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    Evelyn Waugh was an English novelist and journalist. He was educated at Lancing College, Sussex and later earned a third-class degree from Hertford College, Oxford. After working as a schoolmaster, briefly attending art school, taking carpentry lessons and attempting to drown himself only to be put off by a jellyfish, he published his first book, a biography of the artist Dante Gabriel Rossetti, in 1928, and his first novel, Decline and Fall, later that year. There followed a conversion to Roman Catholicism in 1930, a second marriage in 1937, the births of seven children, journeys in Africa and South America, stints in the Royal Marines, the Commandos and the Special Service Brigade during the Second World War and the publication of 13 more novels and several works of non-fiction, before his death on Easter Sunday in 1966. Waugh is revered as one of English literature’s finest prose stylists and fiercest satirists. His greatest novels are typically both hilarious and disturbing and chronicle the chaos, disillusionment and moral ambiguity of the years between the two World Wars.
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    Vile Bodies was Evelyn Waugh’s second novel. Published in 1930 and described in a New York Times review as “a dizzy nightmare” (The New York Times, 1930), it is a raucous, hilarious, delirious portrait of postwar English society, in which the Bright Young People of the day (as a section of the upper-class youth of the time were known) pursue pleasure after pleasure with total disregard for the consequences.


    The writing of the novel was interrupted by what Waugh described in a preface written in 1965 as a “sharp disturbance” in his private life (Waugh, 2012:322), by which he meant the breakdown of his marriage to his first wife, also called Evelyn. (The two were known as He-Evelyn and She-Evelyn). The novel “was finished in a very different style from that in which it was begun”, he wrote; “The reader may, perhaps, notice the transition from gaiety to bitterness” (Waugh, 2012:322).


    Although his first novel, Decline and Fall, was well received by critics, it was not until the publication of Vile Bodies that Waugh’s reputation as a leading novelist was secured. His biographer, Christopher Sykes (1907-1986), wrote: “It was an immediate success and [...] sold handsomely. He now became widely read and began to be famous” (Sykes, 1975:144).

  


  
    SUMMARY


    A BAD CROSSING


    The novel opens on board a ship in a storm. Among those crossing the channel are Father Rothschild (a Jesuit priest); Mrs Melrose Ape (“the woman evangelist”) and her choir of “angels” (Faith, Charity, Fortitude, Chastity, Humility, Prudence, Divine Discontent, Mercy, Justice and Creative Endeavour, p.2); several Bright Young People, including Miles Malpractice and Miss Agatha Runcible; Mr Walter Outrage, last week’s Prime Minister; and Adam Fenwick-Symes. Adam has been in Paris writing his autobiography, on which he has pinned his hopes of making a living. At the Customs House, an official confiscates the manuscript and burns it, on the grounds of it containing “dirt” (p.24). Agatha Runcible is asked by the officials to remove her clothes and the incident is later reported in the press, much to the delight of her fellow Bright Young People. Adam visits his publisher, Mr Benfleet, to explain his predicament. Then he telephones his fiancé, Nina Blount, to explain that they can no longer be married: his hopes of an income were destroyed along with his manuscript. “Oh, Adam, you are a bore”, Nina replies (p.38). They agree to meet later that evening at Archie Schwert’s party.


    AN EVENING AT NO.10


    Adam takes a room at Lottie Crump’s hotel, Shepherd’s, where everyone is permanently drunk. Lottie introduces him to an inebriate claiming to be a Major, who makes and loses a bet with Adam to the tune of 1000pounds. Adam phones Nina to say their wedding is back on. The drunken Major then offers to put the money on a horse called Indian Runner, who is sure to win the November Handicap. Adam hands it over and phones Nina again to relay the plan, but when he returns the Major has disappeared and the wedding is once again declared off.


    All the Bright Young People attend Archie Schwert’s party, as does Mary Mouse and her friend Miss Jane Brown, who is the daughter of the Prime Minister, Sir James Brown. Early in the morning, a contingent agrees to prolong the gaiety at Agatha Runcible’s, but she has mislaid her keys and they go instead to Jane’s, where they drink whiskey and sodas. Agatha stays the night and the next morning comes down to breakfast still dressed in her Hawaiian costume. It is only when she reads her own name in newspaper reports of the festivities that she realises where she is. Waiting outside No.10 Downing Street are hordes of photographers, who catch Agatha in the act of escaping, “trailing garlands of equatorial flowers” (p.76).


