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PREFACE





THE CRITIC HAROLD Bloom is responsible for the most widely debated thesis on bitterness and antagonism in literature. In The Anxiety of Influence (1973) he argues that every writer enters a contest with a particular predecessor; the best of the newcomers will free themselves from anything resembling a debt to what has been done before, while everyone else will be inhibited by an endless struggle to do so. It is a tempting and intellectually demanding model of the tensions and impasses of writing, but it is weakened by something that its central premise ignores. In the real world, most writers are not looking back over their shoulders to their long-dead precursors; instead, they are concerned with the activities of their contemporaries, some of whom might be – or have once been – their closest friends.


Through lack of statistics, we remain ignorant as to whether writers outrank the rest of us as pathological hypocrites and egotists of Olympian proportion, but what is clear enough is that their success will aggravate envy among others in the same business. Sometimes individual enmities appear petty and laughable compared to the states of collective rage conjured against one author or book. In this respect, Rushdie, albeit involuntarily, proved that murderous religious fundamentalism had not expired with the Enlightenment. Although no fatwa was ever issued against J. C. Squire, by the ’30s he too seemed to be the last man standing among those who had first dared to question the all-consuming benefits of modernism.


It has long been a maxim of highbrow criticism that literature should be allowed to float free from the untidy, often vulgar, circumstances of its making – only then can its aesthetic qualities properly be appreciated.


I disagree.


The stories that underpin the creation of books and poems are often as engrossing as the works themselves. A glimpse of what authors are really like – ranging, as we will see, from the heroic to the contemptible – brings new life to the words on the page. While Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita is one of the most notorious, brilliantly executed works of twentieth-century fiction, few of us would actually admit to deriving unreserved enjoyment from reading it. The question of what Nabokov hoped to achieve has taxed critics for decades. As I will show, it was, in part, inspired by sex and eroticism, but it also served as Nabokov’s means to a private and cruelly calculated end: the novel was designed to humiliate a man he had grown to despise.


With ‘Kubla Khan’ and ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’, Coleridge licensed a special brand of self-indulgence and impenetrability and, in claiming to discern something similar in Shakespeare’s writing, secured acclaim for himself as a critic. In both respects, his achievements are in fact linked to his short career as a Peeping Tom. Wordsworth was not pleased, especially since the subject of Coleridge’s ogling was his own sister-in-law.


Hemingway the man epitomised the brave unsentimental manner of his fiction, a form of writing that won him the Nobel Prize, or so we are routinely led to believe. What biographers tend to leave undisclosed are the rather embarrassing aspects of his years in ’20s Paris, where he alienated and insulted figures he had initially treated with unreserved sycophancy. Perhaps he was searching for a role in the new cultural presidium, albeit very clumsily, but one has to wonder if he believed that patronage would automatically confer talent: some of his early writings are extraordinarily dreadful.


For those of you disposed to an extended, leisurely tour of fraught relationships and encounters, the chapters whose title includes the letter ‘v.’ (for ‘versus’) will suit you best, providing longer and more detailed accounts. The other, more succinct chapters will appeal to those with an interest in one-on-one encounters, covering some of the deep-rooted, and often distasteful, features of the literary world. Additionally, there are pages interspersed throughout the book with quotations by, or about, the writers, for even more rapid digestion. However, these are not intended as a form of relief – quite the contrary. They disclose the often hateful spirit that has spawned some of the most fascinating and notorious bouts of literary loathing.

















US BILE




‘Hemingway … always willing to lend a helping hand to the one above him.’


F. SCOTT FITZGERALD
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‘What other culture could have produced someone like Hemingway and not seen the joke?’


GORE VIDAL
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‘I knew William Faulkner well. He was a great friend of mine. Well, as much as you could be a friend of his, unless you were a fourteen-year-old nymphet.’


TRUMAN CAPOTE
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‘I guess Gore left the country because he felt that he was underappreciated here. I have news for him: people who actually read his books will underappreciate him everywhere.’


TRUMAN CAPOTE, ON GORE VIDAL
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‘He’s a full-fledged housewife from Kansas with all the prejudices.’


GORE VIDAL, ON TRUMAN CAPOTE
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‘Vidal’s phrasings sometimes used to have a certain rotundity and extravagance, but now he had descended straight to the cheap, and even to the counterfeit. What business does this patrician have in the gutter markets, where paranoids jabber and the coinage is debased by every sort of vulgarity?’


CHRISTOPHER HITCHENS
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‘That’s not writing that’s typing.’


TRUMAN CAPOTE, ON JACK KEROUAC
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‘A man must be a very great genius to make up for being such a loathsome human being.’


MARTHA GELLHORN, ON ERNEST HEMINGWAY




[image: ]





‘I hated [Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye]. It took me days to go through it … blushing with embarrassment for him every ridiculous sentence of the way. How can they let him do it?’


ELIZABETH BISHOP




[image: ]





‘It was a good career move.’


GORE VIDAL, UPON HEARING OF TRUMAN CAPOTE’S DEATH

























CHAPTER 1


BRITAIN


V.


AMERICA


AN INTRODUCTION TO FEUDS, BITTERNESS AND SELF-GLORIFICATION





TWO MEN ARE taking lunch in a quiet, sumptuously upholstered restaurant just off the Strand. One of them is a novelist. Just into his forties, he has enjoyed a decade of outstanding success with novels that are conspicuously ‘literary’ – his reviewers in the broadsheets and the Times Literary Supplement insist on that – but which regularly sell over a million copies. The rights to his first novel have recently been purchased for an upmarket film adaptation, netting the author £350,000.


They have ordered food and are drinking a decent Chardonnay but the other man – a little portly, in his early sixties and dressed in a pinstripe suit – is fidgety and distracted. He is the novelist’s agent and has recently received his client’s latest draft, accompanied by a directive that the author would like him to ‘pay off’ his present publisher and put the new book up for auction. The author will only accept an advance in excess of £500,000. The agent swallows a half-glass of wine and sighs.


‘I’m afraid it can’t be done – which, of course, is why I asked you to lunch.’


‘Why? Even these days, these straitened times, half a million isn’t excessive for a man with my record. I think you can find a bidder who’ll offer me that much.’


The agent refills his glass and takes another drink.


‘No. You misunderstand me. The advance is not the problem. It’s the novel.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I’m sorry, but you must realise. It’s … well … it’s too preposterous. When you ask your reader to … er … suspend disbelief, you can’t insult their intelligence. The story is not credible. It’s too fantastic, ridiculously improbable. You won’t get the advance because no one will publish it.’


The book in question features a fictitious novelist who visits his most hostile reviewers at their homes, taking with him a pickaxe handle. One has already been hospitalised. He drinks at least a bottle of whisky a day, supplemented by generous amounts of amphetamines and cocaine. He subjects virtually all other members of the literary world to abuse, in print and in person, and those courageous enough to attend his Canary Wharf parties are often treated to the spectacle of him naked, fulminating on the colossal proportions of his penis. The novel culminates at one of these events, where he partially severs the hand of a literary rival with a samurai sword. After calling an ambulance, he decides to finish the job, but, being unsteady from drink and drugs, visits only minor damage to the soft tissue of his victim’s side. The media-swamped trial for attempted murder concludes with his being found not guilty, although some argue that the jury is stacked with fans of his work.


