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VINTAGE LIVING TEXTS

Preface

About this series

Vintage Living Texts: The Essential Guide to Contemporary Literature is a new concept in reading guides. Our aim is to provide readers of all kinds with an intelligent and accessible introduction to key works of contemporary literature. Each guide suggests techniques for reading important contemporary novels, and offers a variety of back-up materials that will give you ways into the text – without ever telling you what to think.

Content

All the books reproduce an extensive interview with the author, conducted exclusively for this series. This is not to say that we believe that the author’s word is law. Of course it isn’t. Once his or her book has gone out into the world he or she becomes simply yet another – if singularly competent – reader. This series recognises that an author’s contribution may be valuable, and intriguing, but it puts the reader in control.

Every title in the series is author-focused and covers at least three of their novels, along with relevant biographical, bibliographical, contextual and comparative material.

How to use this series

In the reading activities that make up the core of each book you will see that you are asked to do two things. One comes from the text; that is, we suggest what you should focus on, whether it’s a theme, the language or the narrative method. The other concentrates on your own response. We want you to think about how you are reading and what skills you are bringing to bear in doing that reading. So this part is very much about you, the reader.

The point is that there are many ways of responding to a text. You could concentrate on the methods you might use to compare this text with others. In that case, look for the sections headed ‘Compare’. Or you might want to do something more individual, and analyse how you are reacting to a text and what it means to you, in which case, pick out the approaches labelled ‘Imagine’ or ‘Ask Yourself.

Of course, it may well be that you are reading these texts for an examination. In that case you will have to go for the more traditional methods of literary criticism and look for the responses that tell you to ‘Discuss’ or ‘Analyse’. Whichever level you (or your students) are at, you will find that there is something here for everyone. However, we’re not suggesting that you stick solely to the approaches we offer, or that you tackle all of the exercises laid out here. Choose whatever most interests you, or whatever best suits your purposes.

Who are these books for?

Students will find that these guides are like a good teacher. They introduce the life and work of the author, set each novel in its context, explain key ideas and literary critical terms as they arise, suggest comparative exercises in a number of media, and ask focused questions to encourage a well-informed, analytical approach to reading the novels in a way that is rigorous, but still entertaining.

Teachers will find in this series a rich source of ideas for teaching contemporary novels and their contexts, particularly at AS, A and undergraduate levels. The exercises on each text have been tailored to meet the various assessment objectives laid down in the subject criteria for GCE AS and GCE A Level English Literature, and are explained in such a way that they can easily be selected and fitted into a lesson plan. Given the diversity of ways in which the awarding bodies have devised their specifications to meet these assessment objectives, a wide range of exercises is offered. We’ve had fun devising the plans, and we hope they’ll be fun for you when you come to teach and learn with them.

And if you are neither a teacher nor a student of contemporary literature, but someone reading for your own pleasure? Well, if you’ve ever wanted someone to introduce you to a novelist’s work in a way that will let you trust your own judgement and read more confidently, then this guide is also for you.

Whoever you are, we hope that you will enjoy using these books and that they will send you back to the novels to find new pleasures.

All page references in this text refer to the Vintage edition.


Ian McEwan

Introduction

At the end of Ian McEwan’s The Comfort of Strangers (1981) a man is murdered. It’s a cruel ritualised death, slow, tortured, enjoyed by the perpetrators – a man and a woman who can relate to each other only through a bizarrely sexualised world of shared abuse. There is a witness. The man’s girlfriend. And us, of course: you and me – the readers.

The girlfriend, Mary, knows what is happening, what has happened by the end of the novel, but she can’t do anything about it because she’s been drugged. The perpetrators want her to see, but they don’t want her to intervene. It’s a scene that takes place over – we have to guess – several hours, but in the print space of the novel it takes up only two and a half pages. More than that, it’s a scene that is hardly witnessed. Mary drifts in and out of consciousness. She cannot relate to the sounds, to the images of this obscenity, all too ordinary, to the colours, as the scarlet blood shed in the early evening turns to rust tracks in the sunshine of the morning.

It’s a peculiarly modern and modernist trope in literature. The narrative gives us not the centre, but the margin. Something happens, and we are looking away. We are, like Mary (even though she is present), ‘altogether elsewhere’. It’s a phrase borrowed from a poem by W H. Auden, a writer whose critical and oblique world view has had great influence on writers of the succeeding generation. But the phrase contains its own contradiction, both for Auden himself and for McEwan’s writing.

