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Author’s Note





Most of the pieces in this book first appeared in a newspaper column I used to write, first three times a week in the Guardian, from 1959 until 1962, and then once a week, from 1962 to 1968, in the Observer. Although I’ve entitled them ‘collected’ they are in fact a rather discreet selection – 26 from the 359 columns I originally wrote for the Guardian, and 96 from the 277 I did for the Observer. I’ve added a further 32 that I wrote for the Guardian much later, in 1994, together with another four pieces of varied provenance.


All but one of them have appeared in book form before, in various permutations under various titles, and selections of them have also been recorded, by Martin Jarvis, and broadcast. The present selection was originally published by Methuen in 2007. Faber & Faber, who have long been publishing all my other books (apart from plays), and who had already done two of the pieces in Matchbox Theatre, have now taken it under their wing to follow their reissues of my early novels.


The pieces are arranged in alphabetical order because … because I couldn’t think of any more rational system.
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Welcome aboard!





Hi! My name’s Mike, and I’m your author today. Welcome aboard, and thank you for choosing to read me. It’s a pleasure for me to write for you, and I shall be doing my best to make your trip with this article a happy one.


I have twenty paragraphs of in-article entertainment for you today, and I shall be starting the service of meaningful sentences just as soon as I’ve finished with all these introductory announcements. Thank you.


We’ve a slight delay, I’m afraid, in getting Paragraph 1 under way. This is because we missed our place in the queue at the beginning of the article, due to essential announcements. I’m now expecting Paragraph 1 to run immediately after Paragraph 6. I apologise to readers for any inconvenience this may cause. Please bear with me. Thank you.


Just to keep you up to date: Paragraph 5 has been cancelled, due to the non-arrival of Paragraph 4. Rest assured that I’m doing everything in my power to rectify the situation. Thank you.


No, hold on. That was Paragraph 4. With any luck we should be getting away round about Paragraph 7. We shall be routing through Paragraph 8, with onward connections to Paragraphs 9 to 24, just as soon as we’ve found Paragraph 6.


In the meantime you might like to have advance warning of delays between Paragraphs 14 and 19, due to major grammatical works which are expected to last until the summer of 1997.


This is a call for readers of delayed Paragraph 6. This paragraph is not now expected to depart until after Paragraph 18.


Still waiting for clearance on Paragraph 7. I think we all need a bit of a break here, so I’m going to come round serving free asterisks.




*





I know how frustrating all these delays and cancellations are, but bear with me. What I’m trying to do is to bring Paragraph 9 forward, and see if we can make a start with that. There are an awful lot of words here that have got to be organised into paragraphs, and an awful lot of paragraphs all trying to go somewhere. They can’t all get there at once! So bear with me. Thank you.


This is a staff announcement. Will whoever has the words for Paragraph 9 please go to Paragraph 8 immediately.


Just to keep you in the picture: Paragraph 10 has been withdrawn after complaints by religious leaders. Last-minute talks are going on between management and staff to save Paragraph 11. Paragraph 12 is covered by the thirty-year rule. Paragraph 13 has failed to meet the standards laid down by the European Commission.


Still having trouble with Paragraph 9, I’m afraid. I’ve been badly let down by my suppliers. Bear with me. Please accept another round of complimentary asterisks.




*





Right, Paragraph 9! Here it is at last, and this is what it says: ‘Paragraph 27 …’ What? I don’t believe this! They’ve given me the wrong paragraph! Bear with me just a little longer, will you?


Will readers of delayed Paragraph 6 please go immediately to Paragraph 13, and extinguish all hope, ready for immediate disappointment.


Yes, I know you’ve been waiting a long time! You think I’m enjoying this? Look, I’m on my own here – I’ve no staff! I’m trying to write this entire article single-handed! All right? Just bear with me, will you!


Correction to my previous announcement: Paragraph 3 is running. Paragraph 3 has come in! I’ve got Paragraph 3 right here! Anyone here still waiting for Paragraph 3 …? No? No one interested in Paragraph 3 …? Is there any wonder I can’t get staff? Is it surprising that morale in the industry is so low?


