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Preface



This is a collection of occasional prose pieces about literary fiction, drama and television adaptation. Nearly all of them were written after 1987, when I gave up my academic career to become a full-time writer. A few of the essays bear the traces of my involvement in academic literary studies, including structuralist and post-structuralist critical theory; but the dominant emphasis of the book as a whole is on the practice of writing, in several different ways. The novelists discussed at the greatest length here interest me because they had an influence on my own creative writing, and/or because their struggles with the craft of fiction, and with the stresses and strains of the writer’s life, seem to me exemplary. Most of the other essays draw directly and anecdotally on my personal experience of writing fiction, screenplays and a stage play.

Since I retired from academic life, I have found that this is the kind of criticism I most enjoy writing (and reading): criticism that tries to demystify and shed light on the creative process, to explain how literary and dramatic works are made, and to describe the many different factors, not always under the control of the writer, that come into play in this process. Writing about one’s own work carries with it certain risks, including that of seeming egocentric, but I have never felt that there was any conflict or contradiction between being a self-aware creative writer and an analytical, formalist critic at the same time – on the contrary. T.S. Eliot drew the vital connection between the two activities in his essay: “The Function of Criticism”: “Probably … the larger part of the labour of an author in composing his work is critical labour; the labour of sifting, combining, constructing, expunging, correcting, testing; this frightful toil is as much critical as creative.”

The proliferation of Creative Writing courses in tertiary education in recent years, at both graduate and undergraduate levels, suggests that an emphasis on the practice of writing, both for its own sake and as a tool to enhance critical skills, may supersede the fashion for Theory which began in the late nineteen-sixties, and now seems to have exhausted the energy and interest of even its devotees. I hope this book will have some interest and value, therefore, for students and teachers of literature, creative writing and media studies. But it is intended for the general reader as well, and put together with his or her interests in mind.

Most items were written for a variety of specific occasions – contributions to journals, introductions to books, public lectures, conference papers, etc. – and where it seemed appropriate I have described the original contexts in headnotes. I have also added footnotes and postscripts where I felt the need to qualify or add to what I said in the original versions. Some items are published here for the first time. The others were first published (sometimes under different titles) as follows: “The Novelist Today: Still at the Crossroads?” in New Writing, edited by Malcolm Bradbury and Judy Cooke, Minerva in association with the British Council, 1992; “Fact and Fiction in the Novel: an Author’s Note” in Tensions and Transitions (1869–1990): the mediating imagination, edited by Michael Irwin, Mark Kinkead-Weekes and A. Robert Lee, Faber 1990; “The Lives of Graham Greene” in the New York Review of Books, 8 and 22 June 1995; “Lucky Jim Revisited” as the Introduction to the Penguin Twentieth Century Classics edition of Lucky Jim by Kingsley Amis, 1992; “Sex, Creativity and Biography: the Young D.H. Lawrence” in the New York Review of Books, 13 February 1992; “Henry Green: a Writer’s Writer’s Writer” in the New York Review of Books, 25 March 1993; “The Making of ‘Anthony Burgess’” in the Times Literary Supplement, 27 February 1987; “What Kind of Fiction Did Nabokov Write? A Practitioner’s View” in Cycnos (University of Nice), Vol. 12, No.2, 1995; “Creative Writing: Can It/Should It Be Taught?” in Letters (Royal Society of Literature), No.6, Summer 1995; “The Novel as Communication” in Ways of Communicating, edited by D.H. Mellor, Cambridge U.P., 1990; “Adapting Nice Work for Television” in Novel Images: literature in performance, edited by Peter Reynolds, Routledge, 1993; “Through The No Entry Sign: Deconstruction and Architecture” in the Guardian, 8 April 1988; “Harold Pinter’s Last To Go: a structuralist analysis” in Harold Pinter: a Casebook, edited by Lois Gordon, Garland, 1990. I am grateful to the editors concerned for the initial invitations/provocations to write these pieces, and to Mr Harold Pinter for permission to reprint the text of his sketch, Last To Go.




PART ONE

Novelists, Novels and “The Novel”






The Novelist Today: Still at the Crossroads?






This essay started life as a talk given to a seminar at the University of East Anglia held in November 1990 to mark the twentieth anniversary of the well-known M.A. in Creative Writing programme at that institution. It was revised and expanded for publication in the anthology New Writing, edited by Malcolm Bradbury and Judy Cooke, in the spring of 1992. All such “State of the Novel” addresses are necessarily provisional, always in danger of being invalidated by new developments. This one was itself in part a reassessment of an earlier essay of my own, but while it was at the proof stage of its first publication I felt obliged to insert a new paragraph to take account of the impact of the deepening economic recession on literary publishing. In reprinting it here I have added a few further reflections in a footnote and a postscript.

ONE CAN CONSIDER the situation of the contemporary novelist either aesthetically or institutionally. Under the aesthetic I include questions of genre, of formal and stylistic choice or fashion – what French critics call écriture. In the category of the institutional I include questions about the material conditions of writing, how writing today is produced, circulated, received and rewarded. The two are, of course, connected.

Both the aesthetic and the institutional state of writing today can be viewed from the perspective either of the critic or of the creative writer. As I function in both capacities, this is for me a splitting of the subject in a double sense. For most of my adult life, from 1960 to 1987, I combined an academic career as a university teacher and scholar with writing novels. I tried to keep a balance between these two activities; and throughout this period I published, more or less by design, a novel and a work of literary criticism in alternation. In 1987 I retired from university teaching, and although I expect to go on writing literary criticism, I doubt whether much of it will be oriented towards an academic readership. One component of that decision was a feeling that it was becoming harder and harder to make meaningful connections between an academic criticism increasingly dominated by questions of Theory, and the practice of creative writing.

Both the critic and the creative writer can address themselves to the subject of writing either descriptively or prescriptively. My own preference has always been for the descriptive. Nothing, it seems to me, is more futile or arrogant than for critics to tell novelists what they should write about or how they should write about it or what it is no longer possible to write. Writers themselves may be excused for doing this as a way of defending or publicizing or creating a receptive climate for their work or the work of their friends. There is a long and honourable tradition of discourse about the state of writing known as the manifesto, but for reasons I shall come to I do not think it is appropriate to the present literary moment, and I certainly do not have one to proclaim.

So these are the coordinates of my observations: aesthetic/institutional, critical/creative, descriptive/prescriptive.