    “RATHER A GOOD JOKE, DON’T YOU THINK?”


    Adam awakes with a major hangover. Nina calls and reminds him that they agreed to go and see her father at his home, Doubting Hall, to ask for money; however, she has taken ill, meaning that Adam must go alone. Colonel Blount is old and eccentric and appears to have only a fleeting grip on reality. After a huge lunch and several drinks Adam finally makes his request, having explained how his book was destroyed and the drunk Major absconded with his winnings. The Colonel writes a cheque for another 1000pounds and Adam returns to London gleeful, reading on the way that the Prime Minister has resigned as a result of Miss Runcible’s treatment at the Customs House and all the debauchery at No.10. Later, he finds Nina and tells her the good news. They go to Arundel for dinner at a hotel and plan to get married the next day. They sleep together for the first time. “My dear”, Nina says afterwards, “I never hated anything so much in my life” (p.110). Then Nina tells Adam to take another look at the cheque. He finds it is signed Charlie Chaplin. “We shan’t be able to get married after all”, he says (ibid.).


    THE END OF MR CHATTERBOX


    Adam is asked to lunch by Simon Balcairn, the gossip columnist for the Daily Excess, known as Mr Chatterbox. Simon wants to attend Lady Metroland’s party, to which Adam is already invited. He begs Adam to help him. Adam phones Lady Metroland, but to no avail. Simon Balcairn despairs.


    Later, Adam and Nina meet to go to the cinema. Things have changed between them after their adventure in Arundel, and they spend the afternoon arguing. “Do be amusing, Adam,” says Nina, “I can’t bear you when you’re not amusing” (p.121).


    At Lady Metroland’s party, Mrs Melrose Ape and her angels give another performance. Everyone is there: The Bright Young People, Lady Circumference, Mr Benfleet, Father Rothschild, Mr Outrage, Lord Metroland, Lady Throbbing, Mary Mouse and Lord Vanbrugh (another gossip writer and rival to Simon Balcairn).


    A man in a beard sneaks into Lord Metroland’s office, where Lord Metroland himself, Father Rothschild and Mr Outrage are scheming. They confront the intruder and insist he remove his beard. The man is revealed to be the desperate Simon Balcairn. He is dismissed from the house and returns to his flat, where he files his final story as Mr Chatterbox – a fantastical account of the evening featuring all of society's most fashionable figures – before switching on his gas oven, putting his head inside it and ending it all.


    BOTTLE-GREEN BOWLERS


    Adam is appointed the new Mr Chatterbox, meaning his marriage to Nina can now go ahead. Thanks to Simon Balcairn’s libellous swansong, most real people are off limits, so he is forced to invent the targets of his wit: a sculptor called Provna; a dashing young attaché, Count Cincinnati; the big-game hunter Captain Angus Stuart Kerr; and the magnificent Imogen Quest, who rapidly becomes “a byword for social inaccessibility – the final goal for all climbers” (p.158). He also claims a new fashion has swept high society – the wearing of bottle-green bowler hats.


    Adam and Nina go to the races in Manchester, where Indian Runner does indeed win the November Handicap. Adam thinks he spies the drunk Major and tries to pursue him, but eventually loses him in the crowd. They meet a childhood friend of Nina’s, Eddy Littlejohn, known as Ginger, and then they all go back to London and attend a party. Adam writes about Ginger in his gossip column, much to Ginger’s embarrassment. Adam’s editor tells him there can be no more inventions.


    Adam goes to inform Colonel Blount that he intends to marry Nina. He arrives at Doubting Hall to find that it has been turned into a film set. The Colonel, an enthusiast, is playing some of the minor roles. Wilfully confused, he sends Adam away, who returns to London and seeks out Nina. In his absence, she and Ginger have written his gossip column, mentioning in passing that Count Cincinnati was seen in a green bowler hat. As a result, Adam is fired as Mr Chatterbox. “Now we can’t be married,” says Nina (p.213).


