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Penelope Fitzgerald

Preface by Hermione Lee, Advisory Editor

When Penelope Fitzgerald unexpectedly won the Booker Prize with Offshore, in 1979, at the age of sixty-three, she said to her friends: ‘I knew I was an outsider.’ The people she wrote about in her novels and biographies were outsiders, too: misfits, romantic artists, hopeful failures, misunderstood lovers, orphans and oddities. She was drawn to unsettled characters who lived on the edges. She wrote about the vulnerable and the unprivileged, children, women trying to cope on their own, gentle, muddled, unsuccessful men. Her view of the world was that it divided into ‘exterminators’ and ‘exterminatees’. She would say: ‘I am drawn to people who seem to have been born defeated or even profoundly lost.’ She was a humorous writer with a tragic sense of life.

Outsiders in literature were close to her heart, too. She was fond of underrated, idiosyncratic writers with distinctive voices, like the novelist J. L. Carr, or Harold Monro of the Poetry Bookshop, or the remarkable and tragic poet Charlotte Mew. The publisher Virago’s enterprise of bringing neglected women writers back to life appealed to her, and under their imprint she championed the nineteenth-century novelist Margaret Oliphant. She enjoyed eccentrics like Stevie Smith. She liked writers, and people, who stood at an odd angle to the world. The child of an unusual, literary, middle-class English family, she inherited the Evangelical principles of her bishop grandfathers and the qualities of her Knox father and uncles: integrity, austerity, understatement, brilliance and a laconic, wry sense of humour.

She did not expect success, though she knew her own worth. Her writing career was not a usual one. She began publishing late in her life, around sixty, and in twenty years she published nine novels, three biographies and many essays and reviews. She changed publisher four times when she started publishing, before settling with Collins, and she never had an agent to look after her interests, though her publishers mostly became her friends and advocates. She was a dark horse, whose Booker Prize, with her third novel, was a surprise to everyone. But, by the end of her life, she had been shortlisted for it several times, had won a number of other British prizes, was a well-known figure on the literary scene, and became famous, at eighty, with the publication of The Blue Flower and its winning, in the United States, the National Book Critics Circle Award.

Yet she always had a quiet reputation. She was a novelist with a passionate following of careful readers, not a big name. She wrote compact, subtle novels. They are funny, but they are also dark. They are eloquent and clear, but also elusive and indirect. They leave a great deal unsaid. Whether she was drawing on the experiences of her own life – working for the BBC in the Blitz, helping to make a go of a small-town Suffolk bookshop, living on a leaky barge on the Thames in the 1960s, teaching children at a stage-school – or, in her last four great novels, going back in time and sometimes out of England to historical periods which she evoked with astonishing authenticity – she created whole worlds with striking economy. Her books inhabit a small space, but seem, magically, to reach out beyond it.

After her death at eighty-three, in 2000, there
   might have been a danger of this extraordinary voice fading away
   into silence and neglect. But she has been kept from oblivion by
   her executors and her admirers. The posthumous publication of her
   stories, essays and letters has been followed by a biography
   (Penelope Fitzgerald: A Life, by Hermione Lee, Chatto &
   Windus, 2013), and by very welcome reissues of her work. The fine
   writers who have done introductions to these new editions show
   what a distinguished following she has. I hope that many new
   readers will now discover, and fall in love with, the work of one
   of the most spellbinding English novelists of the twentieth
   century.


Introduction

For several years in the mid-1990s I worked in a West London bookshop, running the children’s department with a rod of iron and supervising, with noisy resentment, the section called ‘Mind, Body and Spirit’. My colleagues for the most part were English Literature graduates or postgraduates, knowledgeable and passionate about the written word. Yes, we were shop assistants but the fact that we sold books, as opposed to socks or potatoes or saucepans, gave the job a certain respectability, kudos almost. Even if our bestsellers were sporting biographies or SAS memoirs or greetings cards, bookselling was practically a branch of academia. Books mattered, they were different, they were ‘improving’.

Florence Green, the heroine of Fitzgerald’s second novel, proprietor of an East Suffolk small town bookshop, feels much the same. In a terse letter to her solicitor, she quotes the endpaper of her Everyman editions:


‘A good book is the precious lifeblood of a master spirit, embalmed and treasured up on purpose to a life beyond life,’ and as such it must surely be a necessary commodity.