About twenty years ago I published an essay called “The Novelist at the Crossroads” which was aesthetic, critical and descriptive in orientation: that is, it was intended as a descriptive survey of the forms of contemporary fiction, drawing indirectly on my experience as a novelist but written essentially within the conventions of academic criticism. My starting-point or springboard was a short but potent book of prescriptive criticism by the American academic critic Robert Scholes, called The Fabulators. (It is, incidentally, difficult to imagine an ambitious young scholar of Scholes’s ability choosing today to write a book about contemporary fiction; he or she would almost certainly be working in the field of Theory, or applying Theory to the revisionist reading of classic texts.) The realistic novel was obsolete, Scholes argued; writers should leave realism to other media, such as film, which could imitate reality more faithfully, and instead develop the purely fictive potential of narrative. His prime example was John Barth’s Giles Goat-boy, a huge allegorical romance that presented the modern world as divided into an East Campus and a West Campus, which the hero, conceived by a virgin impregnated by a computer program and brought up as a goat, has a mission to save. Lawrence Durrell, Iris Murdoch, John Hawkes, Terry Southern and Kurt Vonnegut were the other chief exemplars of a kind of writing that Scholes called “fabulation”.

To resist, or at least question, this manifesto, I invoked Scholes’s own generic theory of the novel, expounded in an earlier book that he had co-authored with Robert Kellogg, The Nature of Narrative: that the novel was generically an unstable mixture of the fictional and the empirical, of romance and allegory on the one hand and history and mimesis (realistic imitation of ordinary life) on the other. Granting that the viability of the traditional realistic novel had been called in question on several grounds (for instance, the bizarre, extreme, absurd nature of modern “reality”), I suggested that the excessive cultivation of the fictional through fabulation was not the only possible response. A writer might equally well decide to develop the empirical style of narrative exclusively – as in the so-called non-fictional novels of Capote (In Cold Blood) and Mailer (Armies of the Night), and in the experimental autobiographical novels of B.S. Johnson.

The contemporary novelist was therefore in the situation of a man (or woman) at a crossroads. Before him stretched the way of traditional realism, now alleged to be a very boring route, and possibly a dead end. To the left and right were the ways of fabulation and non-fictional narrative. Many writers, I suggested, unable to choose between these three routes, built their hesitation into their fiction, made the problems of writing a novel the subject of the novel. I called this the problematic novel; later it was christened (by Robert Scholes again I seem to remember) metafiction, a name that achieved wider currency. An important example of this kind of novel, it seemed to me, was Doris Lessing’s The Golden Notebook, in which a blocked novelist writes about various aspects of her life, including her own writing, in various differently coloured notebooks and then unites her fractured imagination in a Golden Notebook. I concluded my essay with a “modest affirmation of faith in the future of the traditional realistic novel.” It was probably not coincidental that I was about to publish such a novel myself (Out of the Shelter). But the essay was essentially a plea for aesthetic pluralism. There was, I argued, no dominant style or écriture, such as obtained in the Fifties, or the Thirties: “We seem to be living through a period of unprecedented cultural pluralism which allows, in all the arts, an astonishing variety of styles to flourish simultaneously.”

Twenty years later, I think that generalization still holds good; but I am also struck by how sturdily traditional realism has survived the obsequies pronounced over it by Scholes, and by a number of other writers and critics in the Sixties and Seventies, and how clearly it remains a serious option for the literary novelist today. (By realism I mean not only a mimetic representation of experience, but also the organization of narrative according to a logic of causality and temporal sequence.)

Fabulation in Scholes’s sense has certainly flourished in the last twenty years, encouraged by the discovery and dissemination of South American magic realism in Europe and the USA. In British writing, Salman Rushdie, Angela Carter, the later Fay Weldon come to mind in this connection. The blurb’s description of Rushdie’s Satanic Verses, for instance, suggests a family resemblance to Giles Goat-boy:

Just before dawn one winter’s morning a hijacked jumbo jet blows apart high above the English Channel. Through the debris of limbs, drinks trolleys, memories, blankets and oxygen masks, two figures fall towards the sea without benefit of parachutes: Gibreel Farishta, India’s legendary movie star, and Saladin Chamcha, the man of a thousand voices, self-made man and Anglophile supreme. Clinging to each other, singing rival songs, they plunge downward, and are finally washed up, alive, on the snow-covered sands of an English beach. A miracle; but an ambiguous one, because it soon becomes apparent that curious changes are coming over them. Gibreel seems to have acquired a halo, while, to Saladin’s dismay, his legs grow hairier, his feet turn into hoofs, and there are bumps burgeoning at his temples.

The combination of the exploding jumbo jet, as real and topical as yesterday’s newsreel, and the miraculous survival and mythical metamorphosis of the leading characters, is typical of fabulation. It aims to entertain us with the humorous extravagance and inventiveness of its story while offering this as a kind of metaphor, or objective correlative in T.S. Eliot’s now rather outmoded jargon, for the extreme contrasts and conflicts of modern experience. Humour is a very important component of this kind of writing, for without humour it is apt to become portentous, laboured and ultimately boring; and of course a sense of humour is absolutely essential for an appropriate reading of it – a faculty Ayatollahs are notoriously lacking in. The model for this kind of fiction is Rabelais’ Gargantua and Pantagruel, and for its poetics Bakhtin’s theory of the carnivalesque.

Fabulation has certainly flourished in the last twenty years, but it has not conquered the fictional scene. It remains a marginal form of fiction, at least in Britain.1

The non-fiction novel, which applies fictional techniques, such as free indirect style, scenic construction, present-tense narration, prolepsis, iterative symbolism, etc., to factual narratives, was always more of an American than a British genre. The poetics of this form of writing were formulated by Tom Wolfe in his anthology The New Journalism, and in that anthology he included only one specimen by a British writer (Nicholas Tomalin). Tom Wolfe’s own Radical Chic and The Right Stuff are classics of the genre, along with Norman Mailer’s The Executioner’s Song. The nearest approximation to this kind of writing in English outside America is perhaps the Australian Thomas Keneally’s Schindler’s Ark, which demonstrated its generic ambiguity by being published as non-fiction in the USA and winning the Booker Prize for best novel in 1982. There has been in Britain in recent years, however, something of a renaissance of literary travel writing, much of which perhaps belongs in this category of the non-fiction novel. Names that come to mind in this connection: James Fenton, Jonathan Raban, Bruce Chatwin, Redmond O’Hanlon, and two Americans who have made their homes in Britain, Paul Theroux and Bill Bryson. Such writing combines factual reporting with cultural and philosophic musing and a slightly teasing autobiographical subtext, both components of modern fiction. Probably the most prestigious and influential outlet for new writing in England today is the paperback book-cum-magazine Granta, and it may be significant that its travel number, featuring several of the writers I have named, was its best-selling issue; also that Richard Rayner, author of the very funny Los Angeles Without a Map, worked for Granta when he wrote it. This book describes the bizarre, mainly sexual adventures of a narrator indistinguishable from the real author; it reads like autobiography but was shortlisted for the Sunday Express Fiction prize in 1988.

