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GEORGE GISSING (1857–1903) was born in Wakefield, the son of a pharmacist, and was educated there and at a Quaker school in Cheshire. In 1872 he went on a scholarship to Owens College (now the University of Manchester), but his academically brilliant career there, where he specialized in Greek and Latin, was cut short when he stole money in an attempt to reform a young prostitute, Marianne Harrison. After a brief imprisonment, he went to America where he had various jobs, but ended up on the verge of starvation in Chicago. This episode in his life forms one of the best sections in New Grub Street (1891). He returned to Europe and married Marianne Harrison, but this action turned out badly for both. When she died, after living with him in poverty, he married another uneducated working-class girl, finally separating from her in acrimony in 1897. In 1898 he met Gabrielle Fleury, and from 1899 lived in France with her in a bigamous marriage, because he could not obtain a divorce.

Between 1880, when he published his first novel Workers in the Dawn, and his death, Gissing published over twenty novels. He was a master of sober realism, who became a respected writer though not a rich one, and was known and admired by other writers, such as Henry James, H. G. Wells and Frederic Harrison. Among his other works are the famous novels, The Nether World (1889), Born in Exile (1892), The Odd Women (1893), also published in Penguin Classics, and the travel book, By the Ionian Sea: Notes of a Ramble in Southern Italy (1901).
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INTRODUCTION


I

MOST novels deal with leisure rather than with work, with the margins of life, where the human personality is free to expand and enter into interesting relationships, rather than with the quotidian toil which, for the greater part of humanity, both defines and limits existence. Even novels that are overtly about industrial life present the factory or the mine as a menacing shape in the background influencing the lives of the characters, but do not dwell for long on the actual industrial processes. This is natural, even inevitable; many forms of work – or at least the more mechanical forms that Hannah Arendt describes as ‘labour’ in distinction to ‘work’ – are basically dehumanizing, and the novelist is bound to be interested in people when they are most fully and articulately human, even if, at the same time, they may be crushed by adversity. New Grub Street is one of the few exceptions, and this fact should, I think, be recognized initially, before one passes on to make the more familiar point that it is the most explicit fictional study of literary life ever written in English. Granted, the ‘work’ involved – the writing of novels – is, in the eyes of most people, at the furthest possible extreme from mere ‘labour’, and might even be considered so delightful and rewarding an activity as scarcely to deserve the name of work at all. Such an assumption is likely to be supported by those works of popular fiction where the ‘novelist’ who appears as a character is a glamorized, tweedy figure, with infinite time at his disposal and subject to little apparent necessity to spend long hours at his desk or typewriter.

Gissing presents a very different picture – of a society where literature has become a commodity, and where the writing of fiction does not differ radically from any other form of commercial or industrial production: ‘After all, there came a day when Edwin Reardon found himself regularly at work once more, ticking off his stipulated quantum of manuscript each four-and-twenty hours’. The splendid freedom of creativity has become, quite literally, a mechanical process. Gissing relentlessly involves the reader in Edwin Reardon's attempts to write as a professional whilst desperately preserving some vestige of literary integrity, culminating in the brutal forcing of his exhausted imagination as he tries to meet the demands of the three-volume novel convention.

In one sense, New Grub Street is a remarkably self-contained book: a reader quite ignorant of Gissing's life and the literary climate of the eighteen-eighties will learn enough from the novel to be able both to enjoy the story and grasp its larger implications; indeed, New Grub Street is far more directly informative in a social-historical way than most Victorian novels, and contains a mass of material about such things as the cost of living among the shabby-genteel population of London in the eighties. And yet the reader who is fairly sure that Edwin Reardon is a direct autobiographical portrait of Gissing himself, might still find it illuminating to learn, from Gissing's letters and other biographical sources, just how faithful the rendering is, and how exactly the mode of composition described in New Grub Street corresponded to Gissing's own practice. Thus, Edwin Reardon is shown as habitually writing about 4,000 words a day when engaged on a novel. Gissing himself wrote New Grub Street in exactly two months in the autumn of 1890, and since it is a book of over 220,000 words, a simple calculation shows that it must have been written at a daily rate not far short of Edwin Reardon's. The principal difference, however, between Gissing's work and that of his character is that whereas Reardon, who is not at heart a novelist at all, suffers disastrously from this cruel rate of composition and produces work of increasingly little merit, in New Grub Street Gissing drew on a unique source of strength, in writing so immediately out of his personal predicament, and the result was a singular if not flawless masterpiece. In the words of Mrs Q. D. Leavis:


But when he took as the subject of a novel his most vital interest – the problem of how to live as a man of letters, the literary world being what it is, without sacrificing your integrity of purpose – he produced his one permanent contribution to the English novel. I think it can be shown to be a major contribution. The subject was both inside and outside him.*



When he began work on New Grub Street, Gissing was approaching his thirty-third birthday. He had already published eight novels, which had achieved for him the kind of modest, limited reputation that must be very trying for the aspiring novelist, falling as it does between the clear catastrophe of total literary failure and the clear success of wide and unequivocal critical recognition. After ten years of such disappointment and genteel poverty, Gissing was approaching a personal crisis, and it is his encounter with it that gives New Grub Street so much of its peculiar distinction, and which helps to explain the barely restrained bitterness with which it treats literary life. Nevertheless, it would be too simple to regard Gissing as a mere victim of circumstances, whose fate was entirely out of his own control. There is ample biographical evidence that he had a marked self-destructive streak that led him often to embrace tribulations that might have been avoided, and to exaggerate the nature of those that he had undergone. In 1880, the philosopher Frederic Harrison had read the young Gissing's first novel, Workers in the Dawn, with considerable enthusiasm; as a result, Gissing became a protégé of Harrison's. He was introduced to John Morley, then editor of the Pall Mall Gazette, who professed admiration for his work and pressed him to write for the paper. Gissing contributed a couple of articles but was disinclined to write more. Here is an account of the refusal by Frederic Harrison's son, Austin, to whom Gissing had been tutor:


We implored him to write again. But Gissing refused. He hated editors; he was no journalist, he said; he could not degrade himself by such ‘trash’. In truth, at any time after 1882 Gissing could have obtained a place as critic or writer on some journal, which could have enabled him to write at leisure. But he would never hear of such a thing. My father begged him to accept some post, but Gissing declined to ‘serve’. Gissing positively chose to live in strife.†



In addition to tutoring Harrison's two sons Gissing was found other pupils, but he was determined to earn a living solely by writing novels, and in 1884 he courteously declined Harrison's offer of more pupils, wishing to devote his whole time to fiction. The payment he could expect was meagre, since his reputation was scarcely established, but, Austin Harrison insisted, ‘if he remained poor it was largely because he chose to.’