Finally, he is elected as a UKIP MEP, but his particular vision of an autonomous, post-EU Britain alarms even the more radical factions of his party, promising, as he does, to campaign for the public flogging of paedophiles.


Back in his office, the agent thinks of telephoning his client to pacify him and perhaps discuss how this disastrous project might be salvaged. Fifteen per cent of even a modest advance is still worth fighting for. But then, quite suddenly, he realises that nothing at all can be done. The only means by which creditability might be conferred on to this monstrosity is to move it out of Britain, to a place where lunatics like this fictitious wordsmith are more suited to the general temper of frenzy – America. But that would be impossible, because the novel is a thinly disguised version of the truth: the life of Norman Mailer.




[image: ]





IT SEEMS APPROPRIATE to begin with a glance at Mailer because he was boundlessly provocative in his dealings with virtually everyone he knew, including his six wives. Shortly after his first novel The Naked and the Dead (1948) brought him acclaim, he invited Dorothy Parker to his New York apartment for drinks. Parker and her tiny poodle were introduced to Mailer’s pregnant first wife and his gigantic, restive German Shepherd, Karl. The conversation was soon suspended as Mailer did his best to restrain Karl who, after taking a sniff at Parker’s dog, made the frenzied decision to eat it. The incident lodged in Parker’s memory and, as reports of Mailer’s ostentatiously bad behaviour became commonplace, her differentiation between Karl and Norman began to fade. She is supposed to have been particularly amused by a story that circulated during the early ’60s: Mailer had himself acquired two poodles and returned one night ‘in ecstasy’ after walking them in New York; his left eye was almost out of its socket after – as he informed his wife – taking on two sailors who had ‘accused my dogs of being queer’.


Mailer tried on two occasions to become Mayor of New York. His first attempt in 1960 got no further than the inaugural party of the campaign where, along with the standard assembly of political big-wigs and journalists, Mailer invited a considerable number of the city’s disenfranchised, notably drunks and figures with criminal records, whom he had met during his research in bars in the less fashionable parts of the metropolis. These were the kind of people whose interests he claimed to represent, but, at the party, most of them seemed more interested in the free drink. Several fights broke out, some involving Mailer, and, in the early hours, he staggered into the kitchen and stabbed his wife Adele twice with a penknife. His motive remains open to speculation since all the guests were drunk and their accounts of the exact details of the event differ. Adele herself later admitted to ‘fooling’ with a woman ‘in the john’; others recalled her announcing to all comers that her husband was ‘not as good a writer as Dostoevsky’. She required emergency surgery – the knife wound came within a fraction of an inch of her heart – but refused to press charges. Mailer pleaded guilty to a minor indictment for assault and was given a suspended sentence.


In 1969, he ran again and came fourth in a field of five. His plans involved turning New York into the fifty-first state with more devolution than any of the other fifty. The city would, he hoped, fragment into self-governing village-like communities where everyone would have a say in matters ranging from water fluoridation to capital punishment. His vision, as some credited it, had evolved out of his long-term commitment to very un-American notions of socialism. He had, for example, campaigned for the recognition of communist Cuba and protested regularly against US support for the south in the Vietnam War. In truth, Mailer’s political principles were a shabbily customised version of his personality. Rough-house existentialism was his cover for irresponsibility and hedonism and, by pledging to social equitability, he aimed to mitigate his bad behaviour. Despite his wealth and status, he could claim to be one of the people.


Opinions vary on his status as a writer. The Naked and the Dead was acclaimed not so much for its intrinsic qualities as for the fact that it launched a brutally realistic subgenre of military fiction – Catch-22 and Slaughterhouse 5 being later examples – with the filth, fear and horror of combat rendered in prose that could have come from the notebook of an infantryman, unconcerned with the tastes and sensitivities of its readers. There is some irony here, albeit unintended: for most of the Second World War, Mailer served as a cook.


After this, his reputation as a novelist began to fade. His second novel, Barbary Shore (1951), a naive, self-absorbed portrait of American left-leaning politics, set in a Brooklyn rooming house, achieved the unenviable status of being scorned by almost every critic who reviewed it. The Deer Park (1955) was subjected to similar derision and, in 1959, he brought out the somewhat bizarre Advertisements for Myself. The book is not a novel, although it remains difficult to define it as a branch of non-fiction. ‘Personal Ramblings’ would be an appropriate subtitle. Quintessential to its character is the section called: ‘Evaluations – Quick and Expensive Comments on the Talent in the Room’. The ‘talent’ refers to Mailer’s contemporaries and eminent predecessors, on whom he pours a great deal of contempt. Salinger is ‘no more than the greatest mind ever to stay in prep school’. Of Bellow: ‘I cannot take him seriously.’ Gore Vidal ‘is imprisoned in narcissistic explorations which do not go deep enough into himself, and so end as gestures and postures’. Of all the female writers of his day: ‘I do not seem to be able to read them … the sniffs I get from the ink of the women are always fey, old-hat, Quaintsy Goysy, tiny, too dykily psychotic, crippled, creepish, fashionable, frigid…’


Advertisements for Myself was transitional. Afterwards, Mailer became a member of the school of New Journalism. He wrote non-fiction books about real people and events but, in doing so, permitted himself to use the inventive licence of a novelist, feigning seriousness while making things up as he went along. His writing was a mirror of his life. He was in charge of the story and, despite material evidence to the contrary, he could manipulate the narrative in a manner that made him unaccountable. It is clear that, during the post ’50s period, he was irked by the literary establishment’s judgement that he had failed as a novelist. Thereafter, he existed in the hinterland between writing and ‘literary art’, resenting those who had achieved fame in the latter and vilifying them in print whenever the opportunity arose. He heaped loathing on Tom Wolfe, author of the bestselling Bonfire of the Vanities, and he hated Gore Vidal – the last literary celebrity to be punched by him in public, at a cocktail party in 1974.


Mailer’s contempt for his peers was not, as a rule, reciprocated. Most treated it as a backhanded compliment. Indeed, it seemed almost an insult not to be insulted by Mailer. He can hardly be treated as the exemplar of anything admirable, but he tells us much of how writing foments bitterness.


The generation of American writers who, like Mailer, began to publish in the ’40s resembles a group of precocious adolescents. It is not an exaggeration to state that, by the ’80s, Truman Capote, Gore Vidal, John Updike, Tom Wolfe, Mailer and a number of associates were united in a state of mutual contempt, ameliorated by attempts to outdo each other as masters of faint praise. It was not that they fell out or became estranged – anything remotely resembling friendship had been fraudulent in the first place. Typically, Vidal described Updike as a great writer who he could not ‘take seriously’. On his celebrated stylistic delicacy he commented: ‘he writes to no purpose.’


During a now famous interview from a 1971 Dick Cavett Show, Mailer and Vidal baited each other without saying anything substantive about literature. It was rumoured that, before filming began, the first brief exchange between the two men concluded with Mailer head-butting Vidal. Interviewed later, Vidal did not deny being assaulted, but commented that, ‘Once again, words fail Norman Mailer.’ It is an entertaining spectacle but not because the two intellectual heavyweights were contesting high cultural principles. In 1960, Vidal had written of The Naked and the Dead: ‘My first impression … was it’s a fake … I have not changed my opinion of the book since.’ He did not question its quality as a piece of fiction but implied it further demonstrated Mailer’s dishonesty; Vidal’s own wartime service as a merchant seaman was truly life-threatening. Vindictiveness and envy had suffocated serious debate and, among their contemporaries, a similar mood of visceral superficiality was also evident.


