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          I looked up from my writing,


          
            
              And gave a start to see,

            

          


          As if rapt in my inditing,


          
            
              The moons full gaze on me.

            

          


          Her meditative misty head


          
            
              Was spectral in its air,

            

          


          And I involuntarily said,


          
            
              What are you doing there?

            

          


          Oh, Ive been scanning pond and hole


          
            
              And waterway hereabout

            

          


          For the body of one with a sunken soul


          
            
              Who has put his life-light out.

            

          


          Did you hear his frenzied tattle?


          
            
              It was sorrow for his son

            

          


          Who is slain in brutish battle,


          
            
              Though he has injured none.

            

          


          And now I am curious to look


          
            
              Into the blinkered mind

            

          


          Of one who wants to write a book


          
            
              In a world of such a kind.

            

          


          Her temper overwrought me,


          
            
              And I edged to shun her view,

            

          


          For I felt assured she thought me


          
            
              One who should drown him too.

            

          


          


          THOMAS HARDY
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  INTRODUCTION


  THE INDUSTRIOUS BIOGRAPHER


  AN EXPOSITION WITHOUT WHICH YOU MIGHT HAVE FELT UNHAPPY


  
    

          
            
              
                
                  I   always with I   one starts from  


                  one and I share the same character   are one 


                      one always starts with I   one  


                     alone        sole    


                         single        
                  


                    I

                

              

            

          


    

  


  I was thirteen years and almost three months old on 12 November 1974. It was a day on which Denis Healey, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, had announced that VAT on petrol was
  to go up from eight per cent to twenty-five per cent. A warrant had been issued for the arrest of Lord Lucan. The Jewish Defence League had pledged to assassinate Yasser Arafat, the leader of the
  PLO. A man of twenty-six had been shot dead while playing table tennis in a Belfast convent and an essay published by the Institute for the Study of Conflict had predicted the reunification of
  Ireland and the withdrawal of British troops within fifteen years. None of which weighed very heavily on my mind as I settled down with my family to watch television after the News at Ten.
  It was a Tuesday night during the school term, so normally I would have been getting ready for bed at this time. But there was a special programme showing this evening, something that none of us
  wanted to miss. It was going out on ITV (a channel we rarely watched, as a rule), was called Fat Man on a Beach, and although we had never heard of the man presenting it, and although its
  description in the television listings of the Daily Telegraph was enigmatic to say the least, there was no doubt in our minds that it constituted essential viewing. It was a documentary
  about Porth Ceiriad bay, a beach on the Lleyn peninsula in Gwynedd, north Wales. The place where we had taken our holidays every year for the last decade or more. A place with
  which we were so familiar that I even believe we had somehow come to feel  in a way not untypical of English holidaymakers in Wales  that we owned it. That it belonged to us.


  What did we expect from this programme? We expected to be flattered, I imagine: to have our sense of familiarity and ownership flattered, played up to, with shots of readily identifiable
  landmarks which would have us squawking, Theres the path to the caravan site! and Theres the shop where we get the milk! Perhaps we were even prepared, in
  a spirit of Reithian open-mindedness, to absorb a certain amount of information about Welsh customs and the local population, which we were at great pains to avoid during the two or three weeks of
  every year we spent caravanning on the peninsula.


  In the event, anyway, we got none of these things.


  Instead we were expected to watch forty minutes of a fat man sitting in various positions on the beach, and talking to us. And worse still, reading poetry! This man appeared, on the surface, to
  be jolly enough: in looks and manner I have since heard him compared variously to Max Bygraves, Tony Hancock and Tommy Cooper. His eyes seemed somehow wary and serious, though (The first
  thing I saw of him when I opened the door was his eyes [. . .] their look that struck me as sad and afraid1) and the things
  that he spoke about, when they were not simply baffling, were often gloomy. He told a long story about a man being thrown off his motorbike, his body being cut in two by a wire fence like a
  cheese cutter through cheese, and described this story as a metaphor for the way the human condition seems to treat humankind. He wandered off into philosophical digressions,
  telling us that life was really all chaos . . . I cannot prove it is chaos any more than anyone else can prove there is a pattern, or there is some sort of deity, but even if it is all
  chaos, then lets celebrate the chaos. Lets celebrate the accidental. Does that make us any the worse off? Are we any the worse off? There is still love; there is still humour.
  Somehow the man sounded uncertain of this, of the notion that chaos could be celebrated. It was not said in a very celebratory way. There was also some footage of a dead sheep,
  zooming in to a close shot of its bloodied head.


  We didnt like this at all. We got up and turned the television off before the programme had ended. I made my way dutifully up to bed.


  And that was my first glimpse of B. S. Johnson. I had no idea then, of course, that I would later spend seven years of my life trying to uncover the story of his. Nor did I know, as I watched
  his ruefully clownish performance on television that evening, that his life had ended abruptly little more than two weeks after the making of this film; a year almost to the day before it was broadcast. So full of life and energy did he seem on that beach, its hard to believe that I had already been looking at a dead man.


  *


  Arent you rather young to be writing his memoirs? someone might object, on learning that I was barely able to read when B. S. Johnson was beginning to do
  his most important work. And its true that, even when I was a thirteen-year-old  and an unnaturally studious and introverted thirteen-year-old, at that  the appeal of radical
  experimentalism in the English novel had not exactly hit me like a thunderclap. I liked Monty Python, but that was about as far as it went, where the subversion of aesthetic conventions
  was concerned. I simply had no idea who B. S. Johnson was, or where he was coming from, when I saw Fat Man on a Beach for the first time. And no doubt, even now, there are people holding
  this book in their expectant hands who are in a very similar state of ignorance. Perhaps for these readers, if for no one else, a few words of general introduction might be appropriate.


  And so:


  B. S. Johnson was, if you like, Britains one-man literary avant-garde of the 1960s. Yes, of course there were other avant-garde writers around at the time (Alan Burns, Eva Figes, Ann
  Quin, Christine Brooke-Rose spring immediately to mind). But they were not as famous as he was, they were not as good at putting their names about, they did not appear on television as often as he
  did, they did not argue their case as passionately or fight their corner as toughly as he did, and there is not  as far as I can see, anyway  the same stubborn residue of public
  interest in their lives and work, at the time of my writing this, some thirty or forty years after the event. B. S. Johnson was different. B. S. Johnson was special.


  He was a working-class Londoner, born in Hammersmith in 1933, whose childhood was defined by the trauma of wartime evacuation and his failure to pass the eleven-plus. In his late teens he was
  shunted into banking and accountancy jobs until he forced himself to learn Latin at evening classes and then won places at Birkbeck College and Kings College London. During the rest of his
  short lifetime he published six novels: Travelling People, Albert Angelo, Trawl, The Unfortunates, House Mother Normal and Christie Malrys
  Own Double-Entry. A seventh novel, See the Old Lady Decently, which was to have been the first of a trilogy, was not published until two years after his death. In addition, he wrote
  enough poetry to fill two slim volumes, several full-length plays (mostly unperformed) and wrote or directed more than a dozen short films (mostly for television). He was a busy sports reporter,
  too, covering tennis and soccer for the national papers, to say nothing of pouring out a torrent of book reviews and polemical articles for anyone who would print them. And he worked tirelessly for
  the trade union movement, making documentaries and propaganda films, anonymously, under the Freeprop banner. All this, and more, squeezed into a working life that lasted little
  more than a decade.