There have certainly been many examples of the problematic or metafictional novel produced since I wrote my essay, and still more examples of novels which have a strain of metafiction in them, without being primarily metafictional in motivation. For example, Margaret Drabble’s novels from The Ice Age onwards, Malcolm Bradbury’s The History Man, Martin Amis’s Money and my own How Far Can You Go? are all novels primarily focused on developments in contemporary society, but all refer to and in some cases actually introduce the author into the text, as a character on the same ontological level as the fictional characters: a device which exposes the fictionality of texts in a peculiarly drastic way, and invariably reveals some anxiety about the ethical and epistemological nature of fictional discourse and its relationship to the world.

Indeed I would say that my model or metaphor of the crossroads now seems to me inadequate chiefly because it doesn’t allow for such mixing of genres and styles within a single text. Such mixing, what one might call “crossover” fiction, seems to me to be a salient feature of writing today. That is to say, relatively few novelists are wholly and exclusively committed to fabulation or the non-fiction novel, or metafiction. Instead they combine one or more of these modes with realism, often in a startling, deliberately disjunctive way. Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse Five (1970) was an early and influential American example of crossover fiction. British examples would include some of Doris Lessing’s later work (for instance Briefing for a Descent into Hell), Julian Barnes’s books from Flaubert’s Parrot onward, and D.M. Thomas’s The White Hotel. Foregrounded intertextuality, the overt citation or simulation of older texts in a modern text, has frequently been used to achieve the crossover effect in this period, from John Fowles’ The French Lieutenant’s Woman at the beginning of it, through Peter Ackroyd’s Hawksmoor and Chatterton, to Antonia Byatt’s recent Possession. My own Small World might be mentioned in this context. But one has also to say that a great many of the most admired novels of the present time are written wholly in the discourse mode of traditional realism, employing either first-person character-narrators or covert authorial narrators in a way designed to create an illusion of the reality of the story that is not fundamentally challenged or questioned within the text.

In 1989 I was chairman of the judges for the Booker Prize, Britain’s premier literary prize. We read, or at least scrutinized, over a hundred new novels. The great majority of them were written within the conventions of fictional realism. The shortlist of six that we selected were all realistic novels. I should say that it was a matter of great regret to me that Martin Amis’s London Fields was not shortlisted, due to the strong objections of two members of the jury. Had it been, our list would have looked somewhat different, for there are important metafictional and fabulatory elements in this novel. None of the six novels we ended up with could be said to deviate from the conventions of moden realistic narrative.

They were: Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day, which of course was the eventual winner, John Banville’s The Book of Evidence, Rose Tremain’s Restoration, James Kelman’s A Disaffection, Margaret Atwood’s Cat’s Eye, and Sybille Bedford’s Jigsaw. Five of them, though we didn’t notice this at the time we selected them, are first-person narratives, and the sixth, Kelman’s A Disaffection, is written from a single point of view, often in interior monologue. First-person narration appeals to contemporary novelists because it permits the writer to remain within the conventions of realism without claiming the kind of authority which belongs to the authorial narrative method of the classic realistic novel. In the case of the Bedford and the Atwood, the voice of the narrator is hardly distanced from that of the implied author; in the Ishiguro, the Banville and the Tremain, the narrators are very different from their authors, created by rhetorical means. These three are virtuoso feats of writing, but they are not formally innovatory. Indeed Banville’s novel is perhaps the most conventional he has written, in form. Of the six, Kelman’s was regarded as carrying the flag of the avant-garde, but though I greatly admired this novel, and was indeed its chief advocate on the jury, I did not see it as formally adventurous. It is written in a mixture of interior monologue and free indirect style, rather like the early chapters of Ulysses, but quite without Joyce’s mythic design or the stylistic experiments of the later chapters of Ulysses. Its aesthetic motivation is entirely mimetic. It challenges the reader primarily by its content and use of Glaswegian dialect, not by its narrative form.

In short, the aesthetic pluralism I sought to defend in my “Novelist at the Crossroads” essay seems to me to be now a generally accepted fact of literary life. It is sometimes described as a post-modern condition, but if so then we can no longer use post-modernism as a term for a new kind of avant-garde experimentalism. The astonishing variety of styles on offer today, as if in an aesthetic supermarket, includes traditional as well as innovative styles, minimalism as well as excess, nostalgia as well as prophecy.

The triumph of pluralism also no doubt has something to do with the absence of any dominating literary critics or school of criticism actively engaged with the interpretation and evaluation of contemporary literature, a function performed in earlier periods by Eliot, Leavis and the American New Critics. This is partly due to the increasing professionalization of academic criticism and its preoccupation with Theory. It is criticism which defines literary movements, determines or sets up debates about what is important and what is not important, what is in and what is out. What we have now is a literary situation in which everything is in and nothing is out.

This situation has an upside and a downside. The upside is that the literary world is open to anybody with talent. When you have a dominant écriture there is a danger that good work that is unfashionable will be neglected, and mediocre work will enjoy an inflated reputation because it is fashionable. The Thirties and Fifties provided plenty of examples. The downside is that, in the absence of any consensus about aesthetic value, some other value system will take over. And given the nature of our society it is not surprising that a somewhat materialistic notion of success, as measured by sales, advances, prizes, media celebrity, etc., has filled the vacuum. To state it summarily: success has supplanted fashionableness as the reference point of the literary world; or, if you like, success has become an index of fashionableness. It was not always so. In the heyday of modernism, you could hardly be considered an important literary writer if you were commercially successful. It is interesting that Martin Amis, widely regarded as the representative novelist of his generation, has written two novels called Success and Money.