In 1975, Capote did an interview for Playgirl and told of how, in 1961, Vidal had made his only visit to the White House (despite his claims that he was a relative of Jackie Kennedy and thus received regular invitations). According to Capote, Vidal’s characteristic display of drink-fuelled intellectual snobbery led to him being forcefully ejected by security men on the instructions of Bobby Kennedy and Arthur Schlesinger. Vidal sued Capote for libel and the case was later settled out of court, ruinously for Capote, who had to cover legal costs as well as issue a humiliating letter of apology. Vidal later commented that ‘it is inhumane to attack Capote. You are attacking an elf.’ The entire episode carried an air of pantomime farce about it, as if both parties were performing before a nationwide audience according to well-rehearsed formulae.


They had first met in 1945, at Anaïs Nin’s Greenwich Village literary salon. Vidal belonged to the eastern seaboard aristocracy, with two senators in the family, and the 21-year-old ex-serviceman’s presence – tall, slender, handsome and cruelly erudite – was unsettling in its own right. Capote’s background was modest to say the least, but he had cultivated a persona that resembled an American version of Waugh’s Sebastian Flyte, with an extra layer of camp. When they met in Nin’s apartment, Vidal’s first novel, Williwaw, was several months from publication, but he was already being treated by the literary establishment as its most exciting newcomer. Capote’s first words to him were, ‘Well, how does it feel to be an enfant terrible?’ delivered in a faux French accent that seemed to blur the boundary between self-caricature and over-ambition. Capote’s biographer Gerald Clarke commented:




However he pronounced it, he was aware what it meant and there could be but one enfant terrible at a time. Even as he shook his hand, Vidal knew the same, and from the beginning theirs was more a rivalry, a bloodthirsty match of wits, than an alliance of affection.





Thus, despite three decades of irony-laden expressions of mutual respect, the vitriolic confrontation of 1975 had been festering since they met. The bitterness of the Vidal–Capote feud typified the American post-war literary world and Vidal himself commented shrewdly on the mood of the early ’60s: it was confusing ‘because there are no critics in a position to set standards, right or wrong. The result is anarchy in which a Salinger is overvalued. I am undervalued. Mailer is valued irrelevantly as a kind of deranged celebrity who could just as easily be a jazz singer or movie star.’


It was not simply that this new generation of media-age authors had become celebrities in their own right, irrespective of the quality of their work; there was something about the pursuit of a single common objective that transformed what once might have been professional rivalry into gladiatorial antagonism. Since the nineteenth century, the Great American Novel has been variously pursued as the summit of literary ambition and cited as a criterion for abject failure. No one is agreed on what exactly this epic behemoth involves, but it can best be regarded as an avenue for collective narcissism.


Just as the appetite for supremacy during the Renaissance caused tyrants to sponsor ground-breaking architecture, sculpture and painting, so too did America’s rise to global domination feed a desire for grand aesthetic monuments to the nation’s character and omnipotence. Yet the Great American Novel would not involve an act of servile admiration. It would be entirely warts-and-all, although its breathtaking power would nonetheless reflect the spectacular degree of gigantism, inexorability and uniqueness of its subject. The entire generation referred to by Vidal regarded the Great American Novel as their ultimate ambition. Some tried and failed; others abandoned the undertaking before fully giving themselves over to its demands. From this came an all-pervasive spirit of rancour and animosity.


A remarkable number of these post-war figures seemed defeated by the very notion of writing literature. Capote is probably best known for the novella Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1958), which is more widely remembered not as an outstanding piece of writing, but for the Oscar-winning film adaptation in which Audrey Hepburn sings ‘Moon River’. If Paramount had not bought the rights, Capote’s literary reputation would have been modest to say the least.


The book that earned him much more media attention (and money) at the time was In Cold Blood (1966). This was not a novel but a documentary account of the events that followed the murder of a farmer, his wife and two of their children in Kansas, 1959. Capote, who had trained as a reporter, followed the police investigation, trial and conviction of the two suspects with leech-like attention to detail. Between 1959 and the publication of the book he committed himself exclusively to recording every aspect of the murder and its aftermath, even attending the hanging of the two convicts in 1965. Were it not real, it might well have provided a narrative skeleton for an attempt at the Great American Novel. No one was clear about the motive yet the crime seemed to carry with it something ghastly and ominous, as though the sense of security that was a keystone of the American lifestyle was in fact rather precarious. Capote did not need to mention that, in the midst of the investigation, the frenetic media attention was diverted only by the Cuban Missile Crisis (1962). The inexplicably terrifying effect of writing about real events seemed to surpass fiction as a way of holding up a mirror to America.


However, Norman Mailer did not give up on the novel at the end of the ’50s. Instead, he turned everything he produced into a blend of nightmare and fantasy, whose only claim upon credibility was that it did accurately reflect the often neurotic and generally self-absorbed mindset of Norman Mailer. For example, An American Dream (1965) is about Stephen Rojack, a war hero whose exploits during the ’50s and early ’60s are thinly disguised realisations of what his creator wished he himself could have got away with, were it not for wife-murder being illegal and the American electorate’s general disinclination to vote for psychopaths. It might, more fittingly, have been called Mailer’s American Dream. By the ’70s, his reputation as a novelist was in jeopardy, with most of his dwindling band of supporters treating him more as a token of political radicalism than as a serious literary writer.


But things improved in 1979 with The Executioner’s Song, a shameless re-charting of territory already explored by Capote’s In Cold Blood. It covers the trial and execution by firing squad of Gary Gilmore, an event that resulted in the reintroduction of the death penalty in the US after ten years of its effective, though unconstitutional, abolition. The most astonishing feature of the book is that it seems to have been written by someone other than Norman Mailer the novelist. The sober, measured character of the prose contrasts almost absurdly with the hyperbolic, deranged condition of its author. It is as if being obliged to confront an unalterable American reality was the only way Mailer could curb his preposterous excess.


By the ’60s, Vidal too, as a novelist, began to treat contemporary America with apprehension. He produced a good deal of non-fiction on culture and society and, like Mailer, tried and failed to gain political office. His novels from Washington, DC (1967) onwards were still about America, but each was now an exercise in refashioning the nation’s written history. It was as though the ameliorated past had become his refuge from the seemingly impossible task of recording the present through literary writing.


As novelists, all of these writers failed in their unstated, but implied, pursuit of the ultimate challenge. A sense of collective insufficiency caused rivalry to be replaced with abhorrence, perhaps initially self-directed, but eventually finding targets among fellow victims. Yet soon their attention and animosity would be drawn to a new arrival on the scene.
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TOM WOLFE INVITES comparison with his near contemporaries as his career appears to be a version of theirs in reverse. By the end of the ’70s, he had produced several celebrated bestsellers, all of which offered vivid portraits of present-day America. The Right Stuff (1979), for example, told of how the NASA space programme evolved from a cadre of heroic, reckless Second World War fighter pilots; it read like a Western, with jet fighters replacing horses. However, it wasn’t until the late ’80s that he published a work of fiction. The Bonfire of the Vanities (1987) is a merciless and addictive account of how a decade of greed and excess turns into a disembodied, but malign, nemesis for an arrogant and nepotistic bond salesman, Sherman McCoy. Wolfe claimed, grandiloquently, to be heir to the legacy of Thackeray and Dickens, to be America’s late-twentieth-century conscience, and most of his reviewers agreed, as did the reading public, who ensured that the novel remained at the head of the bestseller list until 1988.