  On the face of things, Johnson had a high reputation. His books won prizes, his films won prizes, and throughout his career he received plenty of favourable reviews. But he was always angry, and
  hurt, and unhappy at his treatment by the literary establishment. One of his press releases described him as the most important young English novelist now writing,2 but it galled him that not everybody accepted this view. (And besides, he wrote that press release himself.) At an early age, with the publication of
  his first novel, Travelling People, he adopted an uncompromising, oppositional stance to the efforts of his fellow novelists. What these people were all writing, essentially, was
  the nineteenth-century narrative novel, an exercise which he regarded, in a post-Joycean universe, as the literary equivalent of travelling by horse and cart when there were cars and
  trains available.


  Johnson, by contrast, set himself the not inconsiderable task of reinventing the novel with every book he wrote. Starting, in Travelling People, with devices adapted from his beloved
  Tristram Shandy  pages shading to grey, then to black, to convey the experience of a character having a heart attack  he went on to cut holes through the pages of a book, so
  that readers could see forward to a future event (Albert Angelo), and present the chapters of one novel unbound in a box, so that readers could shuffle them and recreate the randomness of
  experience for themselves (The Unfortunates). And so, at a time when the lightly ironic, social-realist novels of Kingsley Amis, John Wain and William Cooper set the dominant literary
  tone, it was Johnson himself, if anyone, who looked like the anachronism: an old-style modernist, who firmly believed that literary tradition could be kept alive only by radically redefining it,
  who conceived of literature (borrowing his metaphor from Nathalie Sarraute) as a relay race, the baton of innovation passing from one generation to another, but was dismayed to see
  that the vast majority of British novelists has dropped the baton, stood still, turned back, or not even realised that there is a race.3


  It is hard to overestimate how much, or on how many different counts, Johnson  who began his creative life as a poet, then wanted to be a playwright, before finally turning his hand to
  novel-writing  disliked not just most contemporary fiction, but almost everything, in fact, about the novel as a form. Dialogue, characterization and plot as you might expect to encounter
  them in almost any English novelist from Fielding to Ian McEwan are all pretty much absent from his books. His preferred mode was the interior monologue: what dialogue there is in his novels, he
  hedges around with ironical disclaimers. His preferred central character was himself, unapologetic and undisguised: when presenting fictional characters he makes
  it clear that they are authorial puppets, with no pretence of inner reality; Johnsons novels were always written without any question of destroying the readers suspension of
  disbelief, since such suspension was not to be attempted.4 And he disdained plot because Life does not tell stories. Life is
  chaotic, fluid, random; it leaves myriads of ends untied, untidily. Writers can extract a story from life only by strict, close selection, and this must mean falsification. Telling stories really
  is telling lies.5


  Johnson was not the first person to hold this view. Mistrust of the imagination, and of the falsehoods into which it threatens to lead us, goes back a long way: as far back as Plato, at the very
  least. Its an extreme position, all the same, and not one which you would expect to sit comfortably with the role of novelist. But then, Johnson wasnt interested in making life easy
  for himself. He took up other extreme positions, both in his professional and his personal life. Ultimately, these positions  and the chain of random circumstances with which they
  disastrously intersected  proved destructive. He took his own life at the age of forty, in November 1973.


  *


  B. S. Johnson was a vigorous polemicist, and when I next discovered him  ten years after that first, uncomprehending encounter with his televised image in my
  parents living room  I fell powerfully under his spell. I had emerged from the experience of reading English at Cambridge only lightly scathed and imbued with a thriving, unshakeable
  contempt for anyone who had had the temerity to attempt the writing of literature in the last seventy or eighty years. Its true that there were one or two figures whose presumption in this
  regard was forgiven by the cartel of dons whose job it had been to oversee the development of my undergraduate mind: pre-eminent among these was Samuel Beckett, who despite having the bad manners
  to remain alive at this date had already been thoroughly canonized by the Cambridge cardinals. Beckett, you were allowed to admit, was a genius. Well, I couldnt see it with his later stuff,
  and still cant, but I obediently fell in love with his early novels, and a couple of years later, when I was installed at Warwick University writing a thesis on the safely deceased Henry
  Fielding, I had thrust upon me a paperback called Christie Malrys Own Double-Entry, written by someone I had never heard of, B. S. Johnson, and saw that the cover was emblazoned,
  incredibly, with a puff from the great man, Samuel Beckett, himself! This seemed extraordinary. Surely Beckett did not normally give jacket quotations?1 I
  read the novel in a couple of hours  as it can be read and as indeed it was intended to be read  and then devoured everything else I could find by B. S. Johnson.
  Which, at any other place in Britain in the mid-1980s, would have been very little (his work being almost entirely out of print by then). But Bernard Bergonzi, then a professor in the Warwick
  English department, had been a friendly critic of Johnsons in the 1960s2 and had seen to it that the university library had a complete set of his
  books, even the unbound Unfortunates. So I was in luck.


  Knowing almost nothing about contemporary British writing, and having thoroughly mastered, at Cambridge, the art of the sweeping, uninformed dismissal, I was more than ready to concur with B. S.
  Johnsons theories about the modern novel. Yes, of course it was all hopeless and old-fashioned. Of course there was no point in writing anything that didnt follow straight on from
  Ulysses and The Unnamable. (Although this did not stop me, on the sly, from working on my own essentially social-realist novels when I should have been writing my thesis.) More
  recently, needless to say, this conviction has slipped out of my grasp, along with most of the other certainties of youth. If I think about it at all, I see the high modernism of Joyce and Beckett
  as a straitjacket the novel had to break out of  just as late twentieth-century composers, if classical music was ever going to move forward again, had to make a decisive break with the
  twelve-tone system. Stories  those lies which are not lies at all because they are shared, because they are part of an honest pact in which both writer and reader are complicit
   remain the bedrock of the novel; narrative curiosity (dismissed by Johnson as that primitive, vulgar and idle curiosity of the reader to know what happens next )
  remains the centrifugal force which draws readers back to the novel and therefore keeps it alive. In the three decades since Johnsons death, the British novel has reinvigorated itself in
  other ways, ways which he did not foresee: not by making it new with ever more radical attempts at formal innovation, but by recognizing the multi-ethnicity of modern Britain and
  opening itself to influences from other cultures; by tapping into the energies of popular film, music and television; by turning its back on modernist elitism and rediscovering the pleasures of
  humour, storytelling, demotic, and so on. All of which is not to say that the British novel is in better shape than it was in 1973, merely that it has survived, and will continue to survive, even
  while Finnegans Wake and Becketts Trilogy come to seem less and less like meaningful points of reference for most of its practitioners. On this point, it would seem,
  Ive parted company with B. S. Johnson: for the time being, at any rate. Perhaps I shall come round to him again in my twilight years.


