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        PENGUIN MODERN CLASSICS

        ALL SOULS

        ‘Marías is one of the best contemporary
            writers’ J. M. Coetzee

        ‘It is a rare gift, to be offered a writer who
            lives in our own time but speaks with the intensity of the past, who comes with the
            extra richness lent by foreign history and nonetheless knows our own culture inside
            out … When you take up a Marías novel, or even a short story, you are at
            once enclosed in a strange world that becomes increasingly and addictively
            familiar’ Wendy Lesser, The New York
                    Times

        ‘He has something of W. G. Sebald’s
            sense of consciousness in flux … but he is sharper about people and sexual
            attachment’ Marina Warner,
            Guardian

        ‘Javier Marías is a novelist with
            style … His readers enter, through him, a strikingly and disturbingly foreign
            world’ Margaret Drabble

        ‘No wonder W. G. Sebald spoke of him as a
            “twin writer”: their narrators are commonly in states of malaise or fever;
            their narratives are interested in those same patterns of association that exhaust all
            possibilities; their prose exerts an almost opium effect over the reader as time slows
            down, expands or is still’ Sarah Emily Miano,
                Guardian

        ‘His prose demonstrates an unusual blend of
            sophistication and accessibility’ Wyatt Mason, New
            Yorker

        ‘Javier Marías is such an elegant, witty
            and persuasive writer that it is tempting simply to quote him at length’ Scotsman

    
        Introduction

        All campus novels are, at a certain level,
            acts of revenge – on institutions, on colleagues, on students, even on set texts – and
                All Souls is as stylishly vengeful as the most embittered and rancorous
            junior lecturer could wish for; it is also fond, profound, moving, delightfully strange
            and wonderfully funny. It was first published in Spanish in 1989, and in English in
            1992, so that by now it may be said to have come of age fully. The author insists it is
            not a roman à clef, and to emphasize the point published another book in
            1998, Dark Back of Time – a ‘false novel’, as he described it –
            which the author of Tristram Shandy would have delighted in. As the narrator of
                All Souls observes, ‘when true knowledge proves irrelevant, one is
            free to invent.’ (p. 13)

        In fact, if we may speak of fact in this
            context, it would be more accurate to describe the book as a ghost story, for, as the
            title suggests, it is rife with the spirits of the departed. The nameless narrator – for
            convenience we shall call him N. – who, at this point in the narrative, is living in
            Madrid, married and has a child, is recalling the two years that he spent at Oxford,
            lecturing on translation, as Javier Marías himself did in the 1980s. However, on
            the first page N. issues a caveat which the reader would do well to heed. In order, he
            says, to speak of all the souls who will inhabit his book, however vestigially, he must
            necessarily speak of himself, yet the person who will tell his tale of Oxford is not the
            same person who was in Oxford during those two years. ‘If I call myself
            “I”, or use a name which has accompanied me since birth and by which some
            will remember me […] it is simply because I prefer to speak in the first person and not
            because I believe that the faculty of memory alone is any guarantee that a person
            remains the same in different times and different places.’ (p. 3)

        And yet at once, as if mischievously to
            contradict himself, he introduces us to Will, the octogenarian porter at the Oxford
            institute where N. taught, who does not know what day it is, and who, in his mind,
            ‘spent each morning in a different year, travelling backwards and forwards in time
            according to his desires or, more likely, quite independently of any conscious desire on
            his part’ (p. 4), but who seems more firmly
            and authentically himself than any of the other characters we shall meet. These include
            N.’s colleagues: Cromer-Blake, Alec Dewar and Toby Rylands; his mistress Clare
            Bayes, and her shadowy husband Edward, as well as their annoyingly invasive small son,
            whom N. refers to throughout, with uninsistent antipathy, as ‘the child
            Eric’. Then there are the true-life ghosts: Arthur Machen, the Welsh author of
            supernatural tales, and ‘John Gawsworth’, real name Terence Ian Fytton
            Armstrong, who was also known as Juan I, King of Redonda – we shall get to Redonda
            presently – poet, anthologist and champion of the aforementioned Machen. There are two
            photographs of Gawsworth in the text; in one he looks quite spiffy and insouciant in RAF
            uniform, complete with tash and gasper, and in the second, over the page, he is a death
            mask. The dead are everywhere here.