The fact that Wolfe seemed to have no plans for a follow-up to his overnight success temporarily stalled the backlash from the establishment against this potentially presumptuous newcomer. But when his long-awaited second novel, A Man in Full, did appear eleven years later, both the book and its author were subjected to a torrent of scorn – notably from John Irving, John Updike and Norman Mailer.


In an interview with Salon magazine, after remarking that Wolfe ‘can’t write’, Irving claimed he could open A Man in Full and pick any sentence at random with the complete certainty that it ‘would make me gag … If I were teaching fucking freshmen English, I couldn’t read that sentence and not just carve it up.’


Updike, in his New Yorker piece, appeared to deal with the novel in a more balanced and circumspect manner, even beginning with some, albeit rather stilted, praise for the book’s ‘muscularity’. But, like many well-practised tacticians of assassination-by-review, he knew that the fatal blow would be all the more decisive and painful if delayed as long as possible. Thus he concludes: it is a novel by ‘a talented, inventive, philosophical-minded journalist, coming into old age … who has gone for broke’ … and failed; it is ‘entertainment, not literature, even literature in its modest aspirational form’ (New Yorker, 26 November 1998).


Meanwhile, Mailer began his review by recalling his own earlier remarks that America had failed to produce a novelist capable of unravelling its complexity – no Tolstoy or Stendhal equivalent – and, with undisguised satisfaction, went on to conclude that the promise offered by Wolfe was correspondingly false. As he, Mailer, had predicted: there would never be a Great American Novelist (New York Review of Books, 17 December 1998). He found A Man in Full to be lacking a ‘moral compass’ and added that, like Dickens at his worst, Wolfe had allowed chance and coincidence to threaten credibility. Read Mailer’s An American Dream with these comments in mind and the words ‘pot’, ‘kettle’ and ‘black’ might well occur to you.


These three assailants were united in their judgement of Wolfe as having sold out to some ill-conceived notion of populism, having produced a novel where fundamentals such as power, morality and race were exchanged for tawdry fantasy – Dallas with high-profile, African-American extras. Soon afterwards, Wolfe began to reply in interviews, generally portraying his antagonists as afflicted by the intellectual weaknesses that sometimes come with age – ‘old bag of bones’ was a phrase he used several times – although he put together a more complete and ruthless response in an article whose title speaks for itself. ‘My Three Stooges’ would be reprinted in his collection Hooking Up (2000).


From Vidal and Capote, to Mailer and Wolfe, private antagonisms were driven by a shared agenda of lofty ambition and responsibility. But the question of who was capable of writing a novel that could, in some way, embody the energy and diversity of their nation, often fragmented into the kind of ego-fuelled bitterness that – as Vidal himself put it – we would more frequently associate with movie stars.
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IT IS INSTRUCTIVE, indeed amusing, to compare what happened in America during this period with the situation in Britain. This, again, brings us back to the agent’s problem and his author’s novel. If the US could nurture someone like Mailer, why couldn’t the UK? To pinpoint his equivalent on this side of the Atlantic we need to look back almost two generations and stifle an impudent snigger. The parallels between Mailer and Dylan Thomas are, in equal measure, striking and ludicrous. Both consumed enormous amounts of alcohol – Thomas effectively drank himself to death in New York, November 1953, aged only thirty-nine. Both were passionate, histrionic and mendacious – Thomas married only once but had a number of affairs and, shortly before slipping into what would be his fatal coma at the Chelsea Hotel, proudly declared to his PA and lover, Liz Reitall: ‘I’ve just drunk eighteen whiskies. It’s a record.’ He met his wife, Caitlin Macnamara, in a London pub in 1936 and she recalls cradling his head in her lap as he proclaimed his love for her. He had already been in the same saloon bar for half a day and the two of them spent the subsequent week on a pub crawl, interrupted only by brief, intermittent periods of sleep, usually in friends’ spare bedrooms. This rhapsodic tryst would set the tone for the rest of their relationship, much of it spent on the West Wales coast, first at Laugharne and later at New Quay.


Like Mailer, Thomas appeared to gain some satisfaction from insulting people but, when this seemed likely to provoke violence, he generally backed down, becoming either apologetic or attempting to turn the exchange into an exercise in banter between equally excitable figures. He came closest to exchanging punches during the war, usually with serving members of the armed forces. Thomas had avoided conscription by drinking and chain-smoking for three days before his army medical, to the effect that his breathing difficulties, and inability to stand up properly, caused him to be diagnosed as asthmatic, with possible complications.


Thereafter, he displayed a propensity towards accusing servicemen of barbarism, as was the case during a dinner party in 1942 when Caitlin’s brother, John Macnamara, a Royal Marine who had recently taken part in the raid on Dieppe, began to tell of his experiences. Thomas, already drunk, reproached him for boasting about murdering Germans, and Macnamara replied that he was meeting an obligation which Thomas had calculatingly avoided. The two men squared up for a fight and Thomas began his now-routine procedure of avoiding violence while continuing to provoke discomfort. He diffused the anger by suggesting that Macnamara had misunderstood him, but when they were seated once more he hinted that a man who so enjoyed his combative profession was as much of a Nazi as those he killed. Thomas was well enough informed to recognise that this war was not a re-run of 1914–18; for all the flaws and inequities of Britain, Nazism was unapologetically evil.


One incident relating to Thomas’s unease about conscription avoidance prompts further comparison with Mailer’s litany of misdeeds, including his stabbing of Adele, by way of inverted parody. In March 1945, a few months before the end of the war in Europe, Thomas was out drinking in New Quay with two employees of Gryphon Films, who were visiting to discuss what would turn out to be an abortive project. In the same pub was Captain William Killick of the Royal Engineers. Thomas had acted as Killick’s best man in 1943. He hardly knew him, but he was close friends with his bride, Vera Phillips, and Killick took it as a personal insult that Thomas now seemed to be feigning ignorance of his presence. Killick joined Thomas and his associates and what began as a sequence of amicable introductions soon descended into an exchange of abuse. Once more, Thomas intimated that Killick and his ilk thrived in combat, sating their intrinsic appetite for brutality. This time punches were thrown, but both parties were too drunk to do serious damage and Thomas returned to his house to join Caitlin and her friend, Mary Keene, for a generous nightcap.


Soon afterwards, Killick arrived with one of the two sub-machine guns he had brought with him to Wales (he had recently served in Greece with the Special Operations Executive, a unit that tended to take a somewhat liberal attitude to what its members did with its armaments in their spare time). After discharging a full magazine into the wall of the Thomases’ bungalow, Killick entered the sitting room, set the machine gun aside and announced that he would now offer Thomas a taste of what frontline action was like by detonating the hand grenade that he held before him rather in the manner of a demented Hamlet clutching the skull of Yorick. The fact that the grenade didn’t have a detonator contributed to the dismissal of all charges against Killick at Lampeter Assizes in June, though whether he had deliberately disarmed the device, or had forgotten to arm it, remains a matter for speculation.