  More importantly, there are so many other things to admire in Johnsons work, even if you reject his dogma: his command of language, his freshness, his formal
  ingenuity, the humanity that shines through even his most rigorous experiments, his bruising honesty. For all of these, he remains one of my greatest literary heroes. And above all, I suppose, for
  the simple reason that he took himself, and his art  or craft, vocation, call it what you will  so seriously. Because, in spite of what he said, its not the reactionaries or
  the old fogeys who pose the greatest threat to the novel. Its the dilettantes. The gentlemen (and -women) amateurs. The resting actors and the bored journalists and the ubiquitous media
  people hungry for kudos and the talented but directionless Oxbridge graduates whove all got agents queuing up to take them out to lunch. And because its so easy for these people to
  get published, we end up with bookshops piled from floor to ceiling with novels that arent really novels at all, written by people who havent given the form and its possibilities a
  tenth of the thought that B. S. Johnson gave to it before he even set pen to paper.


  I wasnt planning to use this introduction as a soapbox. Really I have found myself writing the above to try to explain the apparent paradox of a novelist who loves (traditional) novels
  writing the biography of a novelist who seemed to hate them. But for all that I now disagree with much of what he wrote and believed, I have to say that, in the course of preparing this book, I
  have found myself empathizing with B. S. Johnson more closely than ever before. This is because I have finally come to know, over the last few years, what its like to force yourself to work
  within a set of assumptions that you fundamentally distrust. In my case, these are the assumptions that underpin the writing of  and public appetite for  literary biography.


  Like B. S. Johnson, I have a strong puritanical streak, and it remains one of my core beliefs that a work of literature should speak for itself, without the need for glossing, interpreting or
  contextualizing by reference to its writers life. But how naive that sounds, even as I write it down! We live in a culture of radio and television interviews, newspaper profiles, public
  readings with question-and-answer sessions, which has ensured that novels themselves  far from being seen as self-contained statements, as having anything remotely final about them
   have merely become one (early) stage in a larger process: a process devoted, essentially, to the scrutiny and interrogation of writers lives in the name of that insatiable curiosity
  which feeds on anyone reckless enough to set themselves up as a public figure. No one retains any real sense of the novel itself, in other words, as a reliable model of human nature: we have lost
  all semblance of that kind of faith in literature, or in the trustworthiness of writers. Which means, in effect, that we no longer read literature at all: we cross-examine it,
  forensically, in the light of its writers lives, assuming that its in the gaps, the interstices, the shortfalls between theory and practice that the real truths about human nature
  will emerge. This has brought about a radical change of emphasis, enabling a situation in which people know far more about Philip Larkins political beliefs, or Ted
  Hughess treatment of his wife, than they know (or care) about their poetry. A situation in which the actor Kate Winslet can declare, triumphantly and without irony, that she is a huge
  fan of Iris Murdoch even though she has never read any of her books.


  It seems, nowadays, that literature is discussed more than ever before; but at the same time, it has never been less valued. And literary biography (for which the British have a unique passion)
  has had a large part to play in making this state of affairs possible. Milan Kundera predicted as much more than a decade ago, when he dismissed the whole genre by pointing out that


  
    
      
        the novelist destroys the house of his life and uses its stones to build the house of his novel. A novelists biographers thus undo what a novelist has done, and
        redo what he undid. All their labour cannot illuminate either the value or the meaning of a novel, can scarcely even identify a few of the bricks. The moment Kafka attracts more attention
        than Joseph K., Kafkas posthumous death begins.6

      

    

  


  And yes, this is a truth I hold to be self-evident; but it doesnt quite apply, in B. S. Johnsons case. Slippery as the relationship is between Kafka and Joseph K,
  the relationship between B. S. Johnson the novelist and B. S. Johnson the  hero? central character? subject?  of his own novels is more slippery still. This is a man who
  wrote novels only about himself, with passionate honesty: or at least convinced himself that he did. He also wrote novels especially to exorcise, to remove from myself, from my
  mind, the burden [of] having to bear some pain, the hurt of some experience: in order that it may be over there, in a book, and not here in my mind.7 Its banal, admittedly, to state that in Johnsons case, considering the manner of his death, this endeavour did not work. But doesnt this dreadful fact
  raise an important question about the novel, about what it can and cant achieve? About the limits of its ability to console us? I think Ive finally realized that its my need to
  answer this question  or to establish once and for all that there is no answer  that has seen me (just about) through the often uncomfortable process of sifting through the private
  archives of a man I now know better than most of my closest friends, but who somehow still remains, for all his novelistic candour, a perfect stranger to me.


  Anyway, that is why the book youre about to read has the look, at times, more of a dossier than a conventional literary biography. It contains its fair share of guesswork, and was
  compiled with plenty of selectivity; but my guiding principle  given that I am dealing here with events that were sometimes barely understood by those who lived through them, and are now
  barely remembered by those who have survived (let alone by me, who was still in short trousers at the time, and living hundreds of miles away)  has been to tell the
  story as much as I can in Johnsons own words, quoting directly, and in the words of those who have spoken to me about him. The result will be fragmentary, unpolished. There will be gaps,
  where through misfortune or obstruction or sometimes sheer inertia I will not have been able to find out as much as I would have liked. And where I lapse into speculation, I shall try to be upfront
  about it. I shall try to be honest. That much at least Johnson himself would have appreciated.


  My strategy will be this. Many of the people picking up this book will not (regrettably) have read anything by B. S. Johnson before. Revered though he is by a few, he is unknown nowadays to most
  British readers under forty. So I shall begin by explaining, in a little more detail, what it was that he wrote and that I think he achieved. After that, pace Milan Kundera, I shall have
  to bring myself to knock down the walls of his house and we shall take a wander together through the rubble, perhaps shaking our heads in awe and wonderment at the melancholy grandeur of the ruins
  we find there. Then, by way of interlude, we shall listen to some different people talking about B. S. Johnson, arguing amongst themselves even though these are  in most cases  people
  who have never actually met each other. And last of all, a short coda. In which I shall attempt to put forward my own, highly personal  and, yes, speculative  thoughts about the
  forces that may have been driving him in his last few days and hours: a transcursion into his mind  to use Johnsonian language  or even (the phrase is from his fifth
  novel, House Mother Normal) a diagram of certain aspects of the inside of his skull, as he gets ready to compose his final message to the world; to write his very last
  word.


  Before we get that far, however, I hope there will be plenty to enjoy along the way. Were talking about novels, after all, and novels, even gloomy ones, are supposed to cheer us up, to
  provide recompense, when life isnt all that it should be. Supposed, in short, to give us pleasure.


  Arent they?