        But the ghostliest figure of all is a living
            woman, with whom the narrator shares a midnight railway platform, and of whom he has
            only one further definite sighting, but who haunts his Oxford days, and, indeed, haunts
            him still, all these years later. She is not a particularly striking person, and we do
            not learn her name or anything much about her, but it is her very ordinariness that for
            N., and for us, singles her out and causes the idea of her to rankle and tantalize. For
            what lies at the heart of All Souls is that deepest of mysteries: other
            people.

        Marías plays an ingenious set of
            variations on this theme, some profound, some melancholy, some balefully funny. He, or
            N., is particularly fascinated by the seemingly covert nature of the English character,
            or at least the English character as it is manifest in the city of the dreaming spires.
            ‘As is well known, the English never look openly at anything, or they look in such
            a veiled, indifferent way that one can never be sure that someone is actually looking at
            what they appear to be looking at, such is their ability to lend an opaque glaze to the
            most ordinary of glances.’ (p. 41)

        Two splendid examples of the species briefly
            but unforgettably on show here are the Alabasters, Mrs and Mr, the proprietors of a
            rather precious and wholly disorganized second-hand bookshop. ‘Mrs Alabaster was a
            smiling, authoritarian woman, with one of those very English smiles that you see
            adorning the faces of famous stranglers in films as they’re about to choose their
            next victim.’ Mr Alabaster also has a notable smile, but his is ‘more like
            that of the strangler’s anonymous victim just before he realizes his fate.’
                (p. 75–76) This is worthy of Humbert Humbert at his most cruelly comical – and indeed,
            the author of Lolita himself gets a passing mention in this stealthily
            Nabokovian text.

        Among Marías’s cast of
            inventions, the real-life John Gawsworth seems the most like a fictional character. Born
            in 1912, he was a familiar figure in literary London between the wars, a friend of Dylan
            Thomas – one wonders just how many hundreds of friends the Welsh Orpheus accumulated in
            his brief time amongst us – and a patron of the young Lawrence Durrell. As the literary
            executor of the obscure West Indian writer M. P. Sheil, Gawsworth inherited the title of
            King of Redonda, a tiny island in the Caribbean near Monserrat, Sheil’s
            birthplace. Sheil had been the first ‘monarch’ of this scrap of rock, and
            Gawsworth succeeded him as Juan I. In turn, Javier Marías became fascinated by
            Gawsworth and the legend of Redonda, and, after All Souls appeared, the
            reigning king of the island, Jon Wynne-Tyson, deeply affected by the portrait
            Marías had painted of his royal predecessor, Gawsworth, abdicated in favour of the
            Spanish pretender. Marías, since assuming the throne, has conferred many honorary
            titles upon friends and acquaintances, including Pedro Almodóvar (the Duke of
            Trémula), A.S. Byatt (Duchess of Michelín) and George Steiner (the Duke of
            Girona).

        This is all true – honestly. Who would dare
            invent it?

        The two characters who dominate the book,
            however, are N.’s college colleague, Cromer-Blake: homosexual, sardonic,
            lethargically dying; and N.’s mistress, Clare Bayes. The latter is a wonderfully
            vivid creation. Damaged, wilful, by turns passionate and dismissive, haunted by Eros and
            death, she keeps N. suspended in that state of ecstatic misery which is the inevitable
            consequence of illicit love – as N. grimly observes, ‘Adultery is hard
            work.’ (p. 23)