Surely Penelope Fitzgerald felt something like this, though she would have expressed it in plainer language. Don’t all novelists believe that books matter, that they’re different and necessary? When stocking her bookshop, Florence places those Everyman editions, in their ‘shabby dignity’, between Religion and Home Medicine, and isn’t this where literature belongs, somewhere between the spiritual and the earthly, the practical?

And yet what’s striking, in a novel called The Bookshop, is the absence of books, or specifically fiction and literature. The readers in the town of Hardborough have no interest in Ruskin or Keats or Austen, T. S. Eliot or Henry James. They crave books about royalty and the SAS, spotters’ guides, the score for the Messiah and greetings cards (an indication, I suppose, of how little the book trade changes) and Fitzgerald has great fun with the staggeringly banal titles: Build Your Own Racing Dinghy, I Flew With the Führer, Daily Life in Ancient Britain. Categorisation is not by subject, but by popularity: A, B and ‘the repellent Cs’, books that have acquired ‘a peculiar fragrance’, with titles like The History of Chinese Thought. A good book may well be the precious lifeblood of a master spirit, but for the bank manager they serve another purpose:


‘Don’t misunderstand me … I find a good book at my bedside of incalculable value. When I eventually retire I’ve no sooner read a few pages than I’m overwhelmed with sleep.’



And what about literature, and specifically fiction? The only novel mentioned at length, Lolita, saves Florence’s business, but there is no discussion of its contents, its characters or themes or story. Mr Brundish’s appraisal is characteristically to the point:


‘It is a good book, and therefore you should try and sell it to the inhabitants of Hardborough. They won’t understand it, but that is all to the good. Understanding makes the mind lazy.’



That last sentence is a typical Fitzgerald notion, over-turning the conventional, sentimental idea. Art, culture, literature seem to improve no one in Hardborough. The most ‘cultured’, ‘artistic’ people in this community are also the most monstrous. For the malign Mrs Gamart, an interest in ‘Culture’ brings social status and the illusion of sophistication. She will happily abandon compassion and decency to establish her precious arts centre, vital if the town is to compete socially with high-and-mighty Aldeburgh. Charming Milo works for the revered BBC, that bastion of liberal-humanistic values, yet he is lazy, vain and casually cruel. ‘His emotions, from lack of exercise, had disappeared almost altogether’, and what at first seems like gentleness is a cover for his appalling selfishness. Another typically incisive Fitzgerald observation:


Gentleness is not kindness. His fluid personality tested and stole into the weak places of others until it found it could settle down to its own advantage.



Even the hopeless watercolourist Theodore Gill (‘who saw no reason to abandon the pleasant style of the turn of the century’) is conceited, selfish and insensitive. Florence aside, the decent, loyal characters – Christine, Wally, Raven – are the least pretentious, indifferent to culture and the social status it brings. Christine prefers ‘stickers’ and bookmarks over books, and only reads Bunty:


Her resentment was directed against everyone who had to do with books, and reading, and made it a condition of success to write little compositions … She hated them all.



With the exception of Mr Brundish, whom Florence only meets once, it is also worth noting that her main allies belong to the working class and, in the case of the Gippings, almost an underclass; there are glancing references to incest, to children running wild, eating maggots, pelting each other with stones or beets.

Hardborough is not quite the real world. Isolated and enclosed, its parochial philistinism is exaggerated for comic effect. Phyllis Neame, the owner of the Southwold bookshop where Penelope Fitzgerald once worked, contested the portrayal of the town, insisting that everyone had been much nicer in real life. But this fictional town is stripped of quaintness. It is a harsh, class-bound place. There’s a startling passage where Christine’s mother discusses education, finding a sudden eloquence on the practical repercussions of Christine’s failure to pass the dreaded Eleven Plus:


‘It’s what we call a death sentence. I’ve nothing against the Technical, but it just means this: what chance will she ever have of meeting and marrying a white-collar chap? She won’t ever be able to look above a labouring chap or even an unemployed chap and believe me, Mrs Green, she’ll be pegging out her own washing until the day she dies.’