I am now of course viewing my subject under its institutional aspect, and I am well aware that what I am talking about may be partly an effect of a change in my own position within the institution, inasmuch as I have in recent years enjoyed some success of the kind I have just referred to; but I don’t think it is entirely a subjective impression. It is a commonplace that the literary novel acquired a new commercial significance in the 1980s, and of course it is no coincidence that it was a decade dedicated to Enterprise culture and the deregulation and internationalization of high finance. In this climate publishing houses became desirable objects for financial mergers and takeovers. Prestigious literary writers became valuable assets, like brand names in the commodity market, worth far more than the income they actually generated – though they could, in certain circumstances, generate a good deal. The literary bestseller was born, a concept that would have seemed a contradiction in terms to F.R. and Queenie Leavis. Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose was a paradigm case. Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children was another. In the 1980s the Booker Prize, which had made little or no impact on sales in the previous decade, suddenly developed the power to make any book that won it a bestseller. Publishers began to search and compete for potential literary bestsellers. In consequence, literary novelists have probably been, in the recent past, better rewarded financially than at any earlier time in this century. It never has been, and it never will be, possible for everybody who would like to earn their living as a full-time writer to do so, but in the 1980s it seemed to be a more attainable ambition than ever before.

The economic recession of the early 1990s has changed this picture considerably. While the market was buoyant, the large advances commanded by bestselling authors led to a general enhancement of novelists’ financial rewards. In today’s harsh economic climate, however, many of those huge advances have not been earned, while the sales of less commercial fiction have apparently plummeted. Novelists are finding it harder to place their work and to earn a living from it. There has been a painful shakeout of personnel in the publishing industry and a corresponding shakeout in publishers’ lists. Whether this is altogether a bad thing depends, of course, on what books are being eliminated by the financial squeeze. There are so many novels published in Britain that a great proportion of them never get properly reviewed, and never thus really enter into the public consciousness at all. It’s possible that some novels of real distinction are being published, but not being noticed, because they are swamped by a mass of decently competent, but not really necessary novels. In any event, the effects of the structural changes in the publishing of literary fiction that occurred in the 1980s will not quickly disappear.

The novel has from its very beginnings had an equivocal status, somewhere between a work of art and a commodity; but in the twentieth century, under the impact of modernism, it seemed to split into two kinds of fiction – the highbrow novel of aesthetic ambition, which sold in small numbers to a discriminating élite, and the popular or middlebrow novel of entertainment, which sold in much larger numbers to a mass audience. Now the gap seems to be narrowing again, and this has changed the attitude of the literary writer towards his audience and his peers – and his work.

The successful marketing of literary fiction depends upon a collaboration between the writer, the publisher and the mass media. Publisher and writer have a common interest, and the media have been very eager to collaborate with them for their own reasons. Developments in print and communications technology in the last decade have led to a vast expansion and diversification of media outlets – newspapers, magazines, supplements, TV channels and radio stations. They all have an inexhaustible appetite for raw material; discussion and gossip about books and writers is a cheap source of such material.

So, if you are a novelist with any kind of reputation, publishing a new novel no longer consists of sending off the manuscript to your publisher and waiting for the reviews to appear nine months or so later. It means delicate negotiations, probably via your agent, over terms, possibly an auction. Once the contract is signed it means consultation with the publisher over the timing of the book’s publication, the design of the jacket and other details of production. You might be asked to talk to the firm’s sales force, or to a convention of booksellers. Around the time of publication you will be asked to give interviews to press and broadcasting media, perhaps to do bookshop readings, signings, attend literary festivals. If you are lucky enough to win or even just be shortlisted for a major literary prize, that will lead to more publicity events. And there will be yet more interviews, readings, signings, etc., if and when the book is paperbacked, turned into a film or TV series, and published in foreign countries. You may be invited to tour foreign countries by the British Council, reading from your work or lecturing on the state of the novel. It is an interesting and significant fact that at the very moment when post-structuralist academic criticism has been proclaiming the Death of the Author as a theoretical axiom, an unprecedented degree of public attention has been focused on contemporary authors as living, breathing human beings.

Some authors collaborate in this process more enthusiastically than others; but very few eschew it entirely. Why? For a number of reasons. The present climate encourages writers to think of themselves not only as artists, but as professionals in a business partnership with their publishers. If the publisher has invested a large advance in a book the writer may feel a moral obligation to help sell it, as well as self-interest. The writer may get some ego-gratification from contact with admiring readers, or from the performance element in public readings. He or she may be glad to get out of the house, away from the loneliness of the study, and to travel abroad at someone else’s expense.

There are obvious dangers in this new literary lifestyle – I speak as one who has knowingly exposed himself to them. There is the danger that all the media exposure will encourage the vanity, jealousy and paranoia to which writers are constitutionally prone in any case. There is a danger that all the interviews, readings, lecture tours, signing sessions, festival attendances, etc., will consume time and energy that should have been dedicated to the production of new work. There is, perhaps most importantly, a danger that the writer’s raised consciousness of the market dimension of his or her work will interfere with the artistic dimension, making the work less innovative, less ambitious, less inclined to explore new territory, than it might otherwise have been. Indeed it is possible to argue that there is a direct connection between the power of the media and the market in today’s literary world, and the aesthetic pluralism, in which realism remains a dominating force, of contemporary fiction. J.G. Ballard made a waspish comment to this effect recently in reviewing a biography of William Burroughs in the Guardian:

At a time when the bourgeois novel has triumphed, and career novelists jet around the world on Arts Council tours and pontificate like game-show celebrities at literary festivals, it is heartening to know that Burroughs at least is still working away quietly at Lawrence, Kansas, creating what I feel is the most original and important body of fiction to appear since the Second World War.

“Arts Council” here is presumably a slip for “British Council”. The Arts Council doesn’t send British writers jetting around the world, it sends them pottering round the country on British Rail, or sets them up as Writers in Residence in regional community centres, though I don’t suppose Ballard approves of such enterprises either. The really interesting phrase in this passage is “career novelist”. It seems to be formed on the model of “career woman”: a somewhat sexist phrase, now becoming rare, used to denote a woman who has sacrificed or subordinated the traditional female occupation of homemaking and childrearing to the pursuit of a career of a traditionally masculine kind, involving the acquisition of power and wealth. Implied in Ballard’s locution there is a distinction between writing as a vocation and writing as a profession, writing as the pursuit of importance and writing as the pursuit of success. I must confess that I find William Burroughs a very unconvincing specimen of literary importance, but let us not be distracted by that questionable value judgement from what Ballard is saying.