        Clare exudes a neurotic sexuality. ‘She
            would lie on my bed or her bed or on a hotel bed and smoke and talk for hours, always
            with her skirt still on, but pulled up to reveal her thighs, the dark upper part of her
            tights or just her bare skin. She was not circumspect in her gestures and would
            frequently ladder her tights, often scorching them by briefly, unconsciously brushing
            against them with the cigarette she waved around with an abandon uncommon in England
            […]’ (p. 20–21) Her responses to N. – arch, impatient,
            brusquely mocking – make for splendid and rueful comedy. ‘“You’re a
            fool,”’ she tells him, when he worries that their affair will be discovered.
            ‘“Fortunately, though, you’re not my husband. You’re a fool with
            the mind of a detective, and being married to that kind of fool would make life
            impossible.”’ (p. 30)

        Clare is the daughter of a diplomat, and
            spent her early years in Egypt and in India, where her mother had fallen in love with a
            man called Terry Armstrong, and died. Marías uses this tragic circumstance to add a
            neat and suitably eerie twist to the end of the tale, so that, as one closes the book,
            the death mask of John Gawsworth seems to float up from between the pages, clay-white
            and mute, yet fraught with suggestion.

        What marks All Souls as a truly
            original work is the highly elaborate but always controlled prose style. The narrative
            is stately, almost funereal, and yet slyly comic. We have the sense of being present at
            a mysteriously risible ceremony of the dead, in which the officiating minister is
            struggling to keep a straight face and frequently failing. N.’s tone is at one
            moment dry and etiolated and the next throbbing with a pained and feverish passion.
            There is a spectral quality throughout, as if some part of N.’s essential self had
            died at the end of his stint at Oxford and the person addressing us now is more ghost
            than man. His present-day life in Madrid seems to have far less substance than the
            remembered English years – we learn nothing of his wife, and he admits that for extended
            periods he forgets altogether that he has a child. He reminds us of one of those
            anxious, twittering souls that Odysseus encountered in the land of the dead, or the
            death-pale knight-at-arms in Keats’ La Belle Dame sans Merci:

        
            How wearying it is, this permanent state
                of unease, how wearisome and tedious it is to think these troubled thoughts and
                because of that to think so much, such ravings always have their origin in thoughts
                that rhyme and sway and have their own arbitrary punctuation; I must stop thinking
                and start talking instead, just to have a rest from these thoughts that struggle to
                make connections and associations and make too many […] (p. 170)

        

        All Souls is a beautifully
            fashioned, darkly comic and mysteriously affecting work, clamorous with the voices of
            the various dead whom Javier Marías vivifies for us with deep and subtle
            artistry.



        John Banville, 2012

    
        Author’s Note

        Given that both the author and narrator of
            this novel spent two years in the same post at the University of Oxford, some statements
            may be in order on the part of the former, before he finally yields the floor to the
            latter, to the effect that any resemblance between any character in the novel (including
            the narrator, but excluding ‘John Gawsworth’) and any other person living or
            dead (including the author, but excluding Terence Ian Fytton Armstrong) is purely
            coincidental as is any resemblance between any event in the story and any historical
            event past or present.

        J. M.

    
        ALL SOULS

    
        OF THE THREE, two have died
            since I left Oxford and the superstitious thought occurs to me that they were perhaps
            just waiting for me to arrive and live out my time there in order to give me the chance
            to know them and, now, to speak about them. In other words – and this is equally
            superstitious – I may be under an obligation to speak about them. They did not die until
            after I had ceased to have anything to do with them. Had I continued to figure in their
            lives (to figure in their daily lives there) and stayed on in Oxford perhaps they would
            not be dead. This thought is not only superstitious, it is also vain. But in order to
            speak of them, I must speak of myself and of my time in the city of Oxford, even though
            the person speaking is not the same person who was there. He seems to be, but he is not.
            If I call myself “I”, or use a name which has accompanied me since birth and
            by which some will remember me, if I detail facts that coincide with facts others would
            attribute to my life, or if I use the term “my house” for the house
            inhabited by others before and after me but where I lived for two years, it is simply
            because I prefer to speak in the first person and not because I believe that the faculty
            of memory alone is any guarantee that a person remains the same in different times and
            different places. The person recounting here and now what he saw and what happened to
            him then is not the same person who saw those things and to whom those things happened;
            neither is he a prolongation of that person, his shadow, his heir or his usurper.