  A LIFE IN SEVEN NOVELS





  One of the last important things B. S. Johnson wrote, about six months before he died, was an introduction to his collection of shorter prose, Arent
  You Rather Young To Be Writing Your Memoirs?. This essay became, and remains, probably the most famous and frequently quoted item in the Johnson oeuvre: a belligerent critique of the
  conservatism of modern British writing, and an impassioned apologia for his own methods.


  Here he lambasted those figures who continued to write as though the revolution that was Ulysses had never happened, insisting that any attempt, in the early 1970s, to
  follow the practice of the great nineteenth-century novelists was anachronistic, invalid, irrelevant and perverse. Present-day reality, he argued, is markedly
  different from [. . .] nineteenth-century reality. Then it was possible to believe in pattern and eternity, but today what characterises reality is the possibility that chaos is the most likely
  explanation. He went on to quote Samuel Beckett:


  
    
      
        What I am saying does not mean that there will henceforth be no form in art. It only means that there will be new form, and that this form will be of such a type that it
        admits the chaos, and does not try to say that the chaos is really something else. [. . .] To find a form that accommodates the mess, that is the task of the artist now.

      

    

  


  Towards the end of the essay, Johnson also drew up a short list of the contemporary British writers for whom he felt some sort of qualified admiration or affinity. But he did
  not specifically state that he had chosen them because their work was experimental (a word he came to dislike) or even innovative or unconventional. The reason he gave, instead, was
  that they were people who are writing as though it mattered, as though they meant it, as though they meant it to matter.


  This is a subjective criterion, of course. But if we are to make a case for B. S. Johnson as one of the most significant writers of the 1960s, I think that these are the terms we should use,
  first of all. Johnson maintained that the neo-Dickensian novel was dead, and that writers who did not follow loyally in the footsteps of Joyce and the other modernists were
  deluding themselves. As I have said, Im no longer convinced that this is a very helpful position to take up: but as for whether he wrote as though it mattered, as though he meant
  it, as though he meant it to matter  well, thats an easy one. The 1960s throw up few bodies of work as compelling, as coherent, as intelligent and deeply felt as B. S.
  Johnsons. Let us set aside for a moment his poetry, his films, his stage and television plays, and look solely at the seven novels which were his crowning achievement. Together, they
  constitute a frank and courageous (if incomplete) spiritual autobiography; a gloomy meditation on the treacherous randomness of life (the unreliability of human relationships, the bodys
  propensity to decay); and, not least impressively  again, to quote Johnson himself, writing in his penultimate novel  a continuous dialogue with form, a pained
  examination of his own role as novelist which is anything but academic and self-referential.


  To make this case more fully, lets look at each of these novels in turn. Always with the proviso that any readers who feel that they already know them inside out, or who are  for
  various perfectly sound reasons of their own  not interested in my critical judgements, can fast-forward to the second part of this book, where they will perhaps find more to engage
  them.


  1: TRAVELLING PEOPLE


  
    Written 195961 (Johnsons age at time of writing: 268)


    First published 1963: Constable hardback


    Other editions 1964: Corgi paperback; 1967: Panther paperback

  


  In his first novel, we find Johnson testing the water: it contains plenty of experiments with form, but they are not radical. Each chapter is written in a different mode
  (third-person, epistolary, film script, stream of consciousness, and so on), but this veneer of stylistic adventurousness hides a conventional enough Bildungsroman, based closely on some of
  Johnsons own most recent experiences, and featuring a central character who is a routinely fictionalized version of the author himself.


  This character is called Henry Henry, and as the novel opens he has just graduated in philosophy from London University. Hitch-hiking from London to Holyhead en route to Dublin, he explains to
  one of the drivers who picks him up that Ive just finished a university course, and I want very much to relax after the strain of finals. The driver, whose name is Trevor,
  offers him a temporary job helping out at an exclusive country club in Aberfyllin, north Wales, called the Stromboli Club, which caters for wealthy businesspeople from the Midlands and the north of
  England (what we would nowadays call the nouveau riche). Henry accepts the offer, and arrives at the club one month later after a brief holiday in Dublin with his friend
  Robert.


  Once installed at the Stromboli Club, Henry finds himself caught up in the rivalry between Trevor, the manager, and the punningly named Maurie Bunde, the ageing playboy who owns the club and
  uses it to live out the fantasy that he is still young and attractive to the opposite sex. Maurie is secretly sharing a bed with Kim, another young member of the staff, who soon strikes up a
  rapport (platonic, at first) with Henry. The ensuing personal and romantic tensions are explored at some considerable length  this being the longest of Johnsons novels  until
  events arrive at a climax of sorts with the death of Maurie, due to a combination of athletic and sexual overexertion. This frees up Kim to have a brief but ecstatic physical relationship with
  Henry, after which they decide that they are not right for each other. They both leave the club (Adam and Eve, as Henry puts it, cast out of the Garden of Gorgeous
  Hydrangeas!) and resume their separate travels. The last we see of Henry, he is sitting in a working-class transport cafe, replete but feeling he had never enjoyed a meal less,
  and reflecting that, after a whole summer spent watching the idle rich at play in supposedly Edenic surroundings, he would rather be sitting down to an indifferent meal in the company of lorry
  drivers. This is paradise, he tells himself, looking around.


  Johnson would later refer to Travelling People as a disaster, and claim that he did not want it to be reprinted. But this was a moral, not a literary judgement: he came to
  dislike it because it mingled fiction with autobiography in a way which he regarded as dishonest. In many ways, however, it is one of his most engaging novels. The constant shifting between
  different forms, styles and points of view creates a rich, satisfying texture. The characters are solid, well drawn. And the novel is full of incidental passages, throwaway detail, which prove
  that, even at this early stage in his development, Johnson was a rigorous, alert, imaginative prose stylist, with a poets exactitude and respect for language; something which even his most
  virulent detractors have never tried to deny:


  
    
      
        The curious wind turning over the pages of a newspaper caught his eye; Henry went over and picked it up, and as he did so his legs protested that they had not been rested
        for over half an hour now. Henry accordingly tore out the only section of a newspaper that interested him, that column devoted to those fortunate enough to have died but unfortunate enough to
        have left something behind by which to be remembered, and spread out the rest on a sloping stratum of exposed granite; calculating that he could depend upon approximately ten minutes
        sit before the porosity of the paper transmitted the dampness of the rock to his trousers, he began to read.

      

    

  


  What unbalances Travelling People, what makes it an oddly misshapen novel, is the discrepancy between Johnsons elaborate attention to form
  and the essential thinness of the narrative material. Perhaps this is to say nothing more than that it is a first novel by a bright English graduate fresh out of university, who at that point in
  his life had done more reading than living. But considering the hugeness of the themes Johnson would take on in some of his later, shorter books, it seems excessive that he should devote more than
  100,000 words here to a story of personal infighting at a high-class holiday resort. Grander claims have been made for the novels preoccupations: in a personal letter written a few years
  later, Johnson insisted that TP is about old age, illusion and reality.1 But its hard to see how the book does anything more
  than glance in this direction: Maurie Bunde, who provides the only real example of self-deceiving old age, is a minor character compared to Henry Henry. The narrative focuses almost exclusively on
  Henrys own sentimental education, and in substance this theme is both lightweight and entirely conventional.