Contrast this with Milo North, going ‘through life with singularly little effort’. Florence and the Gippings are decent but powerless and yet one small remark from the vicious Mrs Gamart can have repercussions in the Houses of Parliament and ultimately destroy a livelihood. Intelligence has nothing to do with it; Christine is eccentric but also bright, shrewd, passionate and insightful, while Mrs Gamart’s nephew, the pliable MP who facilitates Florence’s downfall, is ‘brilliant, successful and stupid’. Like Florence, Christine fails because she can’t tell ‘which number comes next’. In one of the book’s most striking images, the difference between a white envelope, denoting acceptance by the grammar school, and a buff envelope, denoting the Technical, is the difference between success and drudgery. ‘Hardborough children, looking back in future years over a long life, would remember nothing more painful or more decisive than the envelopes waiting on the desks.’

Yet while class is everywhere in The Bookshop, money and social status are not the only dividing lines. The novel is political in the sense that Fitzgerald’s sympathies and instincts, like Florence’s, are liberal and broadly anti-authoritarian, but the real division in life, the one that matters, is that between the ‘exterminators and exterminatees, with the former, at any given moment, predominating’. This is a recurring theme in Fitzgerald’s books, particularly in those earlier novels drawn from episodes in her life, and it’s hard to think of a novelist who writes more compassionately and insightfully about failure. The Bookshop, which she called ‘her first straight novel’ after The Golden Child, gives the idea its clearest expression. Florence values kindness above everything. She is decent, principled, intelligent and unsnobbish. Yet, faced with the combined forces of Mrs Gamart and Milo North, the indifferent bank managers and corrupt solicitors, she doesn’t stand a chance. The final sentence of the novel is bruising, but Florence has the saddest line:


‘Surely you have to succeed, if you give everything you have.’



Even an item as innocuous and homely as Mr Brundish’s teapot bears the warning ‘Not to succeed in one thing is to fail in all.’ Far more frightening than any poltergeist is the spectre of loneliness in old age. On the radio, Florence hears that ‘the expectation of life was now 68.1 years for males and 73.9 years for females … She tried to feel that this was encouraging.’

With typical self-deprecation, Fitzgerald called The Bookshop ‘a short novel with a sad ending’, which is true I suppose, but takes no account of Fitzgerald’s wit and playfulness. The later novel, At Freddie’s, is brighter and lighter (and would be one of my candidates for great comic novels of the twentieth century) but there are wonderful moments in The Bookshop too. Fitzgerald’s great gift, often remarked upon, was the precision and economy of her prose, so that a sea scout is ‘square and reliable as a straw-bale’ and Mr Gill smiles ‘as a toad does, because it has no other expression’. Or this, my favourite line, more flamboyantly comic:


They [Christine’s two front teeth] had been broken during the previous winter in rather a strange manner, when the washing on the line froze hard, and she was caught a blow in the face with an icy vest.



And there’s sharp social comedy too, of a particularly English kind: given an ill-fitting dress in shocking red, Florence suggests meekly, ‘Perhaps if I try to stand against the wall most of the time …’ Much of the humour balances on the edge of absurdity or draws on a Dickensian tradition. The characters’ names, for example: Florence Green is solid and sensible, but Gipping, Cutts, Deben, Brundish? Gamart is an allusion to Balzac’s Mlle Gamart in Le Curé de Tours, cruel and provincial. Even Milo’s conventionally unconventional girlfriend in the red tights is Kattie with an extra ‘t’.

I first read Penelope Fitzgerald after reading a great deal of Muriel Spark, and the similarities are there: both Spark and Fitzgerald wrote slim volumes in a clear, precise, economical prose, often with an autobiographical element, particularly in the early books. They have a reputation for genteelness that is not borne out by the tough-minded, spiky books themselves, and share an interest in good and evil, and in religion. Both authors present children as not quite innocent, just as flawed and frank as adults. Often their characters exist on the fringes of an artistic and literary world, where poverty and failure are far more common than success. Most strikingly, they share an ability to combine the mundane and everyday with the surreal, the supernatural, the violent. It is no surprise that both authors wrote ghost stories. No one in Hardborough is taken aback by the poltergeist, no one is sceptical or seeks an explanation. It is a place where a bathroom can have ‘the alert air of having witnessed something’, where spigots are driven into marrows to produce booze, where a heron flies by with a writhing eel halfway down its throat and a middle-aged woman can be seen tugging with all her might on a horse’s large slippery dark tongue. The sense of place is wonderful, the landscape described without recourse to purple prose, just that trademark economy:


The sky brightened from one horizon to the other, and the high white cloud was reflected in mile after mile of shining dyke water, so that the marshes seemed to stand between cloud and cloud.