Mailer and Thomas shared a tendency towards compulsiveness, egotism and self-destruction, but there were significant differences between them too. Thomas cultivated and enjoyed genuine friendships, notably with Dan Jones and Vernon Watkins, and, although these required a disproportionate amount of patience and indulgence on the part of his companions, something resembling mutual sincerity and affection endured. Moreover, while Thomas was ambitious, indeed overconfident, about his ability to forge an entirely original poetic legacy, this never quite segued into envy and anxiety; he was too committed to his calling to care much about his competitors. Killick’s machine-gunning of the Thomases’ rickety timber bungalow carried the air of an Ealing comedy, while, by contrast, Mailer’s stunt seemed to be preparation for an appearance in a Tarantino film.
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A NATION TRANSFIXED by power and abundance encourages its writers to believe in their own privileged unaccountability. The radical difference between this state of mind, and the prevailing mood in a country undergoing a gradual yet irreversible period of decline, is highlighted by one very British literary feud.


‘Letter to a Friend About Girls’ first appeared in print in Anthony Thwaite’s edition of Philip Larkin’s Collected Poems (1988). It is transparently biographical. Kingsley Amis is the ‘friend’, the heedless lothario to whom Larkin, the letter-writer, proffers a note of sardonic resignation, documenting Amis’s most memorable conquests and wondering quite how an otherwise normal human being could achieve that which – for the vast majority of men – is pure fantasy. As Amis had spent the previous decade recounting his prolific extramarital activities in letters to Larkin, the incidents and women portrayed in the verse are, undoubtedly, based on fact. The poem was written in 1956, and, the following year, Larkin sent Amis the draft that would later be published. The latter replied: ‘It sounds like an absolutely fucking marvellous idea … But don’t get me wrong … I am absolutely no Don [Juan] at all, really, I merely work a penny worth of fucking in with an intolerable deal of wire pulling’ (9 November 1957). The poem Amis received went into print and it provides an accurate enough account of the writers’ friendship, particularly when it came to the topic of sex. Despite the fact that Amis had married the pregnant, nineteen-year-old Hilly Bardwell in 1948, and seemingly accepted his lot as husband, father and provider, he had also led the secret life of a serial adulterer. Letters to Larkin from Amis during the ’50s, which do not feature a reference to his most recent seduction, his plans for the next, his sense of guilt or his fear of getting caught by Hilly, are extremely rare. Larkin had settled into the role of confessor and ran the less charismatic half of the partnership with his nose pressed to the window. In the published poem he accepts his fate in the same weary, self-lacerating manner that characterises his letters and much of his verse. Yet this version tells us only half the story.


Since Amis and Larkin met in Oxford in April 1941, their correspondence had become a release mechanism for thoughts and inclinations they had previously kept to themselves. Amis celebrates the uniqueness of their relationship in this letter, dated 19 June 1946: ‘I enjoy talking to you more than to anybody else because I never feel I am giving myself away and so can admit to shady, dishonest, crawling, cowardly, brutal, unjust, arrogant, snobbish, lecherous, perverted and generally shameful feelings that I don’t want anyone else to know about.’


Amis’s belief that Larkin was his sympathetic alter ego may have been partially true, but this was accompanied by a strand of self-delusion.


In letters to his long-term girlfriend, Monica Jones, during the months following the publication of Lucky Jim (1954), when Amis was being heralded as the authentic new voice of the disgruntled post-war generation, Larkin essentially accuses Amis of plagiarism. Gollancz, Amis’s publisher, wanted to make the most of this successful debut with a quick follow-up, and so, after showing Larkin, Amis delivered That Uncertain Feeling in early 1955. Larkin was less than complimentary: ‘I shouldn’t be surprised if [Kingsley] were fed up with me … I am of him … the book [has] gone to Gollancz – oh please God, make them return it … Nothing would delight me more. And I refuse to believe he can write a book on his own – at least a good one’ (15 February 1955).


In August 1955, Larkin was prompted to go through his correspondence with Amis from the period when the latter was writing to him about Lucky Jim: ‘One letter I “sorted” at home … from Kingsley, thanking me… (“I see what you mean about the lecture, though I don’t know if I can do it”). I told him how to do it. He did it. Oh well’ (3 August 1955).


The ‘lecture’ in question, delivered by Jim, is probably the most celebrated set piece of the novel. Those who have read the book and seen the film adaptation always seem drawn to it. It unites people in disrespectful laughter, but, after the novel was published, Amis never again offered his friend any thanks for his help with it. Between October and December 1959, Larkin set aside all of his other projects and began to write another version of ‘Letter to a Friend About Girls’, laying down his pen on 15 December. This revised draft was Larkin’s goodbye note to the decade that would end two weeks after he gave up on the work forever. Amis dominates the poem but, unlike its more concise predecessor, Larkin did not intend to show it to him. It was his private act of catharsis, an attempt to expurgate the previous ten years by revisiting them. Often he seems to be responding to letters Amis wrote to him long before: 








I see your sort all over the place,


Pushing the glass doors open with their breasts


(Forty-one, twenty-two, thirty-nine).


Though you probably can’t see mine:


Only cameras memorise her face


Her clothes would never hang among your interests.











It is likely that when writing this, he had in mind letters such as the one Amis wrote in 1957 when he, Larkin, was considering an affair with a woman in London. Amis opens: ‘I found her very attractive in that funny way … Can’t understand why you didn’t say, well I’m not in love with you, of course, but perhaps if you let me whip you and bugger you … Something along those lines … What seemed to be the trouble? Mm?’ (8 March 1957). There is a cruel subtext here: ‘I found her attractive in that funny way’ would be read by Larkin as ‘acceptable, given your limited expectations, but not quite good enough for me’.


In the new version of the poem Larkin also writes of how








…girls deflowered at twelve wait by white phones


And crimson table lamps in cobbled mews


For you…











In 1947, when he was first seeing Hilly, Amis wrote to Larkin of a young lady he had met at a dance, with ‘noticeable breasts’. A few weeks later he added: ‘There’s only one fresh thing to report about my school girl; whatever I did she would not respond beyond blushing and giggling and wriggling a little as if tickled, smiling affectionately at me rubbing her warm cheek against mine’ (February 1947).


He also disclosed that ‘she was TWELVE YEARS OLD TWELVE YEARS OLD TWELVE’ (13 January 1947). The image in Larkin’s draft is clearly derived from this correspondence, as well as another sequence of letters Amis wrote between 1946–7, relating his encounters with at least four girls aged between twelve and fourteen. Larkin kept these letters and, more than a decade later, when he experimented with the unpublished second draft of his poem, he compared the past and present. Since the mid ’50s, Robert Conquest had regularly provided Amis with flats in fashionable parts of west London, where the latter would pursue his numerous extramarital liaisons. The young girls of the ’40s’ letters would, by 1959, be in their twenties, and it is these two points in time which coalesced in Larkin’s imagination as the ‘girls deflowered at twelve’ became sexually mature adults waiting by the ‘white phones’ for a call from Amis. Larkin was particularly preoccupied with the elegant locations of Amis’s carnality, rewriting the stanza several times to involve ‘top floor flatlets’ and ‘cobbled mews’. On the last page of the still-unfinished draft, Larkin scribbled ‘15, xii, 59’, never to return to it.