Integrity and perversity were inextricably interwoven in Gissing's make-up, and his life seems to have been dominated by the myth of the artist who must subject himself to intense suffering if he is to produce work of any value. Austin Harrison's final summary of his character emphasizes this aspect:


He deliberately regarded himself as a sort of social outlaw, making a virtue of self indulgence and self-concentration, fostering the hunger of querulous self-pity. He gloried in the vanity of self-compassion. In literature he thought of poverty in avoirdupois. He revelled in the gloom of London's misery. Every fibre of him betrayed the artist, and because he was an artist he was also an aristocrat. His delight in poverty, in misery, and in vice was purely literary and consciously egotistical.



Even though this outline may seem unsympathetic to Gissing, one must admit that it gives a good impression of the characteristic atmosphere of much of his fiction. It also helps to place him in a larger cultural context, for the collocation of ‘outlaw’ and ‘artist’ and ‘aristocrat’ is familiar in late ninteenth-century life and letters, and has been usefully discussed by Frank Kermode in Romantic Image.

At the beginning of his adult life Gissing had been an ‘outlaw’ in a painfully literal sense: his brilliant academic career at Owen's College, Manchester, was cut short when he was discovered in an act of theft. He was tried, convicted, and briefly imprisoned, and Gissing felt that his whole life had been branded by this experience. He had stolen in order to obtain money to help a young prostitute, Helen Harrison, whom he subsequently married and with whom he endured several years of totally miserable married life before she finally drank herself to death. Gissing felt that life without a partner was impossible, but he was convinced that his lack of financial prospects made it impossible for him to marry an educated, middle-class girl, and early in 1891, whilst New Grub Street was in the press, Gissing married another working-class girl, Edith Underwood, a match which was to prove no less disastrous for a man of his sensitive and fastidious temperament. Here, more than anywhere, one sees evidence of Gissing's self-destructive tendencies, for there is no evidence that he was passionately in love with Edith, and in New Grub Street, he had described with great lucidity the unhappy situation of Alfred Yule, a man of letters married to an ignorant wife, who is quite unable to share his interests and aspirations. And Mrs Yule was at least a woman of placid and amenable temperament, which, by all accounts, the second Mrs Gissing was not. Jacob Korg, Gissing's biographer, remarks that Gissing must have been aware of the likely consequences of his second marriage, but adds:


It is difficult to escape the obvious conclusion that he married Edith in spite of his foreknowledge because a part of him wanted to suffer those consequences. Apparently, the marriage was another of those acts of self-mortification that Gissing committed from time to time with the subconscious motive of putting himself at a disadvantage.*



It was, then, at a crucial period in his life that Gissing embarked on New Grub Street, a book which seems to have been regarded during the frenzied process of composition as merely one more piece of competent routine fiction, and whose outstanding quality he was slow to realize. Whilst correcting the proofs in February 1891, he wrote to his brother: ‘I am astonished to find how well it reads. There are savage truths in it.’ When the novel appeared it was generally admired, both by his family and by his German friend Eduard Bertz, to whom he wrote:

Well now, it is unnecessary for me to say how your remarks on New Grub Street rejoice me. As all my acquaintances agree in loud praise of the book, I suppose it is not bad. I wrote it in utter prostration of spirit; no book of mine was regarded so hopelessly in the production. This experience encourages me; if I could write tolerably then, I am pretty sure to be able to produce under any circumstances likely to befall me.*

Gissing's last encouraging assumption was plausible but false: it was precisely the fact that it had been wrung out of ‘utter prostration of spirit’ that gave New Grub Street its unique character. With a few reservations, the critics shared the favourable opinion of New Grub Street expressed by his intimates, and within a month the novel went into a second impression, being the first of his books to achieve this distinction. Nevertheless, this general approval, though encouraging, was not marked enough to bring Gissing's reputation to the decisive take-off point that he had hoped for, and the book's sales could have no effect on his financial position, since he had sold it outright to Smith, Elder & Co. for £150.




II

The pressure of Gissing's predicament is everywhere apparent in New Grub Street. Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to see the novel as exclusively concerned with the unhappy situation of Edwin Reardon. He forms part of a complex of personal and literary relationships; almost as important is Jasper Milvain, the thrusting and ambitious young journalist, who represents the new-style, exploitative view of the literary profession, as opposed to Reardon's gentle, old-fashioned integrity. We meet Jasper on the first page of the novel and again on the last, and his rise to fame and wealth is set against the decline of Reardon to failure and final disaster. Gissing presents a society in miniature, a microcosm of the literary world as he had experienced it, whose significance is symbolized by the novel's title. He explained it in a letter to Bertz:


Grub Street actually existed in London some hundred and fifty years ago. In Pope and his contemporaries the name has become synonymous for wretched-authordom. In Hogarth's ‘Distressed Author’ there is ‘Grub Street’ somewhere inscribed. Poverty and meanness of spirit being naturally associated, the street came to denote an abode, not merely of poor, but of insignificant, writers.†



The Grub Street of the eighteen-eighties was still homogeneous enough to include within its confines types who today would have little point of contact. In addition to Reardon, who at heart is a classical scholar but who is determined to make a respectable name and living by writing novels, we have the ageing, embittered critic Alfred Yule and his clever daughter Marian, who earns a living by ghost-writing and devilling for her father. Nowadays, since the rise of English as a university subject, both of them would be more at home as academics; Alfred Yule's conversation provides some choice examples of the shop-talk of Eng. Lit. professionals. On the other hand, Jasper Milvain – who thinks of marrying Marian, until he sets his sights higher – would probably be destined for a job in advertising or public relations. Grouped around these central figures are the lesser occupants of the picture, like Reardon's pathetic friend, Biffen, an exponent of what he calls ‘an absolute realism in the sphere of the ignobly decent’, toiling with Flaubertian concentration at a novel called Mr Bailey, Grocer; or Whelpdale, a failed writer who shows considerable ingenuity at exploiting the commercial fringes of literature: he dabbles in the lowest forms of the new popular journalism, runs a fiction-writing course, and launches a literary agency.