        My house was a sort of three-storey pyramid
            and, since my duties in the city of Oxford were practically nil, even
            non-existent, I spent a great deal of time there. Oxford is, without a doubt, one of the
            cities in the world where least work gets done, where simply being is much more
            important than doing or even acting. In Oxford just being requires such concentration
            and patience, such energy to battle against the natural lethargy of the spirit, that it
            would be too much to expect its inhabitants actually to stir themselves, especially in
            public, although in the breaks between classes some of my colleagues did make a point of
            rushing from one place to another just to create the impression of being in a state of
            the most constant and extreme haste and bustle. Their classes, however, would have been
            or would be conducted in the most absolute calm and tranquillity, since classes were
            part of being, not doing or acting. Both Cromer-Blake and the Inquisitor were like that
            (the Inquisitor was Alec Dewar, also known as the Butcher or the Ripper).

        But the person who most clearly gave the lie
            to all these feigned attempts at activity, and who truly embodied the stasis or
            stability of the place, was Will, the ancient porter of the building (called, with due
            Latin pomp, the Institutio Tayloriana) where, with the requisite calm and tranquillity,
            I used to work. Never have I seen a more limpid gaze (certainly not in my native city of
            Madrid where the limpid gaze simply doesn’t exist) than that of Will at nearly
            ninety, small and neat, dressed always in some kind of blue overall, who on many
            mornings would be allowed to remain in the glass-paned porter’s lodge to greet the
            lecturers as they came in. Will literally did not know what day it was and spent each
            morning in a different year, travelling backwards and forwards in time according to his
            desires or, more likely, quite independently of any conscious desire on his part. No one
            could predict which date he would choose, far less why he chose it. It was not just that
            on certain days he believed it was 1947, for him it really was 1947 or 1914 or 1935 or
            1960 or 1926 or any other year of his extremely long life. Sometimes you
            could tell if Will was living through a bad year by the slight look of dread on his
            face, though this was never enough to darken his cheerful, trusting gaze (he was too
            pure a soul to be capable of containing any anxiety, for he completely lacked the sense
            of futurity inseparable from that feeling). One could surmise that a morning in 1940 was
            dominated by his fear of the bombings of the previous night or the night to come, or
            that a morning in 1916 found him somewhat downcast by bad news of the Somme offensive,
            or that on a morning in 1930 he rose without a penny to his name and with the
            calculating, timid look in his eyes of a man who is going to have to ask someone for a
            loan but has not yet decided who. On other days, the touch of sadness that dimmed his
            huge smile and the brilliance of his ever friendly gaze was utterly indecipherable –
            beyond speculation even – because it was probably due to griefs and sorrows in his
            private life which had doubtless held not the slightest interest for students or
            lecturers. All that endless journeying through the length and breadth of his existence
            was almost impenetrable to other people (like portraits from past centuries or a
            photograph taken the day before yesterday). How were we to know in which painful day of
            his life Will was living when we noticed that he greeted us with only a half-smile
            instead of the enthusiastic wave he gave on cheerful or even neutral days? How were we
            to know what melancholy stretch of his unending journey he had reached when his
            “Good morning” to us was not accompanied by that childish wave? That hand
            raised aloft made you feel that in the inhospitable city of Oxford there was at least
            one person who was really pleased to see you, even if that person did not actually know
            who you were, or rather saw you each morning as someone quite different from the person
            you were yesterday. Only once, thanks to Cromer-Blake, did I find out exactly in which
            moment of his eventless life (much of which had been spent behind the glass panes of his
            lodge) Will found himself. Cromer-Blake was waiting at the door of the
            building for me to arrive:

        “Do say something to Will. You know, a
            few words of comfort or something. Apparently today he’s in 1962, on the day his
            wife died, and he’ll be awfully hurt if no one says anything to him on the way in.
            He can still manage a smile, mind you, not that he isn’t genuinely sad, he’s
            just too naturally good-humoured not to get some kind of enjoyment out of being in the
            limelight for a day. In an odd sort of way, he’s in his element.” Then,
            looking away and stroking his prematurely grey hair, Cromer-Blake added:
            “Let’s just hope he doesn’t decide to stick on this date; if he did,
            it would mean having to convey our deepest sympathies every single morning we crossed
            the threshold.”