Look, I’ve had cutbacks, just like everybody else! I’ve no paper to write on! I’m struggling with a lot of obsolete equipment! Sitting on a broken chair – writing at a desk with three legs …!


Hold on … Right – we’re ready to go at long last!


I’ve now used up my maximum permitted space, however, so I shall be leaving you at this point. It only remains for me to say thank you for bearing with me today. I hope that next time you’re bearing with anyone, you’ll bear with me.


(1989)
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Almost too utterly common entrance


‘A most unusual seminar,’ says the heading on an advertisement which has been appearing in undergraduate magazines recently. The advertisement is issued by a firm who describe themselves as ‘the most brilliant of all the advertising agencies,’ looking for ‘the most brilliant of all this year’s graduands.’


‘They propose to invite up to twenty of you,’ it continues, ‘after a long interrogation in London, to spend a weekend with them during the Easter vacation. The hospitality at this weekend will be almost vulgarly profuse. Continual distraction will be offered. But there will also be one written paper of the most taxing kind. It will need great stamina to endure it all.’


It certainly will if this is anything like the weekend which Harris-Harris, the brighter than brightest agency, hold each year at Wosby Hall, the ancestral home of the Selection-Board family. Here the daiquiris flow like water, served by top models in fishnet stockings, while fashionable dance bands play softly among the Picassos.


‘The ambience here,’ says Garth Peacock, one of the agency men assigned to the job, waving an odoriferous Balkan cigarette at the time-hallowed setting, ‘is almost, comment dit-on, vulgarly profuse, don’t you think?’


‘Er, yes,’ mumbles R. Slodge, former President of the Oxford Union. Garth Peacock presses a tiny pocket transmitter key which registers at headquarters the damning comment ‘This man considers himself superior to popular cultural values.’


‘Have another cigar, Nubbs,’ says Peacock to the former Cambridge stroke. ‘Er, no thanks,’ replies Nubbs, and Peacock signals ruthlessly ‘Deficient in phallic motivation’. Nubbs passes the solid gold humidor on to Cropper, once editor of the Isis, but Cropper, who has smoked five cigars already, shakes his head queasily. Peacock adds another comment to the Nubbs report: ‘Complete failure to persuade in face of difficult market conditions.’


‘I hope,’ says Peacock, ‘you’re not all finding the weekend too utterly boring?’


‘Not me,’ replies Potkin, the noted Oxford actor, gesturing for another bottle of champagne. ‘Can’t soak the stuff up fast enough.’ (‘A certain lack of moral fibre’, signals Peacock.)


‘Oh, far from it,’ adds Mark Smoothe, undergraduate son of the Minister of Chance and Speculation, also ordering another bottle. ‘I think the amenities we are enjoying here are a fitting background to the sort of seminar which, today more than ever, plays an absolutely vital part in the progressive development of the free world.’ (‘A brilliant creative mind’, transmits Peacock.)


‘Where’s the lavatory?’ demands Cropper urgently. (‘A poor ability to choose language that brings out the most attractive aspects of a subject’, notes Peacock.)


By the time Cropper has hacked his way back through the almost vulgarly deep pile of the carpet, bowing footmen have ushered the whole party on to the luxuriously appointed assault course, where Roscoe is waiting to put them through an almost disgustingly elegant initiative test.


‘What we should like you to do,’ he explains, ‘if it’s not too almost utterly tedious, is to imagine that this ditch is full of synthetic raspberry jam. You have to get the synthetic raspberry jam over this wall of consumer resistance without touching the real raspberry jam made by the same firm. To do it you’ve got nothing but four feet of tarred twine, two empty oil drums, one model in black lace underwear, and £100,000 …’


When the fleet of Rolls-Royces takes them back to the almost sickeningly exquisite house, they face the most testing moment of all. One by one they are shown into the presence of J. B., the head of the agency himself, as he sits in the Sheraton Room surrounded by Cellini champagne-coolers and Fabergé foot-warmers.