  Now out of print for more than thirty years, Travelling People remains very enjoyable, both for its narrative high spirits (which Johnson would not recapture until the jet-black comedy
  of Christie Malrys Own Double-Entry, a full decade later) and for the energy with which it kicks off his lifelong dialogue with form. It is a good first novel, which
  from todays vantage point  considering that it was published in the same year as Thomas Pynchons V, and one year after A Clockwork Orange and The Golden
  Notebook  nonetheless scarcely seems like a groundbreaking piece of work.


  2: ALBERT ANGELO


  
    Written Autumn 1962 to July 1963 (Johnsons age at time of writing: 2930)


    First published 1964: Constable hardback


    Other editions 1967: Panther paperback; 2004: Picador (as part of B. S. Johnson Omnibus)

  


  Johnsons second novel draws on his experiences as a supply teacher in a series of tough north London state schools in the early 1960s. At this point in his life he still
  considered his poetry to be more important than his novels: poetry, he believed, was his true vocation, and supply teaching was the deeply unsatisfactory means by which he was obliged to support
  it. In Albert Angelo he fictionalizes this situation through the character of Albert, a frustrated architect who lives  as B. S. Johnson did at the time  in a rented room in
  an early Victorian square in the Angel district of north London.


  Johnsons dissatisfaction with traditional novelistic plots was already complete by this stage, and the narrative of Albert Angelo is entirely
  fragmentary and episodic. We see Albert at his drawing board, attempting to design buildings; we see him conducting lessons, attempting to get his pupils interested in geology while his own
  thoughts are somewhere else altogether; in some of the most vivid passages, we see him travelling through north Londons nocturnal, multi-ethnic cityscape, drifting from late-night cafe to
  late-night cafe in the company of his friend Terry, both of them single and embittered by what they consider to be betrayals by their respective girlfriends. Albert, in particular, is
  morosely preoccupied by a failed affair with a woman called Jenny, and he spends much of the novel picking over the bones of the relationship with miserable obsessiveness. All the time, meanwhile,
  his pupils grow more and more violent and unruly. Previous teachers have committed suicide or had nervous breakdowns, and in the books one concession to narrative tension there seems to be a
  slow-burning threat that the class might be planning to do something unspeakable to Albert himself.


  And so the novel proceeds, for 161 of its 178 pages. Suddenly, however, its progress is disrupted by a colossal authorial intervention  OH, FUCK ALL THIS LYING  and
  we are plunged into a section called Disintegration. Here, in what seems to be nothing less than a gesture of profound moral disgust, Johnson sloughs off all the pretences which he
  has been sustaining throughout the rest of the book. The voice moves into an urgent, almost unpunctuated present tense:


  
    
      
         fuck all this lying look what im really trying to write about is writing not all this stuff about architecture trying to say something about writing about my
        writing im my hero though what a useless appellation my first character then im trying to say something about me through him albert an architect when whats the point in covering up covering
        up covering over pretending pretending I can say anything through him that is anything that I would be interested in saying


         so an almighty aposiopesis


         Im trying to say something not tell a story telling stories is telling lies and I want to tell the truth about me about my experience about my truth about my
        truth to reality about sitting here writing looking out across Claremont Square trying to say something about the writing and nothing being an answer to the loneliness to the lack of loving .
        . .


         look, Im trying to tell you something of what I feel about being a poet in a world where only poets care anything real about poetry, through the objective
        correlative of an architect who has to earn his living as a teacher.


        this device you cannot have failed to see creaking, ill-fitting at many places, many places, for architects manqus can earn livings
        very nearly connected with their art, and no poet has ever lived by his poetry, and architecture has a functional aspect quite lacking in poetry, and, simply, architecture is just not
        poetry.

      

    

  


  This section concludes with Johnson advising his readers to Go elsewhere for their lies. Life is not like that, is just not like that. But he provides some
  conciliation by adding, even I [. . .] would not leave such a mess, such a mess, so many loose ends. And so there follows a perfunctory return to fiction in the one-and-a-half-page
  Coda, which finds Alberts pupils throwing him into the local canal and leaving him there to drown.


  For Johnson, this novel marked an irreversible breakthrough in terms of his personal aesthetic. I really discovered what I should be doing with Albert Angelo . . . where I broke
  through the English disease of the objective correlative to speak truth directly if solipsistically in the novel form, and heard my own small voice.2 He prefaced the book with an extract from The Unnamable by Samuel Beckett, to whose theory and practice of the novel he maintained, throughout his life, a slavish
  devotion, and chose a passage in which Beckett describes the time he has spent creating fictional characters as wasted [. . .] when I had me, on the premises, within easy reach.
  There is nothing else, the extract continues, let us be lucid for once, nothing else but what happens to me. And this, from now on, would become Johnsons
  extraordinary, rigorous, constraining rule as a novelist: to write about nothing else but what happens to me.


  It should be added that Albert Angelo, for all its downbeat subject matter (and it is, essentially, the self-portrait of a depressive personality), is for the most part an extremely
  exuberant novel. The fragments of subversive and sometimes wildly surreal schoolboy essays Johnson presents are very funny; there is an appealing knockabout bleakness to Albert and Terrys
  nocturnal jaunts; and the book, which is even more experimental in form than Travelling People, contains some of Johnsons most ingenious devices. The most famous of
  these is a rectangular hole cut through two of the recto pages (pages 147 and 149) so that the reader can see through to a future event described on page 151. As with the earlier novel, the variety
  of styles, voices and techniques is recognizably part of a lucid attempt to capture the multifaceted nature of empirical reality. With deadly seriousness (which is not the same as earnestness)
  Johnson was setting out to capture the truth by any and every means available.


  3: TRAWL


  
    Written June to December 1965 (Johnsons age at time of writing: 32)


    First published 1966: Secker & Warburg hardback


    Other editions 1968: Panther paperback; 2004: Picador (as part of B. S. Johnson Omnibus)

  


  Trawl finds Johnson, for the first time, not even toying with the fictional and quasi-fictional trappings which had started to disgust him so much in his two previous
  novels. It is, according to the author himself, all interior monologue, a representation of the inside of my mind but at one stage removed; the closest one can come in writing. His
  publisher at that time, Fred Warburg of Secker & Warburg, considered it to be not a novel but an autobiography. Johnson disagreed: It is a novel, I insisted and could prove; what it is
  not is fiction.3 Quite how he would have gone about proving this remains unclear. There is at the very least, then, a formal
  ambiguity about the book which makes it hard to summarize in conventional terms.