Over the years since 1975, when McEwan’s first book appeared, he has looked unflinchingly at the obsessions, anxieties and events that make up a world in Western culture. The very first story, ‘Homemade’, in his first collection First Love, Last Rites (1975), was about a pubescent boy obsessed with losing his virginity and going about it by raping his little sister. In Between the Sheets (1978) includes a story that is the confession of a murderer; The Cement Garden (1978) tells how a family of children, desperate to stay together after the deaths of their father and mother, strive to conceal the fact that they have been orphaned by burying their mother’s corpse under the patio; The Comfort of Strangers (1981) plays on the urban dweller’s fear of the unknown; The Child in Time (1987) deals with every parent’s nightmare of an abducted child; The Innocent (1990), set in Berlin, is about spying and distrust, the Cold War and the dismemberment of a city and a body; Black Dogs (1992) worries despairingly at relations between men and women, between parents and children, juxtaposed with a new hope for Europe, symbolised by the tearing down of the Berlin Wall; Enduring Love (1997) is about obsession, the failure of scientific rationalism, the breakdown of trust; Amsterdam (1998) offered early death, betrayal and loneliness; and Atonement (2001) gives us false accusation, rape, selfishness and the painful legacy of the Second World War. Even McEwan’s libretto for an oratorio, with music by Michael Berkeley and called Or Shall We Die? (1983), was based on the script of a documentary on Hiroshima by Jonathan Dimbleby and on the words of two survivors of the nuclear attack. It can sound like a bleak list. And McEwan is still sometimes accused of being ‘the master of evil in Eng. Lit.’ But that misses the point. We are anxious. If the twentieth century was difficult and dangerous – literally – then it was also a time of serious moral thought and significant philosophy. We may not wish to look directly at scenes of horror. We may actually need to focus on the margins. But that does not mean that we are not looking.

When we began with that short scene from The Comfort of Strangers, we said that it only lasts two and a half pages in print. True. But it need last no longer. We have seen, just as Mary saw, and if we do not understand, then the simple act of seeing, of being told what happened, might allow us to begin to understand. This is the role of the intellectual in the face of atrocity. He or she speaks the unspeakable and makes speech itself, not a salve, but a new process. They say what cannot otherwise be spoken. Above all, they say what cannot be spoken by those most qualified to speak – those who have suffered.

In an essay entitled ‘Writers, Intellectuals, Teachers’ the French literary theorist Roland Barthes says something about the distinction between speech and writing and the paradox of how words on the wind last longer than words on the page: ‘Speech is irreversible: a word cannot be retracted, except precisely by saying that one retracts it. To cross out is here to add: if I want to erase what I have just said, I cannot do it without showing the eraser itself (I must say: “or rather …” or, “I expressed myself badly …”). Paradoxically, it is ephemeral speech that is indelible, not monumental writing. All that one can do in the case of a spoken utterance is to tack on another utterance.’

By speaking about pain we cannot take it away. But we can add to what happened. We can change the story by telling a different story. There is, in any case, never any one story. Only many stories. And by telling those stories, one of the things that McEwan’s work does is to change the stories that went before.

If this sounds too overtly moral, it is relevant to McEwan’s work because storytelling is the theme that marks his work over and again. Many of his characters, especially his first-person narrators, or those main characters whose point of view dominates a novel, are … writers. It’s no accident. How you tell a story, what it means to tell a story, the perspective, the style, the method, the facts told, the facts left out, the lies, the subterfuge, the drive: all of these minute interests are urgent in his work. But then, after all, they are not so minute, either. The fact is that we only understand the world and our own experience in it by telling a story, or all those many stories.

Connected to this, but in some ways a separate concern, is McEwan’s interest in language. It’s his vehicle, certainly. But he also knows that it is one that can be abused, used to deceive, to cheat, to deprave. Against this desecration, he sets what he so often calls ‘clarity’ – precision of expression, the exact term in the right place, the well-judged phrase perfectly balanced to convey what it is designed to say. McEwan says in the interview published in this book that ‘clarity’ is something he cares about in language far more than what he calls ‘music’. It’s true that his is not a sonorous style, and yet it does retain a wit and an exactitude that give a similar pleasure. In Enduring Love there is a moment when the central character is visiting Soho in London and is worrying about incidents in his life that are making him feel ‘contaminated’, ‘soiled’, ‘filthy’. Then he steps out into Meard Street. It’s the name of a real street, but it’s also a joke in French. It’s tiny, but it’s there, another small balancing word story to help with the larger balancing stories of how to cope with experience – extreme experience in the everyday, and everyday experience in the extraordinary. And one of the things that helps us to know which is which is the ordinary miracle of fiction.

In Atonement the main character is a novelist writing a novel. She has, just about, finished that novel by the end of the book. It will be published after she is dead, and though it is a story about something that really happened to her, she knows that by then she herself will have become – as far as her readers are concerned – no more than a character in a fictional story. She will, as McEwan says, ‘only exist within the frame of the novel’. But this wiping out of self in favour of the story is, he says, ‘something rooted in the emotional rather than the intellectual’. He goes on, ‘I wanted to play with the notion of storytelling as a form of self-justification, of how much courage is involved in telling the truth to oneself.’ McEwan, too, will become – is already, of course, in strictly literary theoretical terms – only a character in the story of his fiction. In the meantime his work tries to tell truths about writing, about storytelling, about language, about experience. And that story of a story, might give us – the readers, who are also witnesses – courage to do the same.


Interview with Ian McEwan

Oxford: 21 September 2001

THE CHILD IN TIME

JN: How Did you begin The Child in Time?

