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‘An excellent and timely series, very useful for students, well-produced and well-written.’
Dr Robert Eaglestone, Royal Holloway, University of London

‘I am impressed. Students will find these texts extremely useful, and serious general readers, too.’
Professor Chris Woodhead, former Chief Inspector of Schools

‘Margaret Reynolds and Jonathan Noakes are at the cutting edge of providing English teachers with the support they need for teaching the contemporary novel.’
Dr Vivian Anthony, Training Co-ordinator, Professional Development Services for HMC schools

‘Two highly sensitive and intelligent teachers (from school and university) lead us into dialogue with the author, the texts and their context and help us to question what and how we are reading and to arrive at illuminating answers. Such dialogue is the essence of good practice in teaching literature.’
John Venning, Head of English, St Paul’s School for Boys, London

‘This series is the first to teach students what they most need to learn: how to teach themselves. It is informative, rigorous and yet, more importantly, playful. It combines the qualities of the best teaching.’
Anthea Church, Head of English, Kent College, Pembury

‘I didn’t realise just how good the series was until I started working closely with it. The questions are so thoughtful and probing, and the analysis provided allows the students to lift their own understanding. The texts really do occupy their own niche between guides purely for teachers and the ubiquitous student crib, and are much better than either.’
Michael Parker, Head of English, Newington College, NSW, Australia

‘This is a terrific series. The text and the reader’s response are at the heart of these guides; the tone is authoritative but never dogmatic, while the style is enthusiastic and approachable. The series is aptly named – not only are the subjects still alive, so too are the guides.’
Lucy Webster, The English Magazine

‘Vintage Living Texts are very modern. They are certainly democratic as they give the literary text to the reader, prompting personal critical response without suggesting what those responses should be. They will be a blessing to teachers and students.’
Iain Finlayson, The Times Play Magazine

‘These guides, designed to reflect the National Curriculum, are likely to appeal also to university students, and those who take their reading group seriously.’
Independent Magazine

‘In addition to sixth formers and undergraduates, the series also works well for those taking the International Baccalaureate or on EFL courses.’
Liz Thomson, Publishing News
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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 and the International Baccalaureate in 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 to The Commitments, The Snapper, The Van, Paddy Clarke Ha Ha Ha and The Woman Who Walked Into Doors in this text refer to the Vintage editions.

 


Roddy Doyle

Introduction

Roddy Doyle appeared on the literary scene in 1979 with an irreverent story about how the miraculous vision of the Virgin Mary, which had appeared a hundred years earlier at the holy shrine of Knock in the west of Ireland, was also the mother of the nationalist hero Patrick Pearse (her impossibly premature delivery hastened on by the bad state of the roads at the time). A rumour circulated that Doyle was then engaged on a novel whose title was to be Your Granny was a Hunger Striker. According to Colm Tóibín, although Doyle was planning his novel at the height of a wave of sympathy for IRA martyrs, hunger striking while imprisoned in Northern Ireland, this work was to be a comic novel. But, says Tóibín, ‘although brought up in the bosom of the Fianna Fáil party and the Catholic Church … [I too] wished only for jokes on these matters’.

The planned novel turned out to be a chimera. It never did materialise, and Doyle’s first novel was The Commitments, published in 1987. But, if only for its title, this early sighted volume still makes an appropriate appearance in the history of Doyle’s work. The mix of the homely and the highly politicised, the blend of everyday language and the extremes of experience is typical of Doyle’s scope and vision. It is also appropriate that his rumoured novel turned out to be a phantom, because Doyle’s work is full of the ghosts and shadows of people and things that are real even though they don’t exist.

At the beginning of his 1999 novel A Star Called Henry, the narrator, Henry Smart, is reminded by his teenage mother, hopelessly aged by poverty, starvation, alcohol and childbearing, that he is not the first to own that name. Her first-born, long dead in infancy, was the true Henry who goes on living in her imagination as a star – she points out a particular star in the sky while huddled night after night on the steps of a fetid Dublin basement. The living character of Henry will be haunted by that star – as he is also haunted by the ghost of his father who disappears, leaving only his mahogany false leg which later becomes young Henry’s trademark, touchstone and killer weapon.

None of Doyle’s characters appear without some sense of history – often someone else’s history – surrounding them. There is a connectedness and a linking, an integration that makes his apparently closed worlds broader, more integrated and more widely sympathetic. It is interesting that Doyle has recently used the same motif of the remembered family in writing the story of his own parents and their past in Rory and Ita (2002). But this is a matter of literary method, not a personal obsession.

Doyle’s use of interlinked characters and interconnecting themes, throughout his work, begins with The Commitments. In a tiny scene that is easy to miss, Jimmy Rabbitte is interviewing his workmate Declan as the potential lead singer for the new band. He takes him up to his room to talk about it. On the stairs they pass Sharon, Jimmy’s sister. Declan is interested. Sharon tells him to ‘go an’ shite’.

And that’s it. Sharon disappears, the novel gets on with the story of the band. But some years later Doyle takes us back to Sharon when she finds herself unluckily pregnant after the father of one of her own teenage friends leaps on her in a car park because she’s drunk and feeling too sick to do anything about it. The Snapper is Sharon’s story. In another example, Bimbo, one of Jimmy Sr’s drinking mates in The Snapper, reappears as a major character and the purchaser of the eponymous chipper in The Van.

But the best-known example of Doyle filling in the ‘back story’, or the parallel story, of one of his own characters relates to Paula Spencer who is The Woman Who Walked Into Doors. She first appeared in Doyle’s imagination as a character in a television series called The Family which was broadcast in 1994. As Doyle said at the time: ‘I was well into the novel when The Family came out and I already knew that Paula’s episode in that series, though the best thing I had ever written, was not enough: that there was her past to be looked at and probably her future. I had to give Paula a chance to explain why: why she married this man in the first place, and why she stayed with him.’