There are, undoubtedly, dangers in the current literary situation of the contamination of literary values by considerations of fame and money. But they differ only in degree, not in kind, from what has always been the case, at least from the eighteenth century onwards, when writers became professionals, and ceased to rely on patronage, and the printing press turned fiction into a mass-market commodity. It has always been necessary for novelists to struggle to reconcile, in their ways of working, pragmatic institutional considerations with aesthetic integrity. It has always been necessary to be an artist while writing your novel, and a man (or woman) of business when publishing it. All one can say is that the conditions of modern cultural production and circulation make this balancing act particularly difficult, and require from the writer a particularly clear head.

What cannot be denied, I think – and it is perhaps what Ballard means by the triumph of the bourgeois novel – is that contemporary writing, whatever particular style or mode it follows, whether realist or nonrealist, whether fabulation or metafiction or non-fiction novel, or a combination of all of these, is likely to be reader-friendly. The contemporary writer is interested in communicating. This was not always the case. Romantic writers saw their art as primarily self-expression; modernist writers as the making of symbols, or verbal objects. Contemporary critical theory tells us that the very idea of communication is an illusion, or fallacy, though it is not clear what it thinks it is doing when it tells us that. Contemporary writers, however, perhaps partly as a result of the explosion of methods and techniques of communication in modern society – satellite telephone links, video, fax machines, photocopiers, computers, etc. – and certainly because of their greater professional involvement in the publishing and marketing of their fiction, and its adaptation to other media such as TV and film, cannot but see themselves as engaged in a process of communication with an actual or potential audience. This it seems to me is, for good or ill, an irresistible effect of living in the modern world, and it has undoubtedly had an effect on the form of contemporary fiction.

POSTSCRIPT

The “structural changes in the publishing of literary fiction” in the 1980s, referred to above, have continued to have a powerful effect in the 1990s – generally perceived as culturally damaging. I write this in the last days of 1995, which has been a particularly turbulent and anxiety-ridden year for publishers, booksellers and authors. The Reed-Elsevier conglomerate put its entire publishing division (which includes my own publishers, Secker & Warburg) up for sale in the summer. Other publishing groups, notably HarperCollins and Penguin, announced drastic “downsizing” of their operations with corresponding staff redundancies. Autumn saw the collapse of the Net Book Agreement (which stipulated that books must be sold at the cover price set by the publisher), as a number of key publishers and booksellers decided that retail discounting was the only way to galvanize a sluggish market. There were widespread fears that this development would put small bookshops out of business and disadvantage writers and publishers of books of minority interest. The layman might be forgiven for supposing that the publishers who took this drastic step were making a loss under the NBA; but in most cases they had in fact been modestly profitable. What seems to have happened is that the big conglomerates who bought up publishing houses in the 1980s expect them to yield the same kind of profits as any other commercial or industrial operation – twelve or fifteen percent rather than five or six per cent – and put intense pressure on their chief executives when these targets are not reached. But it is doubtful whether general publishing can ever yield such a level of profit in the long term – which is why it was traditionally a “gentlemanly” business, pursued as much for cultural as for financial motives.

Meanwhile the pursuit of the “literary bestseller” continues unabated – indeed it has become even more frantic, as publishers struggle to satisfy both the accountants breathing down their necks and their own sense of cultural mission. In a remarkably prescient article published in The American Scholar in 1989 (and reprinted in The Author) the American publisher, Gerald Howard, commented on the phenomenon as follows:

there is a palpable Faustian element to the bargain: the huge distribution mechanism and the celebrity-hungry media machine that function to make these splashy successes possible extract their own costs and compromises and create much confusion of literary values and financial value.

Nothing could illustrate the truth of this observation more vividly than the story of the publication of Martin Amis’s The Information in 1995. For the British and Commonwealth rights in this novel he obtained from HarperCollins an advance of nearly half a million pounds, a figure far in excess of anything that had been paid before to a literary novelist (as distinct from a writer of popular genre entertainments), but in the process severed longstanding relationships with his previous publishers, his agent Pat Kavanagh, and one of his closest friends, Julian Barnes (Kavanagh’s husband). The most significant aspect of the whole affair was that the negotiations and their personal repercussions were widely reported in the press, with a good deal of unpleasant gloating over the recent break-up of Amis’s marriage and determined efforts to whip up envy and disapproval in the literary community. The collusion of the mass media with the cult of literary success in the Eighties has turned sour in the Nineties. The recession has hit the media as hard as book publishing, and Schadenfreude sells broadsheet newspapers as surely as scandal sells tabloids.

In consequence the reception of the novel was completely dominated and warped by the controversy that surrounded it before its publication in March 1995. The fact that it is a story of literary envy and rivalry between two novelists, one failed, one prodigiously successful, further blurred the boundary between art and life. The reviews were mixed. Some reviewed the advance rather than the novel. Its commercial success or failure is unknown, and is likely to remain so – publicly quoted sales figures for books being among the most unreliable statistics in the modern world. (Apart from the accuracy of the raw numbers, their interpretation depends on knowing whether they refer to retail sales at the cover price, retail sales at a discount, “hard” sales to bookshops, returnable sales to bookshops, specially discounted sales to bookshops, massively discounted sales to bookclubs, and what are the proportions and combinations of these types of sale.) The general perception of the trade is that The Information is unlikely to earn out its advance. It might conceivably have done so if it had won the Booker Prize, but Martin Amis is famous for not winning the Booker Prize, and duly didn’t win it again in 1996. He was, of course, fully entitled to try and get as much money as he could for his novel. Whether HarperCollins did him, or themselves, or literary publishing in general, any favours by paying him nearly half a million pounds for it is, however, debatable. As noted above, they were among the publishers who announced substantial redundancies later in the year.

1 This sentence now seems unduly dismissive, and perhaps reflects a personal prejudice in favour of realistic fiction. Angela Carter’s reputation and influence have risen steadily since her untimely death in 1992. Salman Rushdie, to his enormous credit, has not allowed the infamous fatwa to silence him or stifle his creativity, and his distinctive kind of magic realism remains a potent force in contemporary fiction. Other writers who have made their mark in recent years pursuing various kinds of “fabulatory” fiction include Jim Crace, Jeanette Winterson, Ben Okri, Louis de Bernières, Lawrence Norfolk and Will Self.




Fact and Fiction in the Novel: An Author’s Note






This essay was originally written for a collection of essays compiled in honour of Ian Gregor, Professor of English at the University of Kent, and presented to him in 1990 to mark his retirement. This explains the occasional flourish of scholarly jargon and allusion in what is an essentially personal and anecdotal essay. Ian was a personal friend of long standing, from whose always entertaining conversation I gleaned, among other things, the title of my novel How Far Can You Go? (it is dedicated to him for this reason). Sadly, he died in November 1995.