In Gissing's novel all natural human relations are affected by the claims of ‘literature’, which forms a thin disguise for basic economic pressures, since literature is itself no more than a commodity. Jasper Milvain, who is the sole support of his family, successfully sets his two sisters to work at writing children's stories (a better alternative, as he reasonably argues, than taking employment as governess, which was the only other possibility for middle-class girls at that period). The relationship between Alfred Yule and Marian has dwindled to one entirely defined by the literary hack work she does for him, until she receives a legacy, when Alfred subjects her to intolerable pressures to use it to finance a new literary magazine which he will edit. Above all, the relationship between Edwin Reardon and his wife Amy is eroded by his lack of literary success.

Gissing presents his vision of literature as a commodity in a powerful passage in Chapter 8. Marian Yule is in the British Museum Reading Room:

One day at the end of the month she sat with books open before her, but by no effort could fix her attention upon them. It was gloomy, and one could scarcely see to read; a taste of fog grew perceptible in the warm, headachy air. Such profound discouragement possessed her that she could not even maintain the pretence of study; heedless whether anyone observed her, she let her hands fall and her head droop. She kept asking herself what was the use and purpose of such a life as she was condemned to lead. When already there was more good literature in the world than any mortal could cope with in his lifetime, here was she exhausting herself in the manufacture of printed stuff which no one even pretended to be more than a commodity for the day's market. What unspeakable folly! To write – was not that the joy and the privilege of one who had an urgent message for the world? Her father, she knew well, had no such message; he had abandoned all thought of original production, and only wrote about writing. She herself would throw away her pen with joy but for the need of earning money. And all these people about her, what aim had they save to make new books out of those already existing, that yet newer books might in turn be made out of them? This huge library, growing into unwieldiness, threatening to become a trackless desert of print – how intolerably it weighed upon the spirit.

Marian's reflection about ‘the manufacture of printed stuff’ is subsequently echoed when Reardon is shown as ‘ticking off his stipulated quantum of manuscript each four-and-twenty hours’: writing is, in such conditions, reduced to a purely mechanical process. In Marian's dismal conception of the endless superfetation of works of unnecessary literature, Gissing catches something of Pope's vision of the original Grub Street in the Dunciad. He develops her reverie in a paragraph which has, for Gissing, an unusual intensity of metaphoric life:


The fog grew thicker; she looked up at the windows beneath the dome and saw that they were a dusky yellow. Then her eye discerned an official walking along the upper gallery, and in pursuance of her grotesque humour, her mocking misery, she likened him to a black, lost soul, doomed to wander in an eternity of vain research along endless shelves. Or again, the readers who sat here at these radiating lines of desks, what were they but hapless flies caught in a huge web, its nucleus the great circle of the Catalogue? Darker, darker. From the towering wall of volumes seemed to emanate visible motes, intensifying the obscurity; in a moment the book-lined circumference of the room would be but a featureless prison-limit.



The image of the reading room as a great spider's web is very apt, and so is its transformation, in the final phrase, into a panopticon or circular prison. It is in passages such as this, as well as in many incidental felicities of characterization, that we see Gissing's basic debt to Dickens. Gissing is sometimes spoken of in literary histories as an English disciple of the Continental naturalists, and particularly as one whose immersion in grim realism owed much to Zola. In point of fact, although Gissing came increasingly to admire Zola in the latter part of his life, during the eighteen-eighties, when his fiction was at its most unrelentingly naturalistic, he shared the customary English distaste for Zola as a morally subversive writer. It is more appropriate to see him as a novelist whose realism, particularly his awareness of the darker side of London life, derives very largely from Dickens, though without the Dickensian exuberance and pervading fantasy.

In such a world, where literature has become a commodity and its production a mechanical business, one may either accept the prevalent standards and try to succeed by them, which is the role freely adopted by Jasper Milvain, or one can vainly struggle against them in the interests of a nobler ideal of literature, as does Edwin Reardon. But Edwin's struggle is undermined, not merely by his weak and faltering temperament, but by a radical scepticism about values of any kind, which, as an up-to-date positivist of the eighties, he is unable to repress:


‘And yet,’ he continued, ‘of course it isn't only for the sake of reputation that one tries to do uncommon work. There's the shrinking from conscious insincerity of workmanship – which most of the writers nowadays seem never to feel. “It's good enough for the market”; that satisfies them. And perhaps they are justified. I can't pretend that I rule my life by absolute ideals; I admit that everything is relative. There is no such thing as goodness or badness, in the absolute sense, of course. Perhaps I am absurdly inconsistent when – though knowing my work can't be first-rate – I strive to make it as good as possible. I don't say this in irony, Amy; I really mean it. It may very well be that I am just as foolish as the people I ridicule for moral and religious superstition.’



This was not the spirit that inspired Pope or Dr Johnson, and it is scarcely surprising that Reardon is constantly unable to overcome the obstacles of his environment. Yet he is sufficiently distanced and integrated into the fictional pattern to be more than a mere vehicle for Gissing's own self-pity and special-pleading.