    SOMETHING RATHER AWFUL


    Adam, Agatha Runcible, Miles Malpractice and Archie Schwert drive down to watch the Speed Kings motor race. Before it begins, Adam encounters the drunk Major, who reports that he did indeed bet on Indian Runner and won a fortune of 35000 pounds. Adam, delighted, arranges to meet the Major later to collect it. Agatha Runcible is accidentally recruited as a reserve driver and finds herself competing in the race. The other Bright Young People sober up – a thoroughly unpleasant experience during which “the momentary illusion of well-being and exhilaration gives place to melancholy, indigestion and moral decay” (p.250). Adam eventually catches up with the Major, who claims that the money is in a bank and soon disappears. Agatha, having driven off course, is later discovered at Euston station, from where she is conveyed to a “darkened room” in a nursing home (p.258).


    Adam phones Nina to explain that the Major has eluded him again and he still has no money.


    Later, Nina phones Adam and says she is engaged to marry Ginger and that she never wants to see Adam again.


    A HAPPY ENDING


    All the Bright Young People, including Adam and Nina, visit the delirious Agatha Runcible at her nursing home and a party ensues. Adam begs Nina to have dinner with him and eventually she agrees. The dinner is a sad affair. Back at Shepherd’s, Adam, still broke, is asked to pay his bill of “seventy-eight pounds, sixteen shillings and twopence” (p.274). “Bless you, what a lot you seem to have drunk” observes Lottie Crump (ibid.). Ginger arrives to tell him to stay away from Nina: “I’m not going to have you butting in or there’ll be hell to pay” (p.276). Adam sees an opportunity: he will only step aside for the sum of “seventy-eight pounds, sixteen shillings and twopence” (p.280). Reluctantly, Ginger agrees to pay. Soon afterwards, Adam thinks he may have found the drunk Major once more and phones Nina to tell her not to marry Ginger, but he is too late: the wedding has already taken place and they are flying away for their honeymoon. Meanwhile, Agatha Runcible continues to hallucinate at the nursing home.


    Christmas at Doubting Hall. Captain and Mrs Littlejohn (Ginger and Nina) are expected. In reality, it is Adam and Nina who arrive, together again since Ginger was called up to join his regiment. The honeymoon was not a success (“he played golf all day, and made friends with the other English people in the hotel”, p.294). Adam reports to Nina that he attended Agatha Runcible’s funeral. Colonel Blount tries and fails to show his film at his neighbour, the Rector’s, house, and later the Rector visits Doubting Hall to impart grave news: war has been declared.


    On the battlefield, Adam receives a letter from Nina. She and Ginger are happy and expecting a child. Lord Vanbrugh has written in his gossip column that Adam saved many people’s lives, and speculates that he will probably receive the Victoria Cross. Adam meets the drunk Major, who is now a general. The Major remembers that he owes Adam exactly 35005pounds. They retreat to a limousine stuck in the mud in the middle of the battlefield. Chastity, one of Mrs Melrose Ape’s angels, is also present and the three of them drink champagne. While Chastity cosies up to the drunk Major, the “sounds of battle” ring out (p.320).

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    ADAM FENWICK-SYMES


    Adam is the closest thing we have to a protagonist in Vile Bodies. Like many of Waugh’s heroes, he is not especially suited to the role: “There was nothing particularly remarkable about his appearance. He looked exactly as young men like him do look” (p.7). Sykes sees a connection with the hero of his first novel, Decline and Fall, but also a departure: Adam represents the “reappearance of the hero as victim” (Sykes, 1975:146), and yet “by the time the story has got into its stride Adam has become something else...a trickster who can play up to the best of the crooked creatures around him” (Sykes, 1975:147). At the start of the novel, Adam’s autobiography is confiscated and burnt by a puritanical customs official. It is this unfortunate incident that sets in motion his hapless pursuit of a living and ultimately leads to the termination of his see-sawing engagement to Nina Blount.


    NINA BLOUNT


    Nina is introduced to the narrative in ominously haphazard fashion: “It was about now that Adam remembered that he was engaged to be married. The name of his young lady was Nina Blount. So he went into a tube station to a telephone-box, which smelt rather nasty, and rang her up” (p.36). Nina is, indeed, engaged to marry Adam, though their engagement is doomed from the moment Adam’s manuscript is burnt. She breaks it off and marries her childhood friend, Ginger, instead. Later she regrets this decision and rekindles her relationship with Adam. By the end
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