        Will was wearing a black tie and a white
            shirt beneath his blue overalls and his clear, clear eyes seemed even more transparent
            and limpid than usual, perhaps the effects of a night spent in tears and in the presence
            of death. I approached the door of the lodge, which was open, and put a hand on his
            shoulder. I could feel his bones. I didn’t quite know what to say.

        “I’d wish you good morning,
            Will, only I know there’s little good about it for you. I only just heard the
            news. I can’t tell you how sorry I am.”

        Will smiled gently and once more his pink
            face, so pink it looked as if it had been polished, lit up. He placed a hand on mine and
            patted it lightly, as if I were the one in need of consolation. Cromer-Blake stood
            observing us, his gown over his shoulder (Cromer-Blake always carried his gown over his
            shoulder and spent his life observing others).

        “Thank you, Mr Trevor. You’re
            quite right, it couldn’t be a worse day for me really. She died last night, you
            know, in the small hours. She’d been a bit off-colour for some time, but nothing
            serious. Then I woke up in the early hours and she was dying. She died
            sudden like, with no warning, just like that, probably didn’t want to wake me. I
            told her to wait, but she couldn’t. She didn’t even give me time to get
            up.” Will stopped a moment and asked: “How do I look in a tie, Mr Trevor? I
            don’t usually wear one, you see.” Then he smiled and added: “But she
            had a good life, I reckon, and a long one too. ’Cause she was five years older
            than me, you know. Five years older, it doesn’t matter if people know that now.
            Perhaps I’ll get to be older than her. I’ll go on clocking up the years and
            maybe I’ll end up older than she ever was.” He tugged hesitantly at his tie.
            “Anyway, however bad a day it is for me, there’s no reason I can’t
            wish you a good morning, Mr Trevor.”

        His hand may not have left my own – which
            still rested on his shoulder – as lightly as on other occasions but he raised it all the
            same to give his customary vertical salute.

        That particular morning it was 1962 and so
            he addressed me as Mr Trevor. Had Will found himself in the 1930s that morning, I would
            have been Dr Nott and, had he chosen the 1950s, he would have seen me as Mr Renner.
            During the First World War I would become Dr Ashmore-Jones, in the 1920s Mr Brome, in
            the 1940s Dr Myer and in the 1970s and 1980s Dr Magill, and that was the only indication
            one had of which decade Will the time-traveller inclined towards each morning. Each day
            I was a different faculty member from the past, although always the same faculty member
            from any one particular period, chosen by his spirit as its habitation for that day. And
            he never got it wrong. In me, and in his pure, atemporal eyes, Dr Magill, Dr Myer, Mr
            Brome, Dr Ashmore-Jones, Mr Renner, Dr Nott and Mr Trevor all returned to live out again
            their own routine past; some were long dead, others retired, others had simply moved on
            or disappeared leaving behind them only their names, or had perhaps been expelled from
            the university for some serious misdemeanour of which Will, in his eternal
            porter’s lodge, would never have had the slightest notion.

        And, oddly enough, on some mornings I was a
            certain Mr Branshaw, about whom no one remembered or knew anything, and each morning
            that I heard his greeting – “Good morning, Mr Branshaw” – it made me wonder
            whether Will’s ability to travel in time might not also encompass the future
            (perhaps only the near future, the future that would cover the little that remained of
            his life) and whether, installed in the 1990s, he might not be greeting someone who had
            not yet arrived at Oxford and who, perhaps, wherever he might be now, was as yet unaware
            that he would one day live in that inhospitable city, a city preserved in syrup as one
            of my predecessors once described it. Someone whom Will’s dreaming, diaphanous
            eyes would also fail to recognize and to whom, on greeting him with his customary
            festive wave at the entrance to the Taylorian, he would perhaps give my name, the name
            he had never pronounced in my presence.