‘Sit down, Mr Nubbs,’ he murmurs in an almost insupportably aristocratic tone. ‘Tell me, Mr Nubbs, do you believe in God?’


‘Er, well, I, er …’


‘Of course you do. Take a cigar and then sell me the idea in fifty punchy, easy-to-read words.’


Yes, it certainly demands stamina. And remember, stamina demands Fub, for only new wonder Fub has magic Zub!


(1962)


Among the funny bones


The evolution of man has not ceased. By the inscrutable processes of natural selection there is evolving from homo sapiens a new and more complex species of anthropoid: homo jocans, or Joky Man.


Homo sapiens has been defined as a tool-making animal. Homo jocans is a gag-making machine. Just as homo sapiens became ashamed of his urge to copulate and sublimated it into a culture of solid complexity, so Joky Man has become ashamed of his urge to communicate and is sublimating it into a culture of elaborate facetiousness.


I think Joky Man will prove to be the dominant form. Pre-Joky Man will be made to feel smaller and smaller by Joky Man for failing to see the joke, until he becomes entirely extinct. By the end of the Uranium Age, Joky Man will cover the whole of the Western Hemisphere. The archaeologists will find his tumuli everywhere, and the remains of Joky Man inside will be instantly identifiable; the skulls will all be trying to keep a straight face.


Our literature does not do justice to the subtlety of our culture. In books people say what they mean, in the sapiens style. (‘Don’t you see, Lisbet, that my feeling for Paul is only a desperate counterpoise to Mark’s instinctive rejection of Anna?’) In life Joky Man speaks almost entirely in irony, sarcasm, understatement, hyperbole, and parody, and I am going to have a fresco painted inside my tomb that will bring home to archaeologists something of the staggering intricacy of life in Joky times.


It will show Joky Man at work, sitting for hours rubbing gag against gag in the hope of producing a spark. It will show Joky Man at leisure, still chipping one gag against another. A frieze round the margin will display the huge variety of gags a man might have at his disposal – cutting gags, gags that grind the nerves, gags that scrape the bottom of the barrel, gags for falling in love, gags for ending marriages, gags for dying – as well as how a man of small resources might make one or two durable basic gags do for everything.


A further series of panels will show Joky Man speaking in funny voices – joke adenoidal voices, joke television commentator’s voices, joke Prime Minister voices, joke Queen voices.


In one of them he will be seen speaking in what he takes to be a joke working-class voice, to show his rejection of bourgeois values and his solidarity with the masses. The panel will include a representative selection of the masses, showing their touching gratitude for this compliment by talking in what they take to be a joke Joky Man’s voice.


In a big tableau, Joky Man will be shown speaking in his most important funny voice – what he conceives to be the voice of a low-class theatrical agent. A frieze running round the edge of this scene will make it clear that since he has never actually met a low-class theatrical agent, but only a man whose elder brother’s friend does a very amusing imitation of Peter Sellers impersonating Sidney James playing the part of a low-class theatrical agent, this causes no offence to low-class theatrical agents.


The funny-voice series will be surmounted by a tablet depicting Joky Man’s larynx, showing typical enlargement and inflammation caused by the strain of speaking with all the voices of men and of angels except one’s own. Elsewhere in the fresco there will be scenes from Joky Man’s everyday life, with balloons coming out of his mouth reading ‘Don’t call us, we’ll call you,’ ‘What we in the trwade call a nice bit of crwumpet,’ ‘How very different from the home life of our own dear Queen!’ ‘And now – a big hand for someone we all know and love,’ ‘My husband and I …’, ‘What we in the trwade call one of our own dear queens,’ ‘Don’t call us, my husband and I will call you …’


One whole wall of the tomb will be occupied by a scene representing the spiritual core of Joky Man’s life. On one half of the wall – Joky Man appearing on television, saying satirical things in his theatrical agent voice, his Prime Minister voice, and his commentator voice. On the other half of the wall – Joky Man watching the television, mimicking the performers and maintaining a stream of witty observations about them in no less funny voices. The balloons will make it clear that it is the less joky specimens of Joky Man who appear on the screen, and the more joky specimens who watch. Or that at any rate the ones who appear never seem to manage to answer any of those devasting sallies back.