AND HERE I solemnly protest, I have no intention to vilify or asperse anyone; for although everything is copied from the book of nature, and scarce a character or action produced which I have not taken from my own observations and experience; yet I have used the utmost care to obscure the persons by such different circumstances, degrees and colours, that it will be impossible to guess at them with any degree of certainty; and if it ever happens otherwise, it is only where the failure characterized is so minute, that it is a foible only, which the party himself may laugh at as well as any other.

Henry Fielding, Preface to Joseph Andrews (1742)

Is it possible for an ordinary person to climb over the area railings of no.7 Eccles St., either from the path or from the steps, lower himself from the lowest part of the railings till his feet are within 2 feet or 3 of the ground and drop unhurt? I saw it done myself but by a man of rather athletic build. I require this information in detail in order to determine the wording of a paragraph.

James Joyce, letter to Mrs William Murray, 2 November 1921

“Hey,” I said. “When you, do you sort of make it up, or is it just, you know, like what happens?”

“Neither.”

Martin Amis, Money (1984)

1

There is a passage in my novel Small World (1984) which affords a convenient, if somewhat ribald, introduction to this complex subject. The situation is that Professor Morris Zapp, of Euphoric State University, USA, en route from a conference in Rummidge, England, to the Rockefeller Study Center at Bellagio, on Lake Como, is delayed in Milan by a public services strike, and is offered hospitality for the night by Fulvia Morgana, a rich Marxist professor of cultural studies whom he met on the plane from London. Her interest in him had quickened when she realized that his ex-wife, Désirée, was the famous author of a best-selling feminist novel in the style of Erica Jong or Marilyn French, called Difficult Days. Was it autobiographical, Fulvia inquired. In part, he replied. Now, in Fulvia Morgana’s palatial house just off the Via Napoleone, after partaking of a delicious dinner for two, Morris Zapp becomes uneasily aware that Fulvia has plans to seduce him.

“Don’t let us talk any more about books,” she said, floating across the dimly lit room with a brandy glass like a huge bubble in her hand. “Or about chairs and conferences.” She stood very close to him and rubbed the back of her free hand over his crotch. “Is it really twenty-five centimetres?” she murmured.

“What gives you that idea?” he said hoarsely.

“Your wife’s book …”

“You don’t want to believe everything you read in books, Fulvia,” said Morris, grabbing the glass of cognac and draining it in a single gulp. He coughed and his eyes filled with tears. “A professional critic like you should know better than that. Novelists exaggerate.”

“But ’ow much do they exaggerate, Morris?” she said. “I would like to see for myself.”

“Like, practical criticism?” he quipped.

Fulvia did not laugh. “Didn’t you make your wife measure it with her tape measure?” she persisted.

“Of course I didn’t! That’s just feminist propaganda. Like the whole book.”

He lurched towards one of the deep armchairs, puffing clouds of cigar smoke like a retreating battleship, but Fulvia steered him firmly towards the sofa, and sat down beside him, pressing her thigh against his. She undid a button of his shirt and slid a cool hand inside. He flinched as the gems on one of her rings snagged in his chest hair.

“Lots of ’air,” Fulvia purred. “That is in the book.”

“I’m not saying the book is entirely fictitious,” said Morris. “Some of the minor details are taken from life –”

“’Airy as a beast … You were a beast to your wife, I think.”

“Ow!” exclaimed Morris, for Fulvia had dug her long lacquered nails into his flesh for emphasis.

“’Ow? Well, for example, tying ’er up with leather straps and doing all those degrading things to ’er.”

“Lies, all lies!” said Morris desperately.

“You can do those things to me, if you like, caro,” Fulvia whispered into his ear, pinching his nipple painfully at the same time.

“I don’t want to do anything to anybody, I never did,” Morris groaned. “The only time we ever fooled around with that S/M stuff, it was Désirée’s idea, not mine.”

“I don’t believe you, Morris.”

“It’s true. Novelists are terrible liars. They make things up. They change things around. Black becomes white, white black. They are totally unethical beings. Ouch!” Fulvia had nibbled his earlobe hard enough to draw blood.1

Fulvia Morgana is making an elementary mistake here about the relationship of fiction to reality. Because the fiction corresponds to historical fact in some respects (for example, the male character’s chest hair), she assumes that it does in every respect. Most novelists are familiar with this reaction from readers, even quite sophisticated readers, whom they meet face to face. The physical presence of the writer, with his or her personal history available for interrogation, seems to push aside the willing suspension of disbelief, the aesthetic appreciation of elegant narrative structure, the ludic delight in the proliferation of meaning, in favour of a beady-eyed curiosity about the “true story” behind the fiction. Spouses of novelists, or other relatives and close acquaintances, are apt to suffer this curiosity in a particularly trying form, as Morris Zapp discovers.

For the record, this episode in Small World has no source in my own experience, but was generated entirely by the needs and possibilities of the narrative. Admittedly I was once resident at the Rockefeller Study Center at Bellagio – but after writing the novel, not before (a circumstances that has a story of its own attached to it). I certainly met no one like Fulvia Morgana on the way to anywhere. Small World is subtitled “an academic romance”, a designation that plays on the recognized genre-term “academic novel” and also indicates what kind of romance is invoked – not the Mills and Boon kind, but the kind studied and loved by academics: Heliodorus, the stories of King Arthur, the Faerie Queene, Orlando Furioso, the late plays of Shakespeare, and so on. As one of the characters says, “Real romance is a pre-novelistic kind of narrative. It’s full of adventure and coincidence and surprises and marvels, and has lots of characters who are lost or enchanted or wandering about looking for each other, or for the Grail, or something like that” (p. 258). Small World in this way claims the licence to be highly fictive, as the epigraph from Hawthorne says: “When a writer calls his work a Romance, it need hardly be observed that he wishes to claim a certain latitude, which he would not have felt himself entitled to assume had he professed to be writing a novel.”