  Trawl contains no plot and no invented characters, although some of the names of real people were changed for legal reasons. It describes, in the first person, a three-week voyage
  Johnson himself undertook as a supernumerary on a deep-sea fishing trawler in the Barents Sea. Intercut with these descriptions are numerous flashbacks, recalling incidents from Johnsons
  past, many of them romantic or sexual, most of them unhappy or unsatisfactory. In particular we are told a great deal about his long, lonely periods of evacuation during the Second World War, and
  his failed romance at Kings College London with a fellow undergraduate. (The same woman who appears in Albert Angelo, first as Jenny and then  under her real name  as
  Muriel. In Trawl she is called Gwen.)


  On the third page of the book, the narrator gives his reasons for having made the voyage: to shoot the narrow trawl of my mind into the vasty sea of my past. The journey is a
  conscious, willed attempt to provoke recollection, reflection and finally, it is hoped, understanding of the narrators abiding sense of failure and isolation. B. S. Johnson the novelist,
  however, and B. S. Johnson the narrator and central character of Trawl cannot be exactly the same person, because when Johnson himself undertook this voyage in October 1963 he had a second
  reason for doing so: to provide himself, quite deliberately and specifically, with material for a novel. No mention is made in Trawl of this motive, or indeed of the novel-writing process
  itself, which took place two years later, despite the fact that the book is narrated in the present tense. There are therefore two B. S. Johnsons present within the book, existing in
  an uneasy and shifting relationship with one another. Perhaps this was what he meant when he described the novel as operating at one stage removed; the closest one can
  come in writing.


  Johnson may have been adamant that Trawl was a bona fide novel, not an autobiography, but he was also quite happy to see it described as a long narrative poem. This designation seemed
  to him perfectly accurate. It is, of all his novels, the one in which his prose is at its most lyrical, charged and inventive, and the passages evoking life aboard the trawler are among the best he
  ever wrote.


  
    
      
        The first real sunset of the trip, as well, today: great blazing streamers bar the sky like long banners at a tourney, the light alchemizes the brass of the bridge into
        winedark gold: now the short northern autumn day closes quickly: the coast, of Norway is it, or of Russia, appears only as a formal change in the pattern of clouds on our port side. Down
        below on the deck the lights steadily illuminate no activity but the swell of the water in the washer, and the way starfish and the white bellies of dabs move unnaturally in the bilges. A
        fishgut hangs like a hank of hair from the iron grill in a pound board [. . .] The green bleep from the fishfinder now catches the Skippers intentness as he sits over this talismanic
        yet scientific aid to fishing, brighter now than the sun      Yes, it has been a good day. I shall sleep tonight.

      

    

  


  The novel concludes, rather unusually for Johnson, on a tentative grace note of hope. Shortly before making the voyage on which Trawl was based, he had begun a
  relationship with Virginia Kimpton, the beautiful daughter of affluent middle-class parents. Ginnie, as he called her, appears at the end of the novel, her identity undisguised,
  waiting unexpectedly on the quayside to greet her lover as the trawler comes into port. Just before glimpsing her, the narrator realizes that his voyage has been a success, and he feels purged of
  his memories: It is as though I have at last paid off some vast emotional debt that I had incurred through all my years: that I have earned enough to repay that debt, in these last three
  weeks. He now feels capable of clinging to some vision of a future not more than five years off: Ginnie as wife, a child, a son, perhaps, the chyme sliding down his chin, freedom to
  work as I have to work, a home: in the far hope of that happiness, I give life one more chance.


  When he wrote these words, Johnson might already have felt that the vision had been realized (he and Virginia did have a son by then, for instance); but our knowledge of what happened to him
  later gives the passage a terrible retrospective poignancy. We might think, as well, that to give life one more chance simply because of a new relationship is to impose a terrible
  burden of expectation upon your latest partner. Bearing all of which in mind, it feels somehow heartless to pass literary judgement on the ending of Trawl.
  But our business, for the moment, is with literature only, and it needs to be remarked that there is something forced, something unachieved, about the way that Trawl finally
  abandons its mode of anguished recollection for this qualified stirring of optimism. It coincides with the ships return to England a little too patly and there seems to have been no actual
  breakthrough in the narrators process of self-examination, no real moment of catharsis, to prepare us for it. But this is one of the few blemishes in a novel which otherwise ranks as one of
  Johnsons finest.


  4: THE UNFORTUNATES


  
    Written Spring to September 1967 (Johnsons age at time of writing: 34)


    First published 1969: Panther in association with Secker & Warburg


    Other editions 1999: Picador

  


  This is B. S. Johnsons most famous  or notorious  novel: the one in which the twenty-seven sections are presented, unbound, in a small box, to be shuffled
  and read in whichever random order the reader happens to take them. It was his most extreme attempt to remain faithful to reality  the defining characteristic of which he now saw to be
  chaos.


  Its subject matter, however, is orthodox enough. While still an undergraduate at Kings College London, Johnson had been editor of the student magazine Lucifer, and had once made
  a trip to Nottingham to make friendly contact with the editorial board of that universitys magazine. On this trip he had been introduced to a Nottingham undergraduate called Tony
  Tillinghast, and the two became close friends. The friendship was spiky and combative: Tony was a serious, assiduous scholar, bent on an academic career; Johnson professed to despise academia,
  claiming that the work of literary critics and historians was only worthwhile if it helped writers to produce better books. Taking up this challenge, Tony had read Travelling People in
  manuscript, chapter by chapter as Johnson wrote it, scribbling copious annotations in the margin. The novel had been dedicated to him and his wife June. And then, in late 1962, Tony had been
  diagnosed with cancer. Two years later he was dead, at the age of just twenty-nine. The Unfortunates is Johnsons telling of the story of this friendship, and this death.


  In terms of its narrative mode, the novel follows on almost seamlessly from Trawl: again, it is all interior monologue, with episodes from the past intercut with
  present-tense action. This time, the scenes in the present take place at a football match in an unnamed English provincial city. As in Albert Angelo, Johnson was here drawing on another
  aspect of his professional life: in the mid-1960s, after giving up supply teaching, he supported himself by various kinds of journalism including sports reporting. For a while
  he was a soccer reporter for the Observer, and the starting point of The Unfortunates is that he has, in this capacity, been sent out one Saturday afternoon to cover a match; when
  he arrives at his destination, he realizes that it is the same city where Tony studied as a postgraduate, and where Johnson himself used to visit him. For the rest of that afternoon, as the
  narrator attempts to concentrate on the task of reporting the football game, memories of Tony keep recurring, resurfacing, interposing themselves.