In his relations with his wife, Reardon illustrates Gissing's life-long contention that girls of middle-class background could not make suitable wives for poor and struggling writers, since they were used to high material standards and could not bring themselves to sacrifice them. Amy has married Reardon in the hope and expectation that he is on the verge of a distinguished career as a novelist, and she becomes less and less sympathetic to his failure. Following the passage quoted above there is a painful scene in which Reardon tells his wife that they are living above their means and that they must move to a cheaper flat; she receives this news with cold incomprehension. The scene is curiously reminiscent of the exchanges between Lydgate's and Rosamund in Middlemarch, when the conflict between Lydgate's lack of means and his wife's extravagant habits finally explodes. This theme of the inevitable conflict between masculine aspiration and feminine materialism was common in the fiction of the final decades of the nineteenth century and the early years of the twentieth. The pitfalls of marriage for the ambitious male are dwelt on by Hardy in Jude the Obscure and by Wells in Love and Mr Lewisham and Tono-Bungay. The ideal of masculine exclusiveness and self-sufficiency as a viable alternative to marriage was frequently manifested, and was expressed in scenes evoking the cosy male companionship of the club or smoking room, such as we find, for instance, in Kipling or Conan Doyle. Their humble equivalent in New Grub Street is in the evenings that Reardon and Biffen spend together discussing the metrics of Greek poetry.

Set against Reardon and Biffen, who try to preserve their integrity and resist the pressures of the environment, are Amy and Milvain, who accept the fact that literature is a commodity, and the literary world a system, whose workings must be mastered by the would-be author. Amy realizes this very thoroughly, and early in the novel she coldly and shrewdly tells Reardon:


‘Art must be practised as a trade, at all events in our time. This is the age of trade. Of course if one refuses to be of one's time, and yet hasn't the means to live independently, what can result but break-down and wretchedness?’



Gissing is very fair-minded, even sympathetic, towards Amy and Jasper. For most of the novel Amy, a clearly intelligent and attractive girl, is treated ironically but not unkindly; Gissing makes it apparent that she could have made a good wife for a successful novelist, and her inability to share Edwin's ideals and sacrifice herself with him is as much a hall-mark of her class and upbringing as a personal fault. Nevertheless, in a rather shocking fashion, Gissing seems to withdraw all sympathy from Amy towards the end of the novel, and to regard her with open dislike; and this at a point – after she has experienced the death, within a day or so, of her husband and her only child – when even a wholly disagreeable character might be entitled to a modicum of tenderness. It is as if the death of Reardon, his fictional persona, had aroused in Gissing something of the self-pity and bitterness that, for most of the novel, are successfully kept in check.

The conclusion of the novel is heavily ironical, with Jasper and Amy, who speak the same language and understand the world in the same way, joined in marriage and ‘dreamy bliss’. Mrs Leavis has remarked that ‘when any nineteenth-century novelist names a character Jasper, I think we may safely conclude that that character is intended to be the villain’. Nevertheless, Jasper Milvain is not presented as emphatically villainous. If he is ruthlessly calculating in his careerism, he also has an attractive energy, a Stendhalian quality which is rare in Gissing's work. He is seen in this light by Marian Yule, who loves him; she thinks of Jasper as a


man who aimed with frank energy at the joys of life… She did not ask for high intellect or great attainments; but vivacity, courage, determination to succeed were delightful to her senses.


 
In the event, Jasper's determination to succeed causes him to jilt Marian, and shows him at his least agreeable. Yet, for the most part, Jasper's moral faults, like Amy's, are seen as arising from his deliberate decision to accept the prevalent system of values. In this context, the close and necessary relationship between Jasper and Edwin becomes intelligible. If Edwin's poverty and wretchedness serve as a constant warning to Jasper of the results of a ‘pure’ dedication to literature, then conversely Jasper's brutal careerism and incessant pursuit of the main chance repel Edwin from any idea of writing for the market, since, it seems, to do so will inevitably turn one into a Milvain. On his part, Jasper respects the values that he is unable to pursue, and has a real admiration for Edwin's fiction, whilst lamenting Edwin's inability or refusal to operate the system in such a way as to ensure the maximum advantage for his reputation. Early in the novel Jasper points this out to Marian:


‘There's a friend of mine who writes novels,’ Jasper pursued. ‘His books are not works of genius, but they are glaringly distinct from the ordinary circulating novel. Well, after one or two attempts, he made half a success; that is to say, the publishers brought out a second edition of the book in a few months. There was his opportunity. But he couldn't use it; he had no friends, because he had no money. A book of half that merit if written by a man in the position of Warbury when he started would have established the reputation of a lifetime. His influential friends would have referred to it in leaders, in magazine articles, in speeches, in sermons. It would have run through numerous editions, and the author would have had nothing to do but to write another book and demand his price. But the novel I'm speaking of was practically forgotten a year after its appearance; it was whelmed beneath the flood of next season's literature.’



The ironic counterpointing of the two men's careers is brought to its culmination when, after Edwin's death, Milvain writes a respectful article called ‘The Novels of Edwin Reardon’, which arouses a grateful response from the widowed Amy; she is by now well-off, as she has received a convenient legacy, and the nuptials of Jasper and Amy follow with smooth inevitability.

If the system is the ultimate villain of New Grub Street, rather than the individuals who live by its demands, the novel certainly cannot be seen as striking any very severe blow against the system. For Gissing is writing a novel of resentment rather than of protest. Although no one knew better the evils of industrial capitalism and the wretchedness of the poor, Gissing was the reverse of a reformer. His resentment was fed by his conviction that nothing could be done about the evils of modern society, and that all attempts at political reform were folly, or worse. In his combination of a profound immersion in misery with an engrained conservatism he has some affinity with Dostoyevsky, even though his range is infinitely narrower. Gissing's social attitudes are made clear in Demos (1886), where he writes movingly about the plight of the London poor, and at the same time makes a violent onslaught on the socialist movement. And yet there is a strong streak of primitive Marxism implicit in New Grub Street, with its insistence that so-called intellectual values are merely a concealment for economic realities, that money underlies most forms of social and cultural attainment, and that literature has become reified into a market commodity. (One sees much the same attitudes apparent in George Orwell's Keep the Aspidistra Flying [1936], a novel which reads rather like a pastiche of New Grub Street transplanted to the London of the early nineteen-thirties.)