    
        AS I MENTIONED BEFORE, my duties
            in the city of Oxford were minimal, a fact that often made me feel I was playing a
            purely decorative role there. On realising, however, that my mere physical presence was
            insufficient in itself to decorate anything, I occasionally felt I ought to put on my
            black gown (obligatory now on only very few occasions) with the primary aim of
            satisfying the many tourists whom I would pass en route from my pyramid house to the
            Taylorian and with the secondary aim of feeling both disguised and slightly more
            justified in my role as ornament. I would therefore sometimes arrive in this guise at
            the room where I gave my few classes or lectures to various groups of students, all of
            whom treated me with an excessive degree of respect and an even greater degree of
            indifference. In age I was closer to them than I was to most of the members of the
            congregation (as the assembly of dons and teachers of the university is called, in
            keeping with the strongly clerical tradition of the place) but the mere fact that I
            spent our few hours of eye contact perched nervously above them on a dais was enough for
            the gap between the students and myself to verge on that between king and subjects. I
            was above and they were below, I had a smart lectern in front of me and they only
            ordinary desks embellished with graffiti, I wore my long black gown and they did not (to
            widen the gap between us still further, my gown boasted the bands denoting a Cambridge
            rather than an Oxford degree) and that sufficed for them not only to allow any
            tendentious statements I made to pass undisputed but also to let me hold forth
            unquestioned for an hour on the sombre literature of post-civil war
            Spain, an hour that seemed to me as interminable as the post-war period had to its
            writers (to those few writers opposed to the regime).

        The students did, on the other hand, ask
            questions in the translation classes, which I taught in tandem with various of my
            English colleagues. The latter were responsible for the choice of texts for these
            classes (in order to avoid creating a purely gratuitous and, indeed, minor enigma, I
            would prefer for the moment not to reveal the bizarre name by which these classes were
            known), texts that were couched in such abstruse or obscurely vernacular language that I
            often had to invent spurious definitions for antiquated or unintelligible words that I
            had never seen or heard before and which, of course, the students would never see or
            hear again either. Of those pretentious, memorable words (clearly the products of sick
            minds) I recall with particular enthusiasm: praseodimio, jarampero, guadameco
            and engibacaire (and how could I forget briaga, a term that cropped up
            in a particularly elegant passage on the wine trade). At the risk of appearing a fool,
            now that I have translated them into English and know perfectly well what they mean, I
            confess that then I was totally ignorant of their existence, which, even now, surprises
            me. My role in those classes, that of walking Spanish grammar and dictionary, was a more
            hazardous one than in my lectures and caused considerable wear and tear on my reflexes.
            The etymological questions were the most taxing but, after a while, borne along by
            impatience and a desire both to please and to get myself out of trouble, I became quite
            unscrupulous about inventing wild etymologies on the spot, convinced that neither the
            students nor my teaching colleague would ever be interested enough to check the truth of
            my replies. (And even if they did, I was sure they would have compassion enough not to
            throw the blunder in my face the following day.) So, confronted by what seemed to me
            malicious and absurd questions such as: “What is the origin of the word
                papirotazo?”, I had no compunction whatever about
            supplying them with answers that outdid the questions themselves in absurdity and
            malice.

        “Ah, yes, papirotazo. This is
            a flick delivered with the thumb and forefinger and derives its name from the method
            used to test the toughness and thereby establish the age of papyruses found in Egypt at
            the beginning of the nineteenth century.”

        When I saw that, far from provoking any
            violent reaction or it occurring to any of them to point out that one
                papirotazo would have been enough to reduce any such dynastic papyrus to
            confetti, the students were instead diligently taking notes and my English colleague –
            doubtless stunned by the vulgar sonority of the word and intoxicated perhaps by this
            sudden evocation of a Napoleonic Egypt – was endorsing my explanation (“Did you
            get that? Papirotazo comes from the word papiro: pa-pi-ro,
            pa-pi-ro-ta-zo”), I even found the nerve to go on and compound my lie with an
            erudite footnote: “It is, therefore, a fairly recent word, created by analogy with
            the more ancient capirotazo, as this painful and offensive blow is also
            known,” and I paused to illustrate the word, flicking the air with thumb and
            forefinger, “for it was just this kind of flicking blow that was dealt to the
            hooded penitents taking part in Holy Week processions, or rather, that was levelled at
            the tips of their hoods or capirotes, with the intention of humiliating
            them.”