  This, to Johnsons way of thinking, posed a very specific technical problem:


  
    
      
        The memories of Tony and the routine football reporting, the past and the present, interwove in a completely random manner, without chronology. This is the way the mind
        works, my mind anyway [. . . But] this randomness was directly in conflict with the technological fact of the bound book: for the bound book imposes an order, a fixed page order, on the
        material. I think I went some way towards solving this problem by writing the book in sections and having those sections not bound together but loose in a box.4

      

    

  


  Christine Brooke-Rose  a writer who might have been expected to sympathize with Johnsons enterprise (he did, after all, include her in his highly selective roll-call of honour in
  the introduction to Arent You Rather Young To Be Writing Your Memoirs?)  declared herself unimpressed by The Unfortunates. She thought it was not as original as
  Burroughss cut-up experiments, where the random element is introduced at source, as part of the creative process, and she concluded that in whatever order one reads
  The Unfortunates, it is still a realistic and dreary novel of a football player returning to his Midlands home-town.5 Quite apart
  from the fact that this ungenerous verdict is based on a misremembering of the novels subject matter, it also  rather more tellingly  fails even to recognize that the book
  might be intended to have an emotional impact. Certainly there is nothing very sophisticated about Johnsons central conceit: randomly ordered pages as a tangible metaphor for the random
  interplay of memories and impressions in the human mind (and also, let us not forget, for football itself, where the play proceeds randomly within a framework of rules and conventions). Other
  writers of the period  including Christine Brooke-Rose herself, along with Alan Burns and Rayner Heppenstall  may have been ringing far more cerebral changes on the novels
  possibilities. But if Johnsons work stands up better today than most of the writing of his experimental peers, this has everything to do with the fact that he refused 
  or was unable  to sacrifice intensity of feeling on the altar of formal ingenuity, and The Unfortunates is the supreme example of this. To read it is
  to be drawn, inexorably, by the coiled, unyielding threads of Johnsons prose, into a vortex of shared grief. On this level it is a challenging and deeply affecting novel: though more
  thoroughly lacking in humour than any of the others, except perhaps Trawl.


  It is also the first of Johnsons books to be concerned with disease and bodily decay, themes which would come to trouble and preoccupy him more and more from this point onwards. The
  physical descriptions of Tonys cancer-ravaged body are unsparing:


  
    
      
        His cheeks sallowed and collapsed round the insinuated bones, the gums shrivelled, was it, or shrunken, his teeth now standing free of each other in the unnatural half
        yawn of his mouth, yes, the mouth that had been so full-fleshed, the whole face, too, now collapsed, derelict, the thick-framed glasses the only constant, the mouth held open as in a
        controlled scream, but no sound, the head moving only slightly, the white dried and sticky saliva, the last secretions of those harassed glands, cauterized into deficiency . . .

      

    

  


  If the whole novel had proceeded in this vein it might have been unbearable. As it is, while the book never becomes exactly cheery, there are incidental pleasures along the way:
  the frustrations and compromises of the football reporters art evoked with comic accuracy, some fine descriptions of provincial architecture (the city, though never named, was in fact
  Nottingham), and above all a modest, deep-rooted, intellectually vibrant friendship celebrated in conscientious detail. Johnsons assurance to the dying Tony had been, Ill get
  it all down, mate. The Unfortunates was his faithful and loving fulfilment of that promise.


  5: HOUSE MOTHER NORMAL


  
    Written February to July 1970 (Johnsons age at time of writing: 37)


    First published 1971: Trigram Press and Collins, simultaneous editions


    Other editions 1973: Quartet; 1986: Bloodaxe; 2004: Picador paperback (as part of B. S. Johnson Omnibus)

  


  Three years passed between the writing of The Unfortunates and House Mother Normal, the longest interval between novels in Johnsons career. His fifth
  novel also marked a decisive and somewhat surprising change of mode, away from first-person confessional. What we have here is precisely the opposite, in fact: a novel which shows one single (and
  fictional!) event from ten different points of view.


  House Mother Normal is set inside an old peoples home. The eight inmates are sitting down to dinner, along with the House Mother herself, and Johnson gives
  us nine interior monologues, each purporting to offer a transcription of one characters thoughts as the evenings entertainment unfolds. One of the dark jokes at the heart of the novel
  is that each successive character is more infirm than the last, so that the monologues get more and more fragmented, partial and incoherent as the book progresses. Thus Sarah Lamson, who is aged
  seventy-four, with her hearing seventy-five per cent intact and a maximum CQ count3 of ten, thinks more or less lucidly and coherently; by the time
  weve got to George Hedbury, aged eighty-nine and with a CQ count of only two (and also suffering from incontinence, advanced senile depression and intermittent renal failure among other
  complaints), we are reduced to a few disconnected words strewn apparently at random over the page. Finally we get the House Mothers own version of events, which turns out to be even more
  unreliable  or at least bizarre  than those of her elderly charges. Johnsons intention was that we should be left wondering, at the end of the book, who is the more
  normal: a decrepit old man whose perceptions have become blurred through senility, or the callously uncaring young woman who is supposed to be looking after him?


  House Mother Normal is the novel Johnson fans can wave in front of his detractors when they accuse him of being a limited novelist, lacking in sympathy for anyone but himself, his
  imagination circumscribed by a lifelong introversion bordering on solipsism. This criticism does not hold water, where his fifth novel is concerned. It is the one book in which he does
  characterization (albeit through the medium of his beloved interior monologue), and certainly the only one in which he attempts to think himself, with some degree of plausibility,
  into the minds of his female characters. But whats even more impressive, to my mind, is that this unaccustomed breadth of human sympathy coexists with  even arises out of  a
  technical experiment that is as rigorous and audacious as anything he attempted. Taking his cue from Philip Toynbees novel Tea with Mrs Goodman,4 he divides the book into nine sections of twenty-one pages each, and ensures that in every section, the same event (and the characters differing responses to it)
  occurs not just on the same page but at precisely the same point on that page: so that the whole book becomes  to use a musical analogy  richly polyphonic, fugal, a novel that can be
  read vertically as well as horizontally. And while with some avant-garde novelists (Toynbee himself, for instance) such an experiment might seem
  chilly and over-calculated, Johnson miraculously avoids this pitfall. His characteristic forthrightness, his inability to mask his emotions at any time  which may well have been part of his
  downfall, in his real-life dealings with other people  here guarantees that technical brilliance is never given precedence over a humane and proper response to the characters pitiable
  situation.


  Johnson had been planning to write House Mother Normal for many years. The idea came to him while writing Travelling People, he said, but the subsequent three personal
  novels interposed themselves, demanded to be written first.6 But Albert Angelo, Trawl and The Unfortunates form
  so coherent a sequence, in the way they show Johnson moving towards and then adhering to his highly specific concept of novelistic truth, that it feels as though House Mother Normal is the
  book that interposes itself. What has happened to his Beckettian resolve to write about nothing else but what happens to me? His fifth novel contains a gesture towards
  it, nothing more. As I said, each of the interior monologues is twenty-one pages long  apart from the House Mothers. She is allowed twenty-two pages, and on the last of these, Johnson
  makes her come forward and speak to the reader in her own voice: Thus you see I too am the puppet or concoction of a writer (you always knew there was a writer behind it all? Ah,
  theres no fooling you readers!), a writer who has me at present standing in the post-orgasmic nude but who still expects me to be his words without embarrassment or personal comfort. So you
  see this is from his skull. It is a diagram of certain aspects of the inside of his skull! What a laugh!


