shocking. Nothing seems to be happening until a sentence or a line of dialogue swoops down on you, the gentle reader.

Since At the Jerusalem was published in 1967, the elderly residents would have been born in the Victorian age when many of them worked as servants. While a few inmates can be vulgar, others are prudish, not least Mrs Gadny herself. She thinks of her stepson and his wife involved in conjugal coupling with something less than equanimity: ‘She suddenly imagined him on top of Thelma, misbehaving himself. How could she, scarcely more than a bean-pole, suffer all that weight?’ (p. 111)

While many episodes in the book move between the funny and the sad, there are other scenes that are brilliantly and openly comic. Mrs Hibbs’s ninetieth birthday is one such scene, the celebration not helped by the fact that Mrs Hibbs is herself more or less asleep and cannot be easily woken, even by ‘a trickle of sherry’ (p. 199). All around her there is good cheer, the sort that would make you want to weep.

Paul Bailey does nothing obvious to make us like Mrs Gadny or want her not to suffer. She shuts out the world of the Jerusalem, her universe is increasingly circumscribed, as she herself is less and less amenable to kindness and care. She is seldom funny and often irascible. She gives the nurses a bad time. Yet slowly, the more her mind dims, the more she emerges as fully present in the novel. Because she is not predictable, because her suffering is never exaggerated or sentimentalized, then she is a memorable protagonist, a character whose feelings and experience seem increasingly complex and demand close attention.

The structure of the novel helps us to see
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