There are no hints for reform or improvement in New Grub Street, and it is implied that the cultural scene so bitterly anatomized is changing rapidly for the worse, and that there must once have been a period when things were better. In this area there is very little conclusive evidence, and one must be cautious about accepting Gissing's implicit valuations. The eighteen-eighties were certainly a time when the commercial possibilities of the printed word were being vigorously exploited, and there are many references to this in the novel, particularly to the rise of cheap sensational magazines, and to Whelpdale's manifold other activities. Twentieth-century cultural criticism has been possessed with myths of catastrophe, and New Grub Street lends itself with dangerous ease to such readings, with its suggestion that there had once been the possibility of a decent standard of literary endeavour, but that now the world has fallen into the hands of the Milvains and the Whelpdales. Raymond Williams, in The Long Revolution, provides material to offset any easy assumption of a sudden disastrous decline in standards, as opposed to a long, slow and exceedingly complex process of cultural change. If Gissing, writing about the eighteen-eighties, formulated the complaint that literature had been turned into a commodity, then it is salutary to remember that Defoe, a long time before, had described writing as a ‘very considerable Branch of the English Commerce’. Even in specific practices, what seemed objectionable in the eighteen-eighties had been equally prevalent fifty years before. Thus, the puffing of books, which Jasper Milvain claimed to be essential for a soundly established reputation, had been a great feature of literary life in the eighteen-thirties, as Royal A. Gettmann has shown in his invaluable study of the Bentley papers, A Victorian Publisher (1961). And Edwin Reardon's struggles to spin out his story to fill the space required by the three-volume novel seem to have been anticipated much earlier in the century.

New Grub Street is an absorbing volume for the social historian, but it also has its dangers, since Gissing was consumed by his own highly personal myth of catastrophe, which effectively coloured his view of reality. In this novel he has outlined for us a romancier maudit who has affinities with the poète maudit of much late nineteenth-century literature, though Gissing's mytho-poeic tendencies are controlled and balanced by his infinitely scrupulous narrative realism (also, in a different way, so characteristic of its time), and his infallible patience before the surface of life. This balance, or tension, between opposites gives New Grub Street some of its essential quality. Although Edwin Reardon seems very much like an example of the modern oversensitive, exacerbated consciousness, he is not presented in stark isolation, as such figures tend to be in twentieth-century fiction. He is very much part of a social context, which is defined in considerable detail, and the interest arises from his feeble attempts to assert his independence from its demands. Again, there is the skilfully handled tension between the rising Milvain and the falling Reardon. One should also mention the blend of sympathy and judgement with which we are invited to regard Milvain and – at least until the last part of the novel – Amy Reardon. Finally, and least specifically, there is the reconciliation of opposites in the pervasive but unobtrusive irony with which Gissing conducts his narrative, and which occasionally becomes memorable in such phrases as They had had three children; all were happily buried.’ (If, like Gissing, one believes that life is both intolerable and irredeemable, one will have frequent recourse to some form of defensive irony.)

Gissing has several qualities in common with the great Victorian novelists: the ability to fill a broad canvas, skill in characterization, and in the evocation of atmosphere. But he lacks their energy and inventiveness, and there are various longueurs in New Grub Street that clearly arise from the desperate processes of its composition, so vividly described in the novel itself. If New Grub Street cannot claim a place in the very front rank of English fiction, it certainly deserves a prominent and permanent place in the second rank.




III

I have referred in passing to Edwin Reardon's bitter struggles with the three-volume novel form, or three-decker; indeed the three-decker assumes the role of a major though silent character in New Grub Street, and I should like, finally, to devote some space to this phenomenon, which is both an important element in the content of New Grub Street and the formal vehicle by which Gissing's novel came into the world. During the eighteenth century novels had been published in any number of volumes, but early in the nineteenth the three-volume variety became dominant, and was to remain so for seventy years. Professor Gettmann has described it thus: ‘In the simplest physical terms the three-decker may be described as a work of prose fiction in three post-octavo volumes, with a list price of 31s. 6d.’ Price and format remained stable for a remarkably long time, at least for as long as the circulating libraries found this kind of book a profitable commodity. It is true that the three-decker was never totally dominant: novels in one or two volumes continued to appear, although the libraries did not care for them, and a novelist like Dickens could reach a wide audience through serialization in monthly parts. Nevertheless, for several decades the three-decker was pre-eminent, and the circulating libraries maintained pressure on publishers to ensure that most novels came out in that form (since subscribers could take out only one volume at a time, a reader who wanted all three volumes at once had to take out three subscriptions). Publishers in turn put pressure on their authors by offering much higher payment for the three-decker than for novels in one or two volumes.

The dimensions of the three-decker were clearly defined and limited: each volume had to consist of about three hundred pages, with something over twenty lines to the page. Sometimes these specifications could be extraordinarily detailed, as Mr Gettmann points out: ‘In a letter written in 1883 George Bentley informed an author that a novel consisted of 920 pages with twenty-one and a half lines on each page and nine and a half words in each line.’ In point of fact, the composition of the three-decker was not always so minutely laid down as this, and books could be stretched to fit the three-volume format in ways suggested by Gissing's description of Edwin Reardon at work:


He wrote a very small hand; sixty written slips of the kind of paper he habitually used would represent – thanks to the astonishing system which prevails in such matters: large type, wide spacing, frequency of blank pages – a passable three-hundred-page volume. On an average he could write four such slips a day; so here we have fifteen days for the volume, and forty-five for the completed book.



Reardon's resentment at the mechanical demands of the three-decker forms a prominent motif in New Grub Street:


The second volume ought to have been much easier work than the first; it proved far harder. Messieurs and mesdames the critics are wont to point out the weakness of second volumes; they are generally right, simply because a story which would have made a tolerable book (the common run of stories) refuses to fill three books.



In his desperation to fill out the space Reardon – like many real-life novelists – resorts to the most patent forms of padding:


Description of locality, deliberate analysis of character or motive, demanded far too great an effort for his present condition. He kept as much as possible to dialogue; the space is filled so much more quickly, and at a pinch one can make people talk about the paltriest incidents of life.



New Grub Street itself is undoubtedly marred by an excess of thinly spun conversation, as Gissing himself realized, for when the book was translated into French in 1898 he made radical cuts in the conversational material.