In one corner of the tomb there will be a small picture illustrating a rather sad aspect of Joky Man’s life. It will show him trying to say something straight, in his own voice. He is red in the face and glassy-eyed with the effort, but, as the archaeologists will see, the balloon that is emerging from his mouth is completely empty. In the last picture Joky Man is being carried off, deceased from an excess of humours. As the headstone movingly records:


‘Here lies what we in the trwade call dead funny.’


(1963)





And Home’s son’s father is Hume’s father’s son


What a dynamic start! In the first six days of his ministry Sir Alec Douglas-Home has got rid of an earldom, three lordships, and two baronies; and the new Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster and the New Minister of State at the Board of Trade have acquired a viscountcy and a barony respectively.


Meanwhile, at the Conservative Central Office Lord Spoon is trying to drop the Barony of Spoon and pick up the Barony of Bosworth, to complete a set of ‘Battle’ class titles he is collecting. ‘If I can send in the full set, together with the backs of three old Burke’s “Peerages”, I shall win an electric blanket,’ he told a Press conference late last night.


This vigorous programme cannot, of course, be carried through without some hard rethinking of fundamentals.


At the request of the Garter King-of-Arms, according to the Daily Telegraph, the Queen’s advisers have been ‘urgently’ considering the question of style and precedence of the former Lord Home’s family. A spokesman for the College of Arms told the Telegraph: ‘The question is, for the purpose of precedence, whether the children of peers who have disclaimed are still children of peers.’


How the College of Arms faced the problem I don’t know, but its rather more venerable rival, the College of Arms and Legges (the name is a corruption of armorum leges, the laws of arms), responded with great promptitude. As soon as the urgency and gravity of the question was fully understood, an emergency meeting was called. Members of the College were rushed to London with police escorts, and a jet airliner was specially diverted to bring the Dexter Lord of Legges back from Southern Rhodesia, where he was inspecting pre-war baronetcies for signs of wear.


‘Gentlemen,’ said the Dexter Lord of Legges, ‘the question is this: Are the children of disclaiming peers still children of peers; and, if not, whose children are they? Would you like to kick off, Rouge Garter Extraordinary?’


Rouge Garter Extraordinary: Well, let’s put this question another way. Can commoners whose children are peers’ children be in any meaningful sense fathers?


Morte Puissance: Ex nihilo nihil fit. Vide Tollemache v. Tollemache on the strong presumption of non-paternity in the case of an ox that was cited as putative sire of a pig.


Swart Beast: Could not the difficulty be very easily surmounted by requiring peers renouncing their peerages to disclaim the paternity of their children?


Twicester Herald: Then the wife could apply to the courts for a paternity order made out in the name of the extinguished title.


Rouge Garter Extraordinary: The important thing is that these unfortunate children should not be take away from their homes and put in orphanages unnecessarily.


Morte Puissance: What we must establish here and now, surely, is whether the son of Lord Home (as he then was) is Lord Dunglass (as he now is) or Mr Douglas-Home junior (as he may well be).


Vray Halidom: Or indeed whether either of them is the son of Sir Alec Douglas-Home, or the Earl of Home, or Lord Home, or Lord Hume of Berwick, or Baron Hume of Berwick, or Lord Dunglass, or Baron Douglas of Douglas. As he then was. Or as they then were.


Dexter Lord of Legges: Douglas spelt ‘Douglas’ of Douglas spelt ‘Douglas’?


Vray Halidom: Precisely so, Legges.


Dexter Lord of Legges: Dashed funny way for a fellow to spell his name.


Swart Beast: Anyway, the permutations are endless.


Rouge Garter Extraordinary: There must be some way of telling. There must be some birthmark or other one of them could produce.