        And my colleague again endorsed my view
            (“Did you get that? Ca-pi-ro-te, ca-pi-ro-ta-zo”). The delight some teachers
            took in pronouncing preposterous Spanish words never failed to move me, and their
            preference was always for words of four or more syllables. I recall that the Butcher
            enjoyed them so much that he would lose all composure and, raising one leg (a
            combination of very short socks and huge voracious shoes resulting in the exposure of
            one brilliant white shin), would uninhibitedly, and not without a certain grace, rest it
            on an empty desk and bounce it up and down in time to his own euphoric
            syllabification of the word in question (“Ve-ri-cue-to, ve-ri-cue-to.
            Mo-fle-tu-do, mo-fle-tu-do”). In fact, as I realized only later, my
            colleagues’ applause for my invented etymologies was a consequence of both their
            excellent manners and a dual sense of solidarity and fun. In Oxford no one ever says
            anything directly (frankness would be considered the most unforgivable, not to say the
            most disconcerting, of sins), or at least that is how I understood Dewar the
            Inquisitor’s parting words to me at the end of my two-year stay when, in the midst
            of other splendid remarks, he said:

        “What I’ll miss most is your
            extraordinary etymological knowledge. It never ceased to amaze me. I can still remember
            my surprise when you explained that the word papirotazo came from
                papo, jowl, and signified a blow delivered to another’s
                papada or double chin. Really astonishing.” He paused for a moment
            with some satisfaction to observe my embarrassment. Then he tutted and added:
            “Etymology is such a fascinating subject, it’s just a shame that the
            students – poor undiscerning creatures that they are – forget ninety-five per cent of
            the marvels they hear, and their bedazzlement at our brilliant revelations lasts only a
            matter of minutes, at most for the duration of the class. But I will remember it:
            pa-pa-da, pa-pi-ro-ta-zo.” He flexed one of his legs slightly. “Who’d
            have thought it? Quite fantastic.”

        I think I probably blushed deeply and, as
            soon as I could, rushed to the library to consult the dictionary and discover that, in
            fact, the now famous papirotazo did indeed come from the papo on which
            in former times the ignominious blow was received. I felt more of an impostor than ever,
            but at the same time my conscience felt clearer, for it seemed to me that my crazy
            etymologies were no more nonsensical, no less likely than the real ones. Or, rather, the
            true etymology of papirotazo struck me as being almost as outlandish as my
            invented one. Anyway, as the Ripper had pointed out, such ornamental knowledge, whether false, genuine or merely half-true, enjoyed only a very short
            life span. When true knowledge proves irrelevant, one is free to invent.

    
        I SPENT ENDLESS HOURS walking
            round the city of Oxford and consequently know almost every corner of it, as well as its
            outlying villages with their trisyllabic names: Headington, Kidlington, Wolvercote,
            Littlemore (and, further off, Abingdon and Cuddesdon). I also came to know almost all
            the faces that peopled it three years ago and two years ago, however difficult it
            subsequently proved ever to find them again. Most of the time I walked with no set
            purpose or goal, although I well remember that I spent about ten days during my second
            teaching term there (Hilary Term as it is called, comprising eight weeks between January
            and March) walking the streets with a goal that was neither very adult nor – while it
            lasted – one I cared to admit to myself. It was shortly before I met Clare and Edward
            Bayes and in fact my interruption or abandonment (yes, abandonment is the word) of that
            goal came about because of that meeting with Clare Bayes and her husband and not just
            because, around that time, one windy afternoon in Broad Street, the goal itself was
            simultaneously achieved and frustrated.