At times Reardon vows he will have no more to do with the accursed three-decker, and takes heart from a suggestion that ‘numbers of authors were abandoning that procrustean system’. But in an important conversation with Milvain in Chapter 15, Reardon makes clear the precise nature of his dependence on the library-supported three-decker; publishers, assured of a steady sale to the libraries, could take the risk of paying their authors a fairly substantial sum in outright purchase of copyright:

‘For anyone in my position,’ said Reardon, ‘how is it possible to abandon the three volumes? It is a question of payment. An author of moderate repute may live on a yearly three-volume novel – I mean the man who is obliged to sell his book out and out, and who gets from one to two hundred pounds for it. But he would have to produce four one-volume novels to obtain the same income; and I doubt whether he could get so many published within the twelve months. And here comes in the benefit of the libraries; from the commercial point of view the libraries are indispensable. Do you suppose the public would support the present number of novelists if each book had to be purchased? A sudden change to that system would throw three-fourths of the novelists out of work,’

The curiously Luddite note in the last sentence is significant. In the eighties it was evidently possible for the not very successful novelist to scratch a modest living, just like, say, a not very successful barrister. It was the system of outright purchase that made this possible. This system is often spoken of as unfair to authors and so it is in principle, particularly if a book sells very well and the author reaps no benefit at all from its success. But it did at least mean that a man of mediocre reputation could still live as a professional novelist, even if in a straitened fashion. Since the general switch to the royalty system, an author's rewards have been related to his book's sales, and only unusually successful writers can hope to make a living exclusively from novels. Arnold Bennett recalls that his first novel, written when he was a full-time journalist, made the net sum of precisely one guinea when it appeared in 1898.

The change in the system, which was discussed in New Grub Street, in fact came about in the mid-nineties, when the circulating libraries, which for so long had buttressed the three-decker, turned abruptly against it, and informed publishers that they would no longer be ordering it. Publishers had been following up the traditional three-volume edition of a novel at 31s. 6d. with a cheap one-volume edition at 6s., and this had badly undermined the libraries' dependence on the former. In retaliation they wrecked the three-decker altogether: in 1894, 184 three-volume novels appeared, in 1897 only four. The change was abrupt and decisive: novels became shorter and cheaper, and outright purchase gave way to the royalty system. The way of life so memorably described in New Grub Street would no longer be possible.

Bernard Bergonzi

University of Warwick

I am grateful to Professor Coustillas for pointing out various errors in the text and for finding the source of the quotation referred to in note 47, p. 556.

B.B., 1983
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NEW GRUB STREET
 Volume 1

Chapter 1

A MAN OF HIS DAY

As the Milvains sat down to breakfast the clock of Wattle-borough parish church struck eight; it was two miles away, but the strokes were borne very distinctly on the west wind this autumn morning. Jasper, listening before he cracked an egg, remarked with cheerfulness:

‘There's a man being hanged in London at this moment.’

‘Surely it isn't necessary to let us know that,’ said his sister Maud, coldly.

‘And in such a tone, too!’ protested his sister Dora.

‘Who is it?’ inquired Mrs Milvain, looking at her son with pained forehead.

‘I don't know. It happened to catch my eye in the paper yesterday that someone was to be hanged at Newgate this morning. There's a certain satisfaction in reflecting that it is not oneself.’

‘That's your selfish way of looking at things,’ said Maud.

‘Well,’ returned Jasper, ‘seeing that the fact came into my head, what better use could I make of it? I could curse the brutality of an age that sanctioned such things; or I could grow doleful over the misery of the poor – fellow. But those emotions would be as little profitable to others as to myself. It just happened that I saw the thing in a light of consolation. Things are bad with me, but not so bad as that. I might be going out between Jack Ketch and the Chaplain to be hanged; instead of that, I am eating a really fresh egg, and very excellent buttered toast, with coffee as good as can be reasonably expected in this part of the world. – (Do try boiling the milk, mother.) – The tone in which I spoke was spontaneous; being so, it needs no justification.’

He was a young man of five-and-twenty, well built, though a trifle meagre, and of pale complexion. He had hair that was very nearly black, and a clean-shaven face, best described, perhaps, as of bureaucratic type. The clothes he wore were of expensive material, but had seen a good deal of service. His stand-up collar curled over at the corners, and his necktie was lilac-sprigged.

Of the two sisters, Dora, aged twenty, was the more like him in visage, but she spoke with a gentleness which seemed to indicate a different character. Maud, who was twenty-two, had bold, handsome features, and very beautiful hair of russet tinge; hers was not a face that readily smiled. Their mother had the look and manners of an invalid, though she sat at table in the ordinary way. All were dressed as ladies, though very simply. The room, which looked upon a small patch of garden, was furnished with old-fashioned comfort, only one or two objects suggesting the decorative spirit of 1882.

‘A man who comes to be hanged,’ pursued Jasper, impartially, ‘has the satisfaction of knowing that he has brought society to its last resource. He is a man of such fatal importance that nothing will serve against him but the supreme effort of law. In a way, you know, that is success.’

‘In a way,’ repeated Maud, scornfully.

‘Suppose we talk of something else,’ suggested Dora, who seemed to fear a conflict between her sister and Jasper.

Almost at the same moment a diversion was afforded by the arrival of the post. There was a letter for Mrs Milvain, a letter and newspaper for her son. Whilst the girls and their mother talked of unimportant news communicated by the one correspondent, Jasper read the missive addressed to himself.

‘This is from Reardon,’ he remarked to the younger girl. ‘Things are going badly with him. He is just the kind of fellow to end by poisoning or shooting himself.’

‘But why?’

‘Can't get anything done; and begins to be sore troubled on his wife's account.’

‘Is he ill?’

‘Overworked, I suppose. But it's just what I foresaw. He isn't the kind of man to keep up literary production as a paying business. In favourable circumstances he might write a fairly good book once every two or three years. The failure of his last depressed him, and now he is struggling hopelessly to get another done before the winter season. Those people will come to grief.’

‘The enjoyment with which he anticipates it!’ murmured Maud, looking at her mother.