But Small World, of course, is a novel, a comic novel. The passage between Morris Zapp and Fulvia Morgana is designed to contribute both to the romance theme and the comic effect. Morris Zapp is re-enacting the situation of the errant knight lured into an enchanted castle and trapped in the toils of a seductive sorceress. The name Fulvia Morgana echoes that of Morgan Le Fay in Arthurian legend. In her mirrored bedroom Fulvia snaps handcuffs on to Morris Zapp’s wrists and removes his underpants, rendering him powerless to escape. Travesty turns into farce as the terrified Zapp hears Fulvia’s husband, Ernesto, letting himself into the house and climbing the stairs. In a reversal of the outraged-husband stereotype, Ernesto greets Morris Zapp genially and prepares to join him and Fulvia between the crimson sheets of the circular bed. Reversal is indeed the keynote of the whole episode. There is a reversal of normal seduction roles in Fulvia’s hot pursuit of the reluctant Morris. There is a reversal of “normal” sado-masochistic roles in that Fulvia, while inviting Morris to hurt her, actually hurts him. Thus in the very process of trying to re-enact Difficult Days, to force reality to fit the fiction, she is in fact reversing the fiction, just as Morris claims Désirée reversed the facts.

It is important to note, however, that the reader does not know whether Morris Zapp is telling the truth, and neither do I. I know nothing more about Désirée’s novel, or the sexual side of their marriage, than is fragmentarily revealed in the pages of Changing Places and Small World, and for my purposes as a novelist it was not necessary to determine how accurate an account of the Zapp marriage is given in Difficult Days or by Morris Zapp in his conversation with Fulvia Morgana. In short, there is no source for this episode, either fictional or factual, against which its truth could be checked.

This does not, however, mean that there are no factual sources for other episodes in Small World, or that the whole novel is not full of discrete facts culled from my observation of the real world. Of course there are and of course it is.

2

It has long been recognized by historians and theorists of the novel that, in this kind of writing, “fiction” is bound, in a peculiar and complex way, to the world of “facts”. In his classic study, The Rise of the Novel, Ian Watt stressed the referential or pseudo-referential character of the language of the earliest major English novelists, Defoe and Richardson, who presented their invented stories as real documents – letters, confessions, and so on – of which they posed as the editors. These stories were fictional, but formally indistinguishable from “true stories”. The telling of them is full of facts of the kind that constitute reality for an empirically minded culture. The novel, according to Watt, rose in response to: “that vast transformation of Western civilization since the Renaissance which has replaced the unified world picture of the Middle Ages with another very different one – one which presents us, essentially, with a developing but unplanned aggregate of particular individuals having particular experiences at particular times and particular places.”2

More recent, Foucauldian attempts to locate the origins of the novel in the Renaissance have focused on the same problematic. Robert Weimann, for instance, has argued that, whereas the medieval narrative writer was a quasi-anonymous mediator of stories authorized by tradition (“I fynde no more written in bokis that bene auctorized,” Malory says on winding up the Morte D’Arthur), the Renaissance writer saw himself as the maker or begetter of an original discourse put together from heterogeneous sources and models, entailing a fusion or confusion of fiction and history. “The ‘fained image’ of the fabula was rendered in terms of that different type of discourse which, as historia, was ‘bound to tell things as they were’.”3

In his Factual Fictions: The Origins of the English Novel (1983), Lennard J. Davis argues that the novel emerged out of a new kind of narrative writing, the precursor of modern journalism, which he calls “news/novels discourse” – the reporting of recent or current events in broadsides, pamphlets, ballads, criminal confessions, and so on, made possible by the invention of the printing press. The characteristic feature of this discourse is that it foreshortens or collapses the distance between language and reality, and thus between the audience and the matter of narrative. Whereas medieval narrative presented a story for the sake of its moral, which had to be allegorically interpreted, in news/novels discourse the medium is the message, the words efface themselves as signifiers and strive to coincide with the events they signify, the human interest of which is taken for granted, like the contents of a newspaper. Novelists perceived that by imitating the form of this new kind of documentary writing they could exert an exciting new power over their readers, giving to fictitious characters and events an unprecedented illusion of reality.

This theory of the rise of the novel, like Watt’s, seems to apply more readily to Defoe and Richardson than to their great contemporary Henry Fielding who mocked the technique of pseudo-factual writing in Joseph Andrews (“He accordingly eat either a rabbit or a fowl, I never could with any tolerable certainty discover which”),4 and himself employed an ostentatiously literary style full of echoes of and allusions to classical mythology and scripture. However, as Davis points out, Fielding was a journalist before he was a novelist, and he integrated the facts of a real event (the Jacobite Rising of 1745), as it unfolded, into his fictional History of Tom Jones and made adjustments to his original design to accommodate them. He thus established a precedent that was followed and developed by later novelists such as Scott, Thackeray and George Eliot. (Compare the Porteus riots in Heart of Midlothian, the Battle of Waterloo in Vanity Fair and the Reform Election in Middlemarch.) And although Fielding’s characters may seem to us like stock types, to his contemporaries they were often recognizable portraits of real people, in spite of the precautions he claims to have taken in his Preface to Joseph Andrews (see the first epigraph to this essay).

The ambivalent and contradictory relationship between fact and fiction in the early novel persists into its classical and modern phases. Novelists are and always have been split between, on the one hand, a desire to claim an imaginative and representative truth for their stories and, on the other hand, a conviction that the best way to secure and guarantee that truthfulness is by a scrupulous respect for empirical fact. Why else did James Joyce take such pains to establish whether his fictional character Leopold Bloom could plausibly drop down into the basement area of no. 7 Eccles Street?

Novels burn facts as engines burn fuel, and the facts can come only from the novelist’s own experience or acquired knowledge. Not uncommonly, a novelist begins by drawing mainly on facts of the former kind and, when these are “used up”, becomes more reliant on the latter. Joyce’s progress from the realistic and autobiographical Dubliners and A Portrait to the increasingly encyclopaedic Ulysses and Finnegans Wake is an example. So is the career of George Eliot, who began with Scenes of Clerical Life, so closely based on the Nuneaton of her childhood that “keys” to “Janet’s Repentance” were soon in circulation in the town, and ended with the massively researched Daniel Deronda.

Inasmuch as fact and fiction are opposites, one could say that the novel as a literary form is founded upon contradiction, upon the reconciliation of the irreconcilable, something novelists have endeavoured to conceal by various kinds of diversionary mystification: framing narratives, parody and other kinds of intertextuality, and metafictional devices such as Martin Amis’s introduction of himself into his own fiction, to be questioned about his writing by his own character. The question John Self asks “Martin Amis” (see my third epigraph) is the question Fulvia Morgana asks Morris Zapp about his wife’s novel. It is the question readers always ask novelists, and his answer is the one they always give. I gave it, anticipating the question, in the Author’s Note that prefaces Small World.