The passages on the young girls are a small fraction of the sprawling ten-page draft, but they epitomise it. Everywhere there are parallels between Larkin’s tortured, heavily revised stanzas and the history of his friendship with Amis; a friendship and dialogue that had become one-sided, with Amis talking endlessly and never waiting for a reply, never listening. In writing the draft, Larkin was posing himself a question: what would happen if he went against Amis’s apparent expectations of him as the respectful, silent listener and started to answer back? Once the next decade had begun, he adopted this experiment in the real world – he stopped sending letters to Amis. The result was much as he anticipated: Amis seemed not to notice.


They would meet only once more during the next seven years, for lunch arranged by Amis’s second wife, Elizabeth Jane Howard, in 1965, and no letters were exchanged. In March 1968, Conquest tried to persuade Larkin to attend a lunch at Bertorelli’s, a London restaurant frequented by himself, Amis and other right-leaning figures. It was planned to welcome Amis home after his year as writer in residence at Vanderbilt University, Nashville. Larkin declined and commented on their last meeting three years earlier, when, he alleged, Amis’s drunkenness, ‘insane cackling and truculent conduct’ had drawn ‘many curious looks’. Despite this, in the early ’70s they did return to something resembling the old days and remained on amicable terms until Larkin’s death in 1985.


The oddest thing about the whole affair is its failure to register with Amis. Not once in his correspondence with others during the ’60s does he mention the cessation of contact with Larkin. When researching my own biography of Amis, I was given access to his then-unpublished letters. Larkin’s correspondence had been in print for eight years and I suddenly realised that the post-1960 hiatus in the volume, edited by Thwaite, was not one-sided or due to lost material. In an interview with Amis’s first biographer, Eric Jacobs, I asked if, during his lengthy conversations with the novelist, there had been any mention of an argument with Larkin during the ’60s, but he had not seen all the letters. In his official biography of Amis, Zachary Leader deals with the termination of contact in a cursory, evasive manner, almost pretending that it did not happen.


Martin Amis was in his teens during the ’60s but became a close confidant of his father in the ’80s and early ’90s. When I asked him if he knew anything of the episode, he acknowledged that evidence proves they had indeed ceased to communicate, but confessed he could not explain it. His father apparently had never mentioned the subject. Indeed, Colin ‘Monkey’ Howard – who lived with his sister, Elizabeth Jane Howard, and Amis in the couple’s grand Georgian house, ‘Lemmons’, from the early ’60s until the break-up of their marriage in the early ’80s – said of the matter:




Although Kingsley never actually forbade discussion of it, his past was not something he talked about. Obviously, the boys, Martin and Phil, were still around, but they didn’t speak of their lives before Kingsley met Jane. And Hilly was hardly mentioned. It might seem strange but Larkin seemed to belong in that same, discarded past. It was only toward the end of the ’60s Kingsley began to mention ‘Philip’. The odd anecdote. But it still seemed strange. The contrast between the mood of his recollections – nostalgic, as if there was no going back – and the fact that Philip was still very much alive, a public figure.





Gradually and incessantly, Amis became the author of his own existence. The performances, the fantasy worlds of his fiction, were virtually indistinguishable from his lifestyle, and Larkin was shuffled into that grey area between wish-fulfilment and indifference. The fact that Larkin’s decision to shun him occurred shortly before the most turbulent moment in Amis’s life – his break-up with Hilly and marriage to Elizabeth Jane Howard – was a matter of coincidence. But it was also prescient. Amis reinvented himself once more; his fiction became far more adventurous and he exchanged his former role of angry, provincial academic for a new existence as a moneyed bastion of the establishment. Larkin had taken a step back and Amis, simultaneously, had forgotten his friend’s existence. One has to wonder why Larkin never spoke or wrote directly to Amis of his feelings about their one-sided relationship; he was, after all, unrestrained in the unpublished poem and admitted his loathing in numerous letters to Monica. However, for some, particularly the quintessential Englishman, words and feelings should not always be allowed to freely associate; a regime of subtle choreography is preferred, even if it serves no evident purpose. One finds it difficult, indeed laughable, to imagine Vidal or Mailer entertaining such restraints.


Amis, on the other hand, invites comparison with several of the American novelists, notably Mailer. Both were self-absorbed to the extent that they used their writing to avoid being accountable for their reckless, and often hurtful, behaviour in the real world; their novels combined egotistical rewritings of the truth with a tangible satisfaction in its evasion. But the parallels are countered by the contrasts. The Americans attempted to superimpose themselves on a society that seemed boundless and irresistible, to match its dynamism with the power of their artistry and egos, generating feuds, which were both grotesque and farcical, in a rush for prominence.


Amis, however, did not try to make sense of Britain. When he began his career as a novelist, the country was undergoing a period of shell shock, but was determined to lose its dreary legacy of entitlement for the few and respectful subordination for the rest. No one, aside from a few Labour politicians, seemed sure of what the future would hold. But, for a certain young novelist, the mood of change provided infinite opportunities for making fun of social and intellectual mores that still, nominally, prevailed, although which were, in truth, preposterously incongruous and irrelevant. More importantly, this state of affairs also allowed Amis to use fiction as a safety valve for his own addiction to deception and infidelity: his plots offered him hiding places, endless substitutes for candour.


Britain has, for the past three centuries, furnished writers with the means to conceal themselves in their work while appearing to speak plainly of feelings and impressions; the happy marriage of decorum and hypocrisy, maintained in society, extended into the world of books. As a rule, little or nothing is disclosed to contemporaneous readers, the truth is reserved for subsequent generations, and this might explain why literary biographers are treated, by most writers, with a mixture of suspicion and contempt.
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IN THE SECLUDED purdah of families, lovers and intimates, friendships are undermined when one party finds themselves deceived. Affectionate kinships decompose, sometimes revealing previously camouflaged states of bitterness and envy, and the classic case is that of Wordsworth and Coleridge. They fell out when what had once been a dynamic partnership evolved into a conflict between two irreconcilable personalities. They founded Romanticism and orchestrated one of the most enduring transformations in the history of English poetry, but they were different both as men and artists.


Wordsworth belied his image as a literary impressionist in that he managed his life and his verse with the scrupulous calculation of a watchmaker. Coleridge, by contrast, embodied the irrational perversities of his poems and appeared to have immunised himself from anything resembling the rational or orderly. While his companion initially played upon their differences, exploiting Coleridge as a foil, fame and prestige exposed a more disagreeable aspect of Wordsworth’s personality. He began to perceive his erstwhile friend with distaste and, in due course, Coleridge’s behaviour, especially with regard to sex, bred odium in Wordsworth. The story of their estrangement is told in detail in Chapter 2.
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ONE OF THE best-known and most widely discussed literary quarrels involved Dickens and Thackeray. It was prompted, or so we are led to believe, by a careless remark made by Thackeray in the Garrick Club about Dickens’s extramarital affair with Ellen Ternan, but it was, in fact, far more complicated than that. They were more than rivals in the conventional sense of being competitors from the same profession: their world encapsulated two divergent trajectories for English fiction. Thackeray did not sanction amorality, yet nor did he attempt to improve upon the world as he found it. Dickens, on the other hand, made his novels a filter for his own perceptions of right and wrong, good and bad. For decades the two men hovered uncomfortably in the same social circle but never dared become friends or even associates. It was as though they were fighting an undeclared, unacknowledged war, until Thackeray brought the situation to a head by deliberately causing Dickens to rebuff him. This mood of bitterness persisted until Thackeray’s funeral, at which Dickens wept.