‘Not at all,’ said Jasper. ‘It's true I envied the fellow, because he persuaded a handsome girl to believe in him and share his risks, but I shall be very sorry if he goes to the – to the dogs. He's my one serious friend. But it irritates me to see a man making such large demands upon fortune. One must be more modest – as I am. Because one book had a sort of success he imagined his struggles were over. He got a hundred pounds for “On Neutral Ground,”1 and at once counted on a continuance of payments in geometrical proportion. I hinted to him that he couldn't keep it up, and he smiled with tolerance, no doubt thinking “He judges me by himself.” But I didn't do anything of the kind. – (Toast, please, Dora.) – I'm a stronger man than Reardon; I can keep my eyes open, and wait.’

‘Is his wife the kind of person to grumble?’ asked Mrs Milvain.

‘Well, yes, I suspect that she is. The girl wasn't content to go into modest rooms – they must furnish a flat. I rather wonder he didn't start a carriage for her. Well, his next book brought only another hundred, and now, even if he finishes this one, it's very doubtful if he'll get as much. “The Optimist” was practically a failure.’

‘Mr Yule may leave them some money,’ said Dora.

‘Yes. But he may live another ten years, and he would see them both in Marylebone Workhouse before he advanced sixpence, or I'm much mistaken in him. Her mother has only just enough to live upon; can't possibly help them. Her brother wouldn't give or lend twopence halfpenny.’

‘Has Mr Reardon no relatives?’ asked Maud.

‘I never heard him make mention of a single one. No, he has done the fatal thing. A man in his position, if he marry at all, must take either a work-girl or an heiress,2 and in many ways the work-girl is preferable.’

‘How can you say that?’ asked Dora. ‘You never cease talking about the advantages of money.’

‘Oh, I don't mean that for me the work-girl would be preferable; by no means; but for a man like Reardon. He is absurd enough to be conscientious, likes to be called an “artist,” and so on. He might possibly earn a hundred and fifty a year if his mind were at rest, and that would be enough if he had married a decent little dressmaker. He wouldn't desire superfluities, and the quality of his work would be its own reward. As it is, he's ruined.’

‘And I repeat,’ said Maud, ‘that you enjoy the prospect.’

‘Nothing of the kind. If I seem to speak exultantly it's only because my intellect enjoys the clear perception of a fact. – A little marmalade, Dora; the home-made, please.’

‘But this is very sad, Jasper,’ said Mrs Milvain, in her half-absent way. ‘I suppose they can't even go for a holiday?’

‘Quite out of the question.’

‘Not even if you invited them to come here for a week?’

‘Now, mother,’ urged Maud, ‘that's impossible, you know very well.’

‘I thought we might make an effort, dear. A holiday might mean everything to him.’

‘No, no,’ fell from Jasper, thoughtfully. ‘I don't think you'd get along very well with Mrs Reardon; and then, if her uncle is coming to Mr Yule's, you know, that would be awkward.’

‘I suppose it would; though those people would only stay a day or two, Miss Harrow said.’

‘Why can't Mr Yule make them friends, those two lots of people?’ asked Dora. ‘You say he's on good terms with both.’

'I suppose he thinks it's no business of his.’

Jasper mused over the letter from his friend.

‘Ten years hence,’ he said, ‘if Reardon is still alive, I shall be lending him five-pound notes.’

A smile of irony rose to Maud's lips. Dora laughed.

‘To be sure! To be sure!’ exclaimed their brother. ‘You have no faith. But just understand the difference between a man like Reardon and a man like me. He is the old type of unpractical artist; I am the literary man of 1882. He won't make concessions, or rather, he can't make them; he can't supply the market. I – well, you may say that at present I do nothing; but that's a great mistake, I am learning my business. Literature nowadays is a trade. Putting aside men of genius, who may succeed by mere cosmic force, your successful man of letters is your skilful tradesman. He thinks first and foremost of the markets; when one kind of goods begins to go off slackly, he is ready with something new and appetising. He knows perfectly all the possible sources of income. Whatever he has to sell he'll get payment for it from all sorts of various quarters; none of your unpractical selling for a lump sum to a middleman who will make six distinct profits. Now, look you: if I had been in Reardon's place, I'd have made four hundred at least out of “The Optimist”; I should have gone shrewdly to work with magazines and newspapers and foreign publishers, and – all sorts of people. Reardon can't do that kind of thing, he's behind his age; he sells a manuscript as if he lived in Sam Johnson's Grub Street. But our Grub Street of to-day is quite a different place: it is supplied with telegraphic communication, it knows what literary fare is in demand in every part of the world, its inhabitants are men of business, however seedy.’

‘It sounds ignoble,’ said Maud.

‘I have nothing to do with that, my dear girl. Now, as I tell you, I am slowly, but surely, learning the business. My line won't be novels; I have failed in that direction, I'm not cut out for the work. It's a pity, of course; there's a great deal of money in it. But I have plenty of scope. In ten years, I repeat, I shall be making my thousand a year.’

‘I don't remember that you stated the exact sum before,’ Maud observed.

‘Let it pass. And to those who have shall be given. When I have a decent income of my own, I shall marry a woman with an income somewhat larger, so that casualties may be provided for.’

Dora exclaimed, laughing:


‘It would amuse me very much if the Reardons got a lot of money at Mr Yule's death – and that can't be ten years off, I'm sure.’



‘I don't see that there's any chance of their getting much,’ replied Jasper, meditatively. ‘Mrs Reardon is only his niece. The man's brother and sister will have the first helping, I suppose. And then, if it comes to the second generation, the literary Yule has a daughter, and by her being invited here I should think she's the favourite niece. No, no; depend upon it they won't get anything at all.’

Having finished his breakfast, he leaned back and began to unfold the London paper that had come by post.

‘Had Mr Reardon any hopes of that kind at the time of his marriage, do you think?’ inquired Mrs Milvain.

‘Reardon? Good heavens, no! Would he were capable of such forethought!’

In a few minutes Jasper was left alone in the room. When the servant came to clear the table he strolled slowly away, humming a tune.

The house was pleasantly situated by the roadside in a little village named Finden. Opposite stood the church, a plain, low, square-towered building. As it was cattle-market to-day in the town of Wattleborough, droves of beasts and sheep occasionally went by, or the rattle of a grazier's cart sounded for a moment. On ordinary days the road saw few vehicles, and pedestrians were rare.