IM: The Child in Time was one of those novels that didn’t really begin with any clear route map. It had its origins in a number of little scraps, pieces, ideas, enthusiasms. One of them was a recurrent dream, the sort of dream that you only remember that you’ve had before when it comes again – finally I remembered it and wrote it down. And I should say that dreams have very rarely been a source of inspiration to me, nor am I a great believer in them, despite the plot of the novel. This dream was of myself on a drizzly day walking along a country footpath and coming to a bend in the road and pausing there, with a very powerful premonition that if I walked off to my left I would come to a place … a pub or a meeting place of some sort, and I would find out something very important about my origins. And it was actually rather a scary dream, and it made me begin to think about how I might write about a character, not quite myself, and what he was doing on this road, and what would happen when he got to this place. So that was one part of it.

Quite separately from that, and at the time I didn’t know that these were at all connected, I was reading a rather remarkable book called Dream Babies by Christina Hardyment. It’s a sort of history of childcare manuals – a most unlikely book. I think I was reading it because someone had given it to me for my birthday, that was about the only reason. I hadn’t gone looking for it, it was a piece of complete serendipity, and its subtitle was ‘Childcare from Locke to Spock’. What Hardyment was suggesting, among many other things, was that childcare manuals are an extraordinarily accurate way into the spirit of an age. You have the intense regulation of the Victorian notion of breaking a child’s will, followed by a rather sentimental child-centred Edwardian view, followed by the rather grisly pseudo-scientific notion of childcare that predominated in the 1920s and ‘30s, with a lot of input from behaviourists, and then in 1948 … Spock.

And this was the early ’80s, with what would turn out to be a rather radical and successful government taking control, and we, the children of Spock, were rather surprised by the popularity of this government – not so popular in 1981, but certainly by 1984 – and I thought, ‘Well, maybe it’s time for another childcare manual.’ And I did in fact think of a rather satirical and Swiftian childcare manual that I might write, and I thought, ‘No, this is going to be too long and the joke’s going to be too sustained’. But I kept little fragments of this.

Then I began to see how these things might fold together. There was my interest in science, which I’d had since my teens, always rather regretting that I hadn’t done a science degree at university, fascinated by what I could understand of quantum mechanics and relativity theory, interested generally too in Newtonian mechanics and the history of science, and slowly these things began to fall together.

I had begun the book thinking I was writing a social comedy. Sometime halfway through I began to revise that notion, went back to the beginning, wrote the chapter in which the little girl is lost, and really started again; and by then – because I was anticipating the birth of my first child – I began to have a clear sense that this was a novel that was going to end with a birth, and in fact it ended with a descriptive scene drawn from the birth of two children. By the time I finished in 1986 I had two sons.

JN: Why is it that trauma – and, linked to that, the idea that security is a comforting illusion, but only an illusion – is a focus in so much of your work?

IM: Well, no one, finally, can feel completely secure in the world. There is always an edge of danger, and we’re talking on September 21st, 2001, only ten days after the most dramatic illustration of that [the terrorist attack on the World Trade Centre, New York]. Security is what we find mostly in our relationships, but they can’t defend us from the outside world.

And I suppose I have been interested more generally in how private fates and public events collide. The Child in Time was very much an attempt to write about something quite intimate, like childcare, and something quite public, like a childcare manual. I think the reason I was excited by Dream Babies was that it gave me a way in to just that mix of public and private concern. Love is very fragile and difficult to attain, and hard to keep and all the more precious for it. The novel – all novels, not just mine – is extended and extended through time, and with that comes change, difficulty and the exploration of conflict. If we want to simply celebrate love, say, then I think we must turn to lyric poetry. A four hundred page novel celebrating a love affair that never went wrong could be very demanding on the reader.

JN: The novel suggests, especially towards the end, that there’s a deeper patterning to time than we’re immediately aware of. How did you arrive at that idea?

IM: Well, there are many notions played with in The Child in Time that I’m not sure I really hold with, but that were attractive and convenient in an exploration, an investigation of childhood and how it sits within us all our lives, and how in some respects, when we contemplate our whole existence, it seems to be in a perpetual present. That’s a very subjective sense of time and childhood, of course, but I was rather intrigued by the way that certain quantum-mechanical versions of time seem to completely undo the standard clock-time sense of it, and I thought that I could forge – with a little bit of creaking and groaning from the subject itself – a connection between this mathematically-based notion of time and all sorts of other versions of it: not only the permanent sense of the whole past living inside your head, but also the way time accelerates in a crisis. Remember, too, that the novel more or less unfolds within the gestation period of a pregnancy. The child is conceived in Chapter Three and the novel then is framed by that sense of impending arrival.

JN: The Child in Time has an elaborate formal structure. How much working out of that formal structure might be done before you begin to write?

IM: With a novel like The Child in Time, as I said, its beginnings were haphazard. It’s impossible to plan the architecture of something unless you know its content, so the structure gets worked out along the way in this kind of novel. I’m very aware of it. It seems to me something that’s genuinely operative – that is to say, I think it really does affect the way a reader responds to it. A sense of shape might not be immediately perceived by a reader, but I think the effect on the reader is an added clarity.

I think architecture really makes for clarity, and it’s clarity
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