Like Changing Places, to which it is a sequel, Small World resembles what is sometimes called the real world, without corresponding exactly to it, and is peopled by figments of the imagination. Rummidge is not Birmingham, though it owes something to popular prejudices about that city. There really is an underground chapel at Heathrow and a James Joyce pub in Zurich, but no universities in Limerick or Darlington; nor, as far as I know, was there ever a British Council representative in Genoa. The MLA Convention of 1979 did not take place in New York, though I have drawn on the programme for the 1978 one, which did. And so on.

At first glance this looks like a familiar defensive manoeuvre to disclaim any representation of real people and institutions that might take offence. But the Note also informs readers that some components of the book they might suppose to be invented are in fact “real”. I wanted my readers to know, for instance, that the panel discussions at the MLA Convention in Part V, on “Lesbian-feminist Teaching and Learning” and “Problems of Cultural Distortion in Translating Expletives in the Work of Cortazar, Sender, Baudelaire and Flaubert”, were not parodies but the real thing. I wanted them to know that the Dublin pub painstakingly dismantled and re-erected in Zurich in memory of James Joyce, who wrote most of Ulysses in that city, was not some strained conceit of mine but a fact: a fact that says much about the curious intertwining of high culture and popular culture in our epoch, about the reification of literary reputations and the deification of dead writers, a process in which the academic literary profession is deeply implicated.

If Small World had a single point of origin, it was the James Joyce Symposium of 1979, held in Zurich, which I attended, and where I first made acquaintance with that pub, thronged with Joyceans from every corner of the globe, knocking back tumblers of draught Guinness and discussing textual cruces in Finnegans Wake at the tops of their voices, while outside on Pelikanstrasse the burghers of Zurich went decorously about the serious business of making money, and across the river in the red light district, where my hotel (chosen at random) was situated, squeaky-clean prostitutes stood on the well-swept street corners, one per corner in the methodical Swiss way. What strange conjunctions and piquant contrasts the lives of modern academics encompassed, it struck me, as they toted their conference papers and lightweight luggage around the global campus. There might be a novel in it.

From Zurich I flew direct to another conference in Israel, an experience that provided much of the local colour for the conference organized by Morris Zapp in Part IV of Small World (p. 298):

Now it is mid-August, and Morris Zapp’s conference on the Future of Criticism is in full swing. Almost everybody involved agrees that it is the best conference they have ever attended. Morris is smug. The secret of his success is very simple: the formal proceedings of the conference are kept to a bare minimum. There is just one paper a day actually delivered by its author, early in the morning. All the other papers are circulated in Xeroxed form, and the remainder of the day is allocated to “unstructured discussion” of the issues raised in these documents, or, in other words, to swimming and sunbathing at the Hilton pool, sightseeing in the Old City, shopping in the bazaar, eating out in ethnic restaurants, and making expeditions to Jericho, the Jordan valley, and Galilee.

I always feel a twinge of guilt when I reread this passage, for those who hosted and attended the conference that was its “source” know that it was in fact an extraordinarily hardworking affair, and that the sightseeing and other hedonistic diversions mentioned in the passage from Small World were indulged in only after we had been released from long days in smoke-filled seminar rooms, or during an optional four-day tour of Israel after the conference had disbanded. But for the purposes of the novel this conference had to be the one in which the institution of the international conference would demonstrate most spectacularly its “ways of converting work into play, combining professionalism with tourism, and all at someone else’s expense” (p. 231). I suppose this is what Morris Zapp means when he says that novelists are totally unethical beings: when the truth of fact and the needs of fiction conflict, the novelist will always favour the latter.

But, broadly speaking, the academic-comedy-of-manners level of Small World is derived from the world of “fact”, while the interlaced plots (of quest and adventure and love and mysterious origins and identities) are derived from the world of fiction. The challenge, the “game” of writing the novel, was to nudge and fiddle these two planes into a near-perfect fit with each other, and the Chapel of St George at Heathrow was invaluable for this purpose because it is both a real and a romantic place. I discovered it (not without difficulty, for few people at the airport can direct you to it) one Sunday morning in November 1981 while I was waiting for a flight to Warsaw, where I was to attend (what else?) a conference. I had already started work on Small World, and the underground chapel, secreted amid the labyrinthine ways of Heathrow, with its chivalric patron saint and its low roof curved like the passenger cabin of a wide-bodied jet, immediately offered itself as a location for my story. Although it was a non-denominational chapel, the Catholics seemed to have taken it over, making it a congenial place for my young Irish hero, Persse McGarrigle. There was a statue of Our Lady against the wall, and a red sanctuary lamp burning on a side altar. As I sat there, a priest clothed in vestments came in. I said, “Is this going to be a Catholic mass?” He said, “Yes, d’you want communion?” I said, “How long will it take?” He said, “As quick as I can make it.” Perhaps he too had a plane to catch. His rapid recitation of the liturgy was punctuated with burps from indigestion. I did not use this incident in Small World, but I did take note of the petition board at the back of the chapel, especially a poignant, scribbled prayer from what sounded like an Irish girl in trouble. Only slightly modified, it found its way into Small World and gave rise to Persse’s meeting with his cousin Bernadette. The petition board also became an important property in the story of Persse’s pursuit of Angelica. When Howard Schuman adapted Small World for Granada TV’s six-part serial, he framed the whole narrative with Persse’s tape-recorded “confession” in the chapel of St George, and these sequences were actually shot there.

When you are working on a book, everything that happens to you is considered for possible exploitation in the work-in-progress. After my visit to Poland I introduced a Polish character into Small World, Wanda Kedrzejkiewicelska, a young lecturer at the University of Lodz, specializing in British absurdist drama, which she finds not at all funny but a sombrely realistic analogue of life in Poland. I wrote a scene or two for her, one in which she is shown queueing for sausage for her husband’s dinner and reading The Birthday Party, shoving before her with her foot a capacious bag equally handy for carrying books and foraging for food, dreaming longingly of a projected visit to a British Council Summer School at Oxford that would bring her into the plot. Later I decided that the trip to Oxford would never materialize, that Wanda would spend the entire novel travelling about Lodz by tram, getting off to join any likely-looking queue, poignantly excluded from the plot and the fun the other characters were having. But the character of Wanda herself obstinately refused to come alive, and it became obvious to me that the plight of the Polish academics I had met, and of the Polish nation
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