Their altercation was rehearsed a century earlier in a controversy involving two writers who never actually met. Richardson and Fielding are seen as the founding fathers of the English novel, and they were certainly pioneers during the period in which there was no clear sense of what fiction was or was supposed to do. Richardson, the self-made man from artisan stock, became the literary moralist, while Fielding, the down-at-heel aristocrat, allowed his creations to deal with their consciences without his guidance. It is a matter of opinion as to which of them left a deeper imprint on the history of the novel, but it is clear that during their lives the festering antagonism was caused primarily by Richardson.


Richardson versus Fielding and Dickens versus Thackeray are the subjects of Chapters 5 and 7, respectively.
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A MUCH BETTER-KNOWN case of anger and retribution deserves consideration here because it is too often treated in isolation. Its full significance only becomes evident when it is seen as part of a very British, very bitter, routine.


Anyone with only a cursory knowledge of Oscar Wilde will be alert as much to his dreadful fate as to his reputation as a writer. The narrative is well documented, so a brief summary here will suffice. Despite being married to the daughter of a wealthy barrister, Constance Lloyd, fathering two sons and leading the life of a gentleman author in a fashionable part of London’s West End, Wilde was also an energetically promiscuous homosexual. He began an obsessive relationship with Lord Alfred Douglas in 1891 and indulged the younger man’s expensive tastes. Douglas, in a kind of perverse act of appreciation, introduced Wilde to the underground world of homosexual prostitution, in which the high priest of aestheticism would purchase sex from working-class, often semi-literate consorts.


Douglas’s father, the Marquis of Queensbury, arrived unannounced at Wilde’s family home in June 1894 and threatened him with violence if he continued to meet up with his son. Wilde heard no more from Queensbury until he learned that the marquis planned to attend the opening night of The Importance of Being Earnest on 14 February 1895 and present the author with a basket of rotting fruit and vegetables, hoping to provoke public speculation as to the cause of the insult. Wilde had influential connections, not least through his wife’s family, and so arranged for several police constables to intercept Queensbury before he could enter the theatre. Four days later, however, Queensbury left his card at Wilde’s club, the Albemarle, with the inscription: ‘For Oscar Wilde, posing sodomite’. The card was intended to be seen by other members of the club and Douglas encouraged Wilde to initiate a private prosecution against Queensbury on a charge of criminal libel.


The libel trial soon came to resemble a bizarre parody of Wilde’s plays, opening with scenes of near hysteria in the public galleries and blanket coverage in the newspapers. Queensbury had hired private detectives to prepare a convincing case that Wilde had paid for sex with younger lower-class men, and his barrister, Sir Edward Carson, questioned Wilde relentlessly regarding evidence that he was, as Queensbury alleged, a ‘sodomite’. Wilde’s responses to Carson drew laughter and sometimes cheers from the public and he certainly proved wittier and more entertaining than the resolutely methodical counsel for the defence.


Carson at one point asked him if would refute the written testimony of a servant boy who claimed that Wilde had kissed him, to which Wilde responded, ‘Oh dear no. He was a particularly plain boy – unfortunately ugly – I pitied him for it.’ If he had denied any acquaintance with the boy it would have been a matter of the word of one man against another, and England’s inbuilt snobbishness would most certainly have favoured Wilde’s account. But Wilde could not resist the attraction of ambiguity. He preferred performance to denial and Carson pursued him with ruthless precision, repeatedly asking if the boy’s alleged ugliness was the only reason he had not kissed him. Wilde hesitated and then made what amounted to a confession: ‘You sting me and insult me and try to unnerve me; and at times one says things flippantly when one ought to speak more seriously.’ This was the equivalent of one of Wilde’s inventions, perhaps Jack in The Importance of Being Earnest, abandoning his shifts between truth and deception, moving towards the foot of the stage and becoming more like a character from Gorky – ashamed and horribly candid.


On the advice of his lawyers, Wilde dropped the case, and was later declared bankrupt and liable for the immense fees that Queensbury had incurred. Moreover, soon after leaving court, a warrant was issued for his arrest on charges of sodomy and gross indecency. He was remanded in custody at Holloway Prison and the trial began on 26 April 1895. Famously, the chief prosecuting counsel Charles Gill repeatedly asked Wilde to describe what ‘the love that dare not speak its name’ involved, but Wilde deflected his enquiries with erudite references to feelings of mutual affection in everything from the Old Testament to Shakespeare.


The jury was unable to reach a verdict and Wilde was freed from Holloway. He went into hiding, shunned attention, and, assuming that the popular appetite for prurience was satiated, and that his enemies had gained sufficient satisfaction from having him publically humiliated, waited for the horrible episode to fade. Even Carson, too often treated as Wilde’s nemesis, put it to the Solicitor General, Frank Lockwood, that Wilde had been suitably punished and the matter should be dropped.


However, although it is not certain who was primarily responsible, Wilde was called again to the Old Bailey to face his charges for a second time. He was found guilty and sentenced to two years’ hard labour, much of which would be spent in Reading Gaol. Following his release, he left Britain for Paris and died there of cerebral meningitis on 30 November 1900.


The facts of Wilde’s rise to eminence and tragic fall are well known, but what is striking about his case is its bizarre resemblance to what happened to Kingsley Amis at the end of the ’50s. The Importance of Being Earnest is a fine play, yet it is also a hastily self-addressed suicide note. All of Wilde’s drama involves the process of deception and dissimulation, of not being quite what you seem. Most critics, rather sanctimoniously, have treated this as Wilde’s satirical assault against the prevailing moral hypocrisies of his age. Conversely, one could take the view that his plays reflected his own condition of existing in two very different worlds at once. The Importance of Being Earnest puzzled reviewers because it seemed both amusing and somewhat pointless. Jack Worthing, in particular, spent his time slipping between incompatible personas, but what was to be made of the eventual and improbable disclosure that he was in fact the person he always pretended to be? Did it turn the play into something close to farce or was it rumination on the elusive nature of truth?


The possibility of it being neither, of it actually being an autobiographical work, was not raised until the mid-twentieth century, when homosexuality was openly discussed. There was in 2001, for example, a moment of supremely tart comedy, worthy of Wilde himself, when the eminent thespian Sir Donald Sinden wrote to The Times to dispute suggestions that the play was riddled with homosexual innuendo. On the question of whether ‘Earnest’ was a synonym for gay, or ‘bunburying’ implied intercourse between men, Sinden announced that he had once discussed this with none other than Sir John Gielgud – his own performance as Jack was legendary – who had spoken to original members of the cast. ‘No, no,’ observed Gielgud. ‘Nonsense, absolute nonsense: I would have known.’