Dexter Lord of Legges: What we must ensure above all is that this unhappy young man is not deprived of someone to call. ‘Father.’ Or ‘Lord Father,’ or ‘Lord Father of Father,’ or ‘Baron Father of Berwick,’ as the case may be.


Twicester Herald: But my dear Legges, surely Sir Alec (as he now is) could register the titles as a public company – Home, Home, Hume, Hume, Douglas and Dunglass Ltd. – and appoint himself and his son co-directors of it?


Morte Puissance: Would it not be an equally satisfactory solution if the young man’s name was spelt ‘Mr Douglas-Home’ and pronounced ‘Lord Dunglass’?


Rouge Garter Extraordinary: How about a new title altogether? After all, we must move with the times. I suggest ‘Lord Dunglass-Home.’


Vray Halidom: I like the note of freshness it strikes. And it’s obviously an immensely practical little title for running around in. But – well, frankly, it doesn’t speak to me.


Dexter of Legges: Beast?


Swart Beast: Well, for my money I don’t think you can beat ‘Lord Douglas-Dunglass.’ There’s a tremendously rugged integrity about that title. It’s a valid response – a nexus of creative outgoingness – what I might call an essentially dynamic act of awareness. Also the hyphen takes out for cleaning.


Morte Puissance: I’m prepared to go some way with Beast. But when it comes to sheer, solid craftsmanship, give me a good old-fashioned title like ‘Lord Douglas, or, As You Like It.’


Rouge Garter Extraordinary: Preferably pronounced ‘Lord Dunglass, or, What You Will.’


Vray Halidom: Well, I think, you’d have to go a long way to beat Lord Home Number Fifteen, in B Flat Minor.


Swart Beast: Or the sheer sensual awareness of ‘The Rokeby Douglas.’


Morte Puissance: May I put in a word for ‘On Hearing the First Dunglass of Spring?’


Dexter Lord of Legges: Well, there we were, then. The team can’t make up its mind whether former peers’ children are peers’ children or not. But we’re all agreed that a rose by any other name smells just like a rose, a ruse, a rouglas, or a runglass, as the case may be.


(1963)


Another little job for the cleaners


We’re not asking for much (said Miss Modula MacPlastic, secretary of the ‘Clean Up the Bible’ campaign). We simply want the ecclesiastical authorities to agree that an advisory body composed of ordinary young agnostics-in-the-street like myself should have some say in the planning of new scriptures, so that we can help them to avoid giving unnecessary offence.


Believe me, we have solid backing from the ordinary mass of decent young people in this country, such as the Bishop of Twicester, who writes: ‘I am absolutely horrified and disgusted to discover exactly how much unnecessary and gratuitous sex does go on in the Bible.’


It’s not even as if readings from the Bible could be confined to Religious Knowledge classes in school. Extracts are deliberately and knowingly read out at church services when there is a strong likelihood that impressionable adults are present. Copies of the Bible are sold openly in back street bookshops, with nothing to prevent highly suggestible men and women of 50 and even 60 from buying them.


One can only shudder at the effect it must have on them. I know of one case where an ordinary middle-aged man read Leviticus, and next year went out and committed a serious traffic offence. I am absolutely certain that if research were done among middle-aged people convicted of crimes of violence it would be found that a very high proportion of them had at one time or another in their lives been exposed to the influence of the Bible.


As soon as our advisory council started reading the book we came across scenes involving nudity in the first few pages. We protested about these to the Archbishop of Canterbury, but he refused to see us. Since then we have come across descriptions of every possible form of sex, including homosexuality, bestiality, incest, and self-abuse. On each occasion we have tried to take them up with the ecclesiastical authorities. But each time the result has been the same; the little men in the Church did not have the courage to meet us and listen to the voice of decency.


Some people try to argue that this continual harping upon sex is not corrupting. What rubbish! Our whole sexual ethos has been affected by the Old Testament: if Sodom and Onan had never been mentioned, for example, should we ever have heard of sodomy or onanism?