Hardborough is a place of extremes, almost an island, isolated from city life but very far from being a rural idyll. The characterisation is also heightened: the monstrous Mrs Gamart has ‘dark bright eyes which appeared to be kept open, as though by some mechanism, to their widest extent’. Christine Gipping is perhaps the most vivid creation, with her transparent skin, her ruffled hair and missing teeth. I can’t think of any author who writes children better than Penelope Fitzgerald. Like Salinger, she has a real interest in them. They are never patronised or idealised. Christine is bad-tempered, tempestuous and horribly tactless:


‘You haven’t any children, Mrs Green?’

‘No. I should have liked to.’

‘Life passed you by in that respect, then.’

Without waiting for explanations, she bustled round the shop …



Yet Florence remains fiercely loyal to Christine, even when snubbed in return. Fitzgerald never overplays or sentimentalises this maternal bond, but if exposure to a world of books can’t ‘improve’ Christine, then human contact surely can:


The two of them, during the past months, had not been without their effect on one another. If Florence was more resilient, Christine had grown more sensitive …



… and they sit together by the paraffin heater on a cold September evening ‘in the two comfortable chairs, like ladies’.

Throughout the book, Fitzgerald sets up expectations that she then refuses to fulfil. Will there be a flirtation with Milo? What happened to Florence’s husband? Will Christine grow to love books? Will Florence take a heroic, public stand against Mrs Gamart? Perhaps the locals will support her, or perhaps Mr Brundish will step in and save the day!

Fitzgerald defies those clichés with glee, and this is precisely what makes her a great novelist. Expectations are constantly denied, explanations withheld. Why does Mr Brundish defend a woman he barely meets, and what motivates Mrs Gamart’s shocking and persistent spite? We never really know. We find out little about Florence’s past and are given few clues to her future. Character portraits are brief or, in the case of our lead character, are defined as much by absence as presence: Florence is ‘somewhat insignificant from the front view, and totally so from the back. She was not much talked about …’

And then there is the ending. Fitzgerald is a fine comic writer, one of the best, but her humour is inseparable from a terrible sadness, particularly in the closing moments (At Freddie’s and Offshore also end with similar dying falls). The last paragraph of The Bookshop is not fraught or emotional, there are no big speeches or farewells, no dialogue at all. The prose is plain and matter-of-fact, and only one word is used to describe Florence’s emotions. But it’s a terrible word, and the final sentence of this book is one of the saddest I’ve ever read. Quietly devastating, like the novel itself.

David Nicholls

2013
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IN 1959 Florence Green occasionally passed a night when she was not absolutely sure whether she had slept or not. This was because of her worries as to whether to purchase a small property, the Old House, with its own warehouse on the foreshore, and to open the only bookshop in Hardborough. The uncertainty probably kept her awake. She had once seen a heron flying across the estuary and trying, while it was on the wing, to swallow an eel which it had caught. The eel, in turn, was struggling to escape from the gullet of the heron and appeared a quarter, a half, or occasionally three-quarters of the way out. The indecision expressed by both creatures was pitiable. They had taken on too much. Florence felt that if she hadn’t slept at all – and people often say this when they mean nothing of the kind – she must have been kept awake by thinking of the heron.

She had a kind heart, though that is not of much use when it comes to the matter of self-preservation. For more than eight years of half a lifetime she had lived at Hardborough on the very small amount of money her late husband had left her and had recently come to wonder whether she hadn’t a duty to make it clear to herself, and possibly to others, that she existed in her own right. Survival was often considered all that could be asked in the cold and clear East Anglian air
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