Take a Girl Like You (1960) was the novel Amis published just before Larkin decided to cease communication with him. Larkin had in fact seen a version of it before he began the unfinished draft of his goodbye poem, ‘Letter to a Friend about Girls’. The general reader could only speculate on its autobiographical resonances but, for those closest to Amis, his wife Hilly and Larkin in particular, it was horribly transparent. Horrible because while it held nothing back – its anti-hero Patrick Standish is just as treacherously self-absorbed as his creator – nor did it even hint at remorse. Larkin had watched his closest friend build a literary career from works that replicated his private world of fraudulence and dissimulation. This novel – almost triumphantly honest – was more than he could take.


It was, like Wilde’s play, a confession in literary code, but it was a confession to a closed circle of individuals who were fully aware of Amis’s nature and the particulars of his transgressions. Indeed, the delightful character of Jenny Bunn, victim of Standish’s predatory nastiness and infidelities, was a fictionalised version of Hilly, or at least the parallels were strikingly evident to Hilly herself and close friends of the couple. The novel, therefore, seemed more like an act of self-justification than contrition. The ordinary reader was not aware that the tale was based on its author’s execrable deeds, while those in the know found themselves having to witness Amis’s disagreeable tendencies exculpated by his talent as a comic genius. Hilly, resolute as ever, coped with the reformulation of her life as entertainment, but Larkin had run out of patience.


Obviously, Amis and Wilde’s situations are not wholly analogous. The alienation of an intimate friend hardly bears comparison with imprisonment, defamation, exile and eventual death – especially since Amis hardly noticed Larkin’s absence – and, while both men were secretly promiscuous, prodigious heterosexual infidelity, although frowned upon, was not illegal even in Victorian Britain. And yet there is something about Britain that transcends the steady enlightenments of the last century and a half, a factor that endures despite our liberal maturity.


British culture serves an inherent appetite among its customers for, at its most popular, double entendres and innuendo. Po-faced devotees of Wilde would be appalled at the notion, but there are indisputable down-market traces of his legacy in the Carry On films and television series such as Are You Being Served? At the other end of the spectrum, particularly in fiction, connoisseurs of high literary culture favour these same tropes as they provide a nuanced side-glance rather than a direct reference, especially to matters involving sex. This flags up the essential difference between the respective literary environments of Britain and America, and the levels of bitterness engendered by each. The former often involved skulking and latent motives implied in writing, while, from behind the books, the author fomented politely in the real world. The vociferous nature of American writing, meanwhile, was reflected in the unrestrained virulence of its authors’ feuds.


Not all US writers wanted to produce the Great American Novel – or at least not all admitted they did – but, from the mid-nineteenth century, they lived in the shadow of a man who made the first serious claim to have done so. Mark Twain’s Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn were celebrated as novels that could be enjoyed and appreciated by the ordinary people of America, providing a near-Homeric portrait of the nation’s coming-of-age. Hemingway stated in The Green Hills of Africa that ‘all modern American literature comes from one book by Mark Twain called Huckleberry Finn’, adding with characteristic delicacy: ‘If you read it you must stop where the Nigger Jim is stolen from the boys. That is the real end. The rest is just cheating.’ His point was that the book’s real subject is the Civil War.


Twain comes as close as can be conceived to being America’s version of Shakespeare, monarch of the canon and spokesman for a collective cultural legacy. He was also an extremely vindictive individual who, despite his fame, pursued a campaign of spiteful malevolence against Bret Harte, who had once been his close friend.


There was no obvious motive for this vendetta, given that, by the time Twain produced his classics, Harte had almost abandoned any realistic hope of literary eminence. Financially he was in ruins and reduced to doing hack work for popular newspapers and advertising agencies. He was no longer a threat to Twain, but his erstwhile friend still seemed tormented by the memory of shared ambition.


In the 1850s both men had gone west, working as journalists in the still-wild territories of California and the Pacific Coast. They recorded a nation extending and establishing its boundaries and ambitions, lived with miners and prospectors, and talked of how they might turn their experiences into a novel about a world, a state of mind, that was continually evolving. They even attempted to co-author a play. They did not fall out, rather their careers and lives took divergent trajectories.


Twain married into a wealthy, politically well-connected east coast family and made an enormous amount of money from his books. By the 1870s, Harte had virtually given up writing. In 1877, Twain had shown spurious and condescending concern for Harte’s diminished status by offering him a ‘salary’ of $25 a week to support him in the pursuit of whatever remained of his ambition to become an established writer. Harte declined the offer and instead asked some of his more influential friends from outside the literary mainstream to approach the new President, Rutherford B. Hayes, on his behalf. He wished to be employed as a diplomat and, later that same year, Hayes was seriously considering the appointment of Harte as part of a long-term US diplomatic mission to China.


But Twain, too, had powerful connections. He wrote to his friend, the novelist William Dean Howells, who was related to the President through his wife’s family, asking him to warn Hayes that Harte would disgrace the nation if allowed to represent it abroad, saying: ‘Wherever he goes his wake is tumultuous with swindled grocers, and with defrauded innocents who have loaned him money … He can lie faster than he can drivel pathos … He is always steeped in whisky and brandy.’


Harte was not offered the appointment but, in April 1878, he petitioned successfully to be sent to Krefeld, Germany, as a US ‘commercial agent’. Twain was again relentless in his attempts to blacken his reputation. A day before Harte left for Europe, Twain wrote to Howells, urging him to forward his comments to the President. Harte was 




a liar, a thief, a swindler, a snob, a sot, a sponge, a coward … brim full of treachery, and he conceals his Jewish identity as carefully as if he considered it a disgrace … Tell me which German town he is to filthify with his presence; then I will write to the authorities there.





Harte spent the subsequent nine years, often precariously, in quasi-diplomatic posts abroad, his career ending in 1886 when he lost his appointment as consul in Glasgow. According to his subordinate, he spent much of his time in London hopelessly attempting to revive his literary reputation.


Throughout this period, Twain continued to spread accounts of Harte as irredeemably nefarious and unreliable to anyone who would listen, mostly Howells, in the hope that he could bring about Harte’s dismissal. When Harte died from throat cancer in 1902, a reporter approached Twain for a comment on their friendship. He replied: ‘Oh yes. Say I knew the son of a bitch.’


Twain’s overarching determination to be the novelist whose work embodied America bordered on psychopathic. He was confidently outranking Harte as a literary presence even before the first of his two major works went into print, but it was not until his position was unassailable, and Harte was destined for mediocrity, that the true nature of his malevolence became evident. Harte was no longer his rival, had never abused him privately or in public, and had breached no particular moral or ethical code that Twain treated as sacred, but it was as if he wished to erase even the mere memory of someone who had once been his equal.


In this respect, there is a quasi-generic aspect of American literary writing that is, by equal degrees, fascinating and repulsive. The resemblances between Twain and Mailer are striking, and, as we shall see in Chapter 9, Hemingway also ensured that the US lineage of ego-driven rancour remained unbroken. Sinclair Lewis and Theodore Dreiser (Chapter 8) outdid even Hemingway in terms of showy uncouthness, actually exchanging blows over which of them was most deserving of the Nobel Prize. And, while Mary McCarthy and Lillian Hellman (Chapter 6) did not resort to physical violence, the cause of their dispute – involving the alleged rewriting of an episode from the Holocaust – was especially objectionable.


The only example of a European challenging an American stands as testament to the effectiveness of continentally cultivated sophistry over stateside bombast: Nabokov takes on Edmund Wilson in Chapter 4.
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