  The implication here is a contradictory one: it is permissible to fictionalize, to make things up, apparently, but only if you come clean about it in the end. And yet, as
  Johnsons own words make clear, there is actually no need to come clean about it, because theres no fooling you readers!: he already recognizes, in other words, that
  readers are sophisticated beings who are quite capable of deciding for themselves what is true and what isnt.


  Quite apart from this contradiction there is suddenly a new and disturbing note of weariness in Johnsons writing. You can hear it in the shoulder-shrugging admission that
  theres no fooling you readers! and in the tired sarcasm of What a laugh! Its a note which seems even more pronounced in the shorter prose he was writing at
  around the same time. Its the sound, I think, of a writer beginning to give up on his own art; becoming bored by it; ceasing to believe, as he might once have believed, that it might somehow
  compensate him for the pain of living.


  But now I am getting ahead of myself.


  6: CHRISTIE MALRYS OWN DOUBLE-ENTRY


  
    Written December 1970 to March 1972 (Johnsons age at time of writing: 379)


    First published 1973: Collins


    Other editions 1974: Quartet; 1984: Penguin; 2001: Picador

  


  Despite its decisive rejection of linear narrative, House Mother Normal found Johnson excelling, for once, at one of the traditional novelistic virtues: of all his
  books, it is the one with the greatest number of clearly delineated fictional characters. His sixth novel is even more approachable for the non-experimentally inclined reader. It is a brilliant,
  fast-paced black comedy, and is usually the point at which newcomers to B. S. Johnson are encouraged to start.


  Christie Malry is a young accounts clerk at a confectionery factory in Hammersmith, west London. The era is unspecified, but seems to fall somewhere between the London of the 1970s and the
  drabber, more benighted city of the early 1950s. (Johnson himself had been an accounts clerk at just such a factory at the age of nineteen, in 1952.) Frustrated by the petty injustices and
  frustrations which seem to beset his life, and particularly by the behaviour of anyone in authority, Christie evolves a unique way of taking his revenge on society: a system of moral
  double-entry bookkeeping. This means that for every offence society commits against him, Christie feels entitled to exact recompense in order to balance the moral books: Every Debit must
  have its Credit, the First Golden Rule, according to Fra Luca Bartolomeo Pacioli, the fifteenth-century Tuscan monk who invented double-entry bookkeeping and whose writings are quoted
  extensively throughout the novel.


  At first Christies grievances are small, and the payment he demands is correspondingly modest: resenting the presence of an office block which stands in his path, Christie claims
  recompense from the builders heirs by scratching a line down its stone facing with the edge of a coin. When his office supervisor shows no sympathy over the death of his mother, Christie
  responds by destroying an important letter and landing him in trouble with a local restaurant owner. But before long, the campaign has become more sinister. In a particularly inventive move,
  Johnson generates suspense in this novel not within the narrative proper, but by reproducing a succession of the balance sheets from Christies account book. Thus the reader is able to watch,
  with increasingly appalled fascination, as the figure for unpaid debt in the Recompense column  Balance owing to Christie carried forward to next Reckoning  grows bigger
  and bigger.


  Soon we realize that we are watching the development of a terrorist mentality. Small-scale atrocities (a bomb planted outside Hythe House, the office of the Collector of
  Taxes) and even larger ones (the killing of 20,000 west Londoners by adding poison to their water supply) cannot provide adequate recompense for such perceived offences as General diminution
  of Christies life by advertising and Socialism not given a chance (which alone is estimated to be worth 311,398 in the Debit column). It becomes apparent that we
  are dealing with a man whose ingrained sense of personal and social injustice can never be mollified. Someone like this stands outside the norms of conventional literature just as he does outside
  the norms of society, so there seems no possible method of resolving the books thematic tensions; and indeed Johnson doesnt attempt to. Reverting to his preoccupation with bodily
  decay and terminal illness, he has Christie abruptly develop cancer and die from it. The novel closes with this narrative whimper and the last thing we see is a chilling Final
  Reckoning which includes a figure of 352,392 for Balance written off as Bad Debt. The words Account Closed are scrawled across the bottom.


  Christie Malrys Own Double-Entry was the last full-length piece of work that B. S. Johnson completed to his own satisfaction. The bulk of the novel seems to have been written
  very quickly (mostly in February 1972), which might partly account for the mood of narrative high spirits which had not been apparent in his work since the closing chapters of Travelling
  People (also written in a feverish rush). Christie Malrys distinctive tone arises from the tension between these high spirits and the overwhelmingly grim  not to mention
  nihilistic  vision of society Johnson offers. Although seemingly throwaway and spontaneous, this is not an easy trick to pull off, and somehow the novels gleeful melange of humour and
  pessimism managed to curdle into something much more dampening in the recent feature film adaptation.7 But Johnson, at least, knew exactly what he
  was doing, and the rejection of orthodox novelistic methods which was expressed in House Mother Normal with such tired contempt here feels radical and invigorating.


  Nonetheless, there is a valedictory quality to some of the novels later passages: a sense that the narrator is saying goodbye not just to Christie, his terminally ill hero, but to
  something else, more abstract but just as precious  his own terminally ill commitment to the novel as a form:


  
    
      
        Yes, Christie, you go on to the end, I assured him, and myself went on: Surely no reader will wish me to invent anything further, surely he or she can extrapolate only
        too easily from what has gone before?


        If there is a reader, said Christie. Most people wont read it.


        Politicians, policemen, some educators and many others treat most people as idiots.


        So writers may too?


        On the contrary. Most people are right not to read novels today.


        Youve said all this before.


        Im very likely to say it again, since its true.


        A pause. Then suddenly Christie said:


        Your work has been a continuous dialogue with form?


        If you like, I replied diffidently.

      

    

  


  When a writer has come to see so few possibilities left for the art form in which he has chosen to work, and is able to look back so dispassionately on his own achievement, its hard not
  to feel that the end of his involvement with it must be almost in sight. And yet, remarkably, shortly after writing this passage, Johnson was to embark upon his most ambitious and personally
  demanding literary project yet.


  7: SEE THE OLD LADY DECENTLY


  
    Written December 1972 to September 1973 (Johnsons age at time of writing: 3940)


    First published 1975: Hutchinson


    Other editions none

  


  The scenes in Christie Malrys Own Double-Entry that show the hero dying of cancer were written within a few months of Johnsons own mothers death
  from the same disease. Profoundly affected, even devastated, by her death, Johnson seems almost immediately to have started thinking about how he could best memorialize her in a novel.


  Like House Mother Normal, Christie Malry had grown out of a very early idea for a book, one which Johnson said he might have written towards the beginning of his career if his
  more personal novels had not interposed themselves first. But now, with these two ideas out of the way, it was time to return to the journey he had first embarked upon almost ten
  years before when he declared, in Albert Angelo, that telling stories is telling lies. The difference, this time, was that he was going to tell the truth about somebody
  elses life, not just his own.


  The scheme Johnson proposed to himself was dizzyingly large and complex. He envisioned a trilogy, the three volumes to be called See the Old Lady Decently, Buried Although and
  Amongst Those Left Are You: the titles would
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