        Some ten days before I was introduced to
            Clare and Edward Bayes and began to get to know them, I was coming back from London – on
            a Friday – on the last train, which then left Paddington around midnight. It was the
            train I caught most Fridays or Saturdays on my return from the capital where I had
            nowhere to sleep unless I stayed in a hotel, a luxury I could only permit myself from
            time to time. Usually I chose to return home and, if necessary, to travel down again the
            following morning if something or someone required my presence there – London is less than an hour away on the fast train. The midnight train from
            London to Oxford, however, was not fast, but any inconvenience this caused me was
            compensated for by the pleasure of spending another hour in the company of my friends
            Guillermo and Miriam, a married couple who lived in South Kensington and whose
            conversation and hospitality formed the final stage of those days spent wandering the
            streets of London. Catching that last train involved changing at Didcot, a town of which
            I have never seen more than its gloomy station, and that only after dusk. The second
            train, which was to transport us with incomprehensible slowness from there to Oxford,
            would not always be standing ready at its platform for the arrival of the six or seven
            passengers from London making the connection (British Rail obviously believed any
            travellers on that train to be inveterate nightbirds who would not in the least mind
            getting to their beds a little later still) and then I would be forced to wait at the
            silent, empty station, which, so far as one could make out in the darkness, appeared to
            be entirely cut off from the town it served and to be surrounded on all sides by
            countryside, as if it were some rural halt.

        In England strangers rarely talk to each
            other, not even on trains or during long waits, and the night silence of Didcot station
            is one of the deepest I’ve ever known. The silence seems even deeper when broken
            by voices or by isolated, intermittent noises, the screech of a wagon, for example, that
            suddenly and enigmatically moves a few yards then stops, or the unintelligible cry of a
            porter whom the cold wakes from a short nap (rescuing him from a bad dream), or the
            abrupt, distant thud of crates that invisible hands quite gratuitously decide to shift
            despite the complete absence of any urgency, at a time when everything seems infinitely
            postponable, or the metallic crunch of a beer can being crushed up then thrown into a
            litter bin, or the modest flight of a single errant page from a newspaper, or my own
            footsteps vainly pacing to the edge of the platform and back just to
            pass the time. A few lamps, placed some yards apart (so as not to squander electricity)
            timidly light those as yet unswept platforms that resemble the aftermath of some rather
            pathetic street party. (The women who will sweep them in the morning lie dreaming now in
            darkest Didcot.) In the hesitant light of each lamp, you can just make out brief
            stretches of platform and railway lines, just as one lamp lights both my own face framed
            by the turned-up collar of my navy blue coat

        
        
    
        
            
                He just wanted a decent book to read ...
            
        

        
            Not too much to ask, is it? It was in 1935 when Allen Lane, Managing Director of
                Bodley Head Publishers, stood on a platform at Exeter railway station looking for
                something good to read on his journey back to London. His choice was limited to
                popular magazines and poor-quality paperbacks – the same choice faced every day by
                the vast majority of readers, few of whom could afford hardbacks. Lane’s
                disappointment and subsequent anger at the range of books generally available led
                him to found a company – and change the world.
        

        
            We believed in the existence in this country of a vast reading public for
                    intelligent books at a low price, and staked everything on it’

                    Sir Allen Lane, 1902–1970, founder of Penguin Books
            
        

        
            The quality paperback had arrived – and not just in bookshops. Lane was adamant
                that his Penguins should appear in chain stores and tobacconists, and should cost no
                more than a packet of cigarettes.
        

        Reading habits (and cigarette
                prices) have changed since 1935, but Penguin still believes in publishing the best
                books for everybody to enjoy. We still believe that good design costs no more than
                bad design, and we still believe that quality books published passionately and
                responsibly make the world a better place.
        

        
            So wherever you see the little bird – whether it’s on a piece of
                prize-winning literary fiction or a celebrity autobiography, political tour de force
                or historical masterpiece, a serial-killer thriller, reference book, world classic
                or a piece of pure escapism – you can bet that it represents the very best that the
                genre has to offer.
        

        
            
                Whatever you like to read – trust Penguin.
            
        

        
            
                www.penguin.co.uk
            
        

        Join the conversation:

        Twitter                  Facebook
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