Mrs Milvain and her daughters had lived here for the last seven years, since the death of the father, who was a veterinary surgeon. The widow enjoyed an annuity of two hundred and forty pounds, terminable with her life; the children had nothing of their own. Maud acted irregularly as a teacher of music; Dora had an engagement as visiting governess in a Wattle-borough family. Twice a year, as a rule, Jasper came down from London to spend a fortnight with them; to-day marked the middle of his autumn visit, and the strained relations between him and his sisters which invariably made the second week rather trying for all in the house had already become noticeable.

In the course of the morning Jasper had half an hour's private talk with his mother, after which he set off to roam in the sunshine. Shortly after he had left the house, Maud, her domestic duties dismissed for the time, came into the parlour where Mrs Milvain was reclining on the sofa.

‘Jasper wants more money,’ said the mother, when Maud had sat in meditation for a few minutes.

‘Of course. I knew that. I hope you told him he couldn't have it.’

‘I really didn't know what to say,’ returned Mrs Milvain, in a feeble tone of worry.

‘Then you must leave the matter to me, that's all. There's no money for him, and there's an end of it.’

Maud set her features in sullen determination. There was a brief silence.

‘What's he to do, Maud?’

‘To do? How do other people do? What do Dora and I do?’

‘You don't earn enough for your support, my dear.’

‘Oh, well!’ broke from the girl. ‘Of course if you grudge us our food and lodging –’

‘Don't be so quick-tempered. You know very well I am far from grudging you anything, dear. But I only meant to say that Jasper does earn something, you know.’

‘It's a disgraceful thing that he doesn't earn as much as he needs. We are sacrificed to him, as we always have been. Why should we be pinching and stinting to keep him in idleness?’

‘But you really can't call it idleness, Maud. He is studying his profession.’

‘Pray call it trade; he prefers it. How do I know that he's studying anything? What does he mean by “studying”? And to hear him speak scornfully of his friend Mr Reardon, who seems to work hard all through the year! It's disgusting, mother. At this rate, he will never earn his own living. Who hasn't seen or heard of such men? If we had another hundred a year, I would say nothing. But we can't live on what he leaves us, and I'm not going to let you try. I shall tell Jasper plainly that he's got to work for his own support.’

Another silence, and a longer one. Mrs Milvain furtively wiped a tear from her cheek.

‘It seems very cruel to refuse,’ she said at length, ‘when another year may give him the opportunity he's waiting for.’

‘Opportunity? What does he mean by his opportunity?’

‘He says that it always comes, if a man knows how to wait.’

‘And the people who support him may starve meanwhile! Now just think a bit, mother. Suppose anything were to happen to you, what becomes of Dora and me? And what becomes of Jasper, too? It's the truest kindness to him to compel him to earn a living. He gets more and more incapable of it.’

‘You can't say that, Maud. He earns a little more each year. But for that, I should have my doubts. He has made thirty pounds already this year, and he only made about twenty-five the whole of last. We must be fair to him, you know. I can't help feeling that he knows what he's about. And if he does succeed, he'll pay us all back.’

Maud began to gnaw her fingers, a disagreeable habit she had in privacy.

‘Then why doesn't he live more economically?’

‘I really don't see how he can live on less than a hundred and fifty a year. London, you know –’

‘The cheapest place in the world.’

‘Nonsense, Maud!’

‘But I know what I'm saying. I've read quite enough about such things. He might live very well indeed on thirty shillings a week, even buying his clothes out of it.’

‘But he has told us so often that it's no use to him to live like that. He is obliged to go to places where he must spend a little, or he makes no progress.’

‘Well, all I can say is,’ exclaimed the girl impatiently, ‘it's very lucky for him that he's got a mother who willingly sacrifices her daughters to him.’

‘That's how you always break out. You don't care what unkindness you say!’

‘It's a simple truth.’

‘Dora never speaks like that.’

‘Because she's afraid to be honest.’

‘No, because she has too much love for her mother. I can't bear to talk to you, Maud. The older I get, and the weaker I get, the more unfeeling you are to me.’

Scenes of this kind were no uncommon thing. The clash of tempers lasted for several minutes, then Maud flung out of the room. An hour later, at dinner-time, she was rather more caustic in her remarks than usual, but this was the only sign that remained of the stormy mood.

Jasper renewed the breakfast-table conversation.

‘Look here,’ he began, ‘why don't you girls write something? I'm convinced you could make money if you tried. There's a tremendous sale for religious stories; why not patch one together? I am quite serious.’

‘Why don't you do it yourself?’ retorted Maud.

‘I can't manage stories, as I have told you; but I think you could. In your place, I'd make a speciality of Sunday-school prize-books; you know the kind of thing I mean. They sell like hot cakes. And there's so deuced little enterprise in the business. If you'd give your mind to it, you might make hundreds a year.’

‘Better say “abandon your mind to it.”’

‘Why, there you are! You're a sharp enough girl. You can quote as well as anyone I know.’

‘And please, why am I to take up an inferior kind of work?’

‘Inferior? Oh, if you can be a George Eliot, begin at the earliest opportunity. I merely suggested what seemed practicable. But I don't think you have genius, Maud. People have got that ancient prejudice so firmly rooted in their heads – that one mustn't write save at the dictation of the Holy Spirit. I tell you, writing is a business. Get together half a dozen fair specimens of the Sunday-school prize; study them; discover the essential points of such composition; hit upon new attractions; then go to work methodically, so many pages a day. There's no question of the divine afflatus; that belongs to another sphere of life. We talk of literature as a trade, not of Homer, Dante, and Shakespeare. If I could only get that into poor Reardon's head. He thinks me a gross beast, often enough. What the devil – I mean what on earth is there in typography to make everything it deals with sacred? I don't advocate the propagation of vicious literature; I speak only of good, coarse, marketable stuff for the world's vulgar. You just give it a thought, Maud; talk it over with Dora.’

He resumed presently:

‘I maintain that we people of brains are justified in supplying
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