One cannot but be sickened, too, by the endless violence. With monotonous regularity the characters smite and are smitten, slay and are slain. In one particularly unsavoury incident, a woman is turned into a pillar of salt. Whole cities are wiped out. Violence is made to seem a commonplace part of life.


And scarcely a page goes by without some mention of sin. Sin, sin, sin – it’s dragged in obsessively. Anybody reading the Bible naturally gets the idea that an obsession with sin is a smart thing to have. Is it a coincidence that the middle-aged generation has got sin on the brain? Or is there nothing less than a gigantic conspiracy at work all over the world to make us sin-conscious?


Some silly people argue that writers must have ‘freedom’ to express themselves. But could anyone honestly maintain that disgusting incidents such as the mass rape of the concubine by the Gibeonites are artistically necessary? Great storytellers like Agatha Christie and Denise Robins are able to entertain and delight a middle-aged audience without descending to such cheap forms of titillation. Are the faceless men behind the Old Testament frightened of being beaten in the bestseller lists?


We shall be asking our members to monitor the lessons read in their local churches, and to complete a questionnaire about what they heard. One of the questions will be ‘Was womanhood respected, or was it degraded?’ I think it’s pretty plain what the answer will be for episodes like the presentation of the concubine to the Gibeonites, or the one in which Lot offers his daughters to the Sodomites.


Another of the questions will be ‘Was authority represented as something worthy of respect, or as something to be feared and hated?’ It seems to be the fashion in many parts of the Bible to make people sneer at divine authority by showing it always as capricious, cruel and unjust. A particularly horrifying instance of this is the episode at Nachon’s threshing floor, when David is bringing back the Ark of the Covenant on an ox-cart. The Ark wobbles, and one of the cart-drivers, Uzzah, puts out his hand to steady it – whereupon God instantly strikes him dead.


We pointed out to the ecclesiastical authorities that this could only encourage lorry-drivers to break the law regarding the proper securing of loads, and we suggested that the text should be amended to show Uzzah receiving some small award for his contribution to road safety. Again, our views were not taken into account.


We feel that in general the Bible concentrates far too much on the sordid side of life. Plagues, famines, oppression – all right, we know they happen, but is it really necessary to dwell upon them so insistently? The picture of life that is presented in the Bible is simply not typical of this country today. The great majority of middle-aged people in Britain are not bearded, unkempt tribesmen who go round living with concubines and strumming psalms on the harp. They’re soberly-dressed men and women living in decent two-and three-bedroomed houses, who believe in proper sanitation and life insurance. They should be represented as such in their religious literature.


Honestly, we’re not asking for much. Just that the scriptures shouldn’t fall too far below the ordinary standards of decency maintained in public life by bodies such as the BBC.


(1965)


At bay in Gear Street


It’s been hardly possible to get up and down Carnaby Street recently for the great crush of American journalists observing the swinging London scene. I was practically knocked down by a stampede of perspiring correspondents as I stepped out of Galt’s toyshop the other day holding a doll I’d bought for the children.


‘Holy heaven, it’s Actor Terry Stamp, 26, in mini-wig and PVC spectacles!’ screamed the reporter from Time magazine. ‘And he’s squiring diminutive dolly Cathy McGowan, 22, in an eight-inches-above-the-knee, Campari-red skirtlet, spectre-pale make-up, and kinky wobble-as-you-walk celluloid eyelids! I love you, Terry!’


‘Are you crazy?’ shouted the representative of Status magazine. ‘That’s Jean Shrimpton in a trouser-suit, carrying Vidal Sassoon in newly groovy Now-We-Are-Six gear! Swinging, Shrimp, swinging!’


‘No, listen!’ cried the Esquire man, reading the label round the dolly’s neck. ‘This is some new couple altogether called Non Toxic and Fully Washable! Hey, these are two totally unknown faces making the scene, boys!’


At this they all came crowding round, gazing at me and the doll as if they were going to eat us.


‘Look at his trousers!’ breathed the Chicago Tribune. ‘Two and a half inches above the shoe!’


‘Two and three-quarter inches,