It’s a telling remark. Doyle ‘had to give Paula a chance to explain’. Which means that she lived, as far as he was concerned – she had to have a voice and he had to listen. It’s the same with all his characters, and it’s one reason why they all have parallel existences just on the other side of his pages where they keep coming and going in his imagination. Sharon walks down the stairs in The Commitments and into The Snapper; Bimbo leaves the Hikers in The Snapper and sets up a new life in The Van. There is even a short story by Doyle called ‘Vincent’ about one of the bartenders in the Hikers who serves ‘Mr Rabbitte’ and his pals.

Doyle’s inclusive imagination extends into history – both the distant past and the recent past – in much the same way. In A Star Called Henry, his tricks come across as delicious jokes – as if we are always just on the margin of events and if only we could just see a little over the shoulders of that crowd, or through that window, we would truly see history in the making. So Henry tells us that it was he – not, as the history books say, William Oman – who played ‘The Last Post’ at the grave of O’Donovan Rossa. So Henry tells us that he asked to sign the Irish Proclamation of Independence but was told that – at fourteen – he was too young. And that, so he tells us, is why his name comes to be absent.

But if these seem like games in A Star Called Henry, the same techniques tell a profound truth in The Barrytown Trilogy, in The Woman Who Walked Into Doors and in Rory and Ita. For the fact is that history is around us all the time, and it’s not always the major events that contribute to the history that helps make us what we are. In The Woman Who Walked Into Doors, Paula realises that she cannot remember any songs from the 1980s though the radio was on all the time. Why? ‘What did I do in the 80s? I walked into doors. I got up off the floor. I became an alcoholic. I discovered that I was poor, that I’d no right to the hope I’d started out with’ (p. 204). Popular history, says Doyle’s fiction, is real history too. It may even be that it’s more real than official history.

Doyle is interested in popular history, popular songs and popular culture – all grand terms – for the very simple reason that he is interested in people. His imaginary people live vividly in his imaginary world, but above all, his imaginary people speak to him. From the first instance it is the voices of his characters that make them come alive. In the interview included here, he speaks about how he came to find a voice as a novelist because he listened to the voices of his characters.

From the publication of The Commitments on, reviewers and critics have tried to pin down this distinctive method. Too often they think of it as a trick, or a technique, when it is, in fact, the very essence of his work and not an artificial overlay. As a result his novels have been described as ‘dialogue novels’, or ‘ventriloquist novels’, or even ‘karaoke novels’ because of their insistent soundtracks. But those fragmented soundtracks represent the richness of the conscious life quite as much as any laboured philosophising. We are what we hear, what we see, what we feel, what we touch, quite as much as what we remember and what we think.

We are also what we read. If you look closely, you will see that reading goes on in all of Doyle’s novels. It’s not always obvious. Sometimes it seems to appear only as a sly joke – like Darren in The Van trying to write an essay on the proposition that ‘complexity of thought and novelty in the use of language sometimes create an apparent obscurity in the poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins’ while his family ‘eff and blind’ around him. You need to know quite a lot about Hopkins – his Anglo-Irish background, his priesthood, his painful struggles with his conscience, and, above all, his innovation with rhythm and language – to get the full force of the reference. Or else – you need to know none of it at all. Doyle never forces anything on his readers.

If you are attuned to these references, you’ll find them throughout Doyle’s fiction – Veronica reading Golding’s Lord of the Flies in The Van while Jimmy Sr struggles with Dumas’s The Man in the Iron Mask, only to find that he gets on better with Dickens’s David Copperfield. There are many reasons why Doyle employs these cross-references but he leaves it up to the reader to think about why.

If you do choose to think about it, you will be rewarded. In The Commitments the band turns the Motown hit ‘Night Train’ into ‘Dublin soul’ by reinventing all the cities of Southern America as sites on the suburban map of Dublin: ‘STARTIN’ OFF IN CONNOLLY … MOVIN’ ON OU’ TO KILLESTER … HARMONSTOWN RAHENY … AN’ DON’T FORGET KILBARRACK – THE HOME O’ THE BLUES’ (p. 92). These are parallel worlds, in the song and the scene, in the lives of the band and their audience, in the lives of these novels, and in our lives, as the readers of these novels.

In A Star Called Henry Doyle plays a similar game – except, as ever, it’s not a game, but a truth. At the moment when Henry Smart is being born, his Granny Nash, already old and decrepit, is beginning to learn to read by picking out the words in the newsprint set to cover the floor ready for the blood and the afterbirth. Years on, even more impossibly old and decrepit, Granny Nash is an expert reader, but she demands that Henry bring her books only by women and her favourites bear titles like Behind the Scenes: or, Thirty Years a Slave and Four Years in the White House, or The Wonderful Adventures of Mrs Seacole in Many Lands, or The History of Mary Prince, a West Indian Slave, Related by Herself. She also reads Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman, but she isn’t interested in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin and gives it back to Henry to use as a fake cover in which to carry his Official Army Military Manual stolen from the British army.

These are all books by women and books about slaves. Granny Nash’s reading reflects a whole world of insurrection, rebellion, resistance, cries and campaigns for independence. It’s another parallel story, set beside Henry’s own story of resistance and Ireland’s history of the struggle for independence. Through reading, the dispossessed are repossessed.

And that goes for Doyle’s novels too. He listens to the voices of his characters so that we can also hear them. You will see in the interview included here that Doyle speaks of the ways in which language changes rapidly all the time. It evolves and reshapes everywhere, but this is especially so in Ireland where a love of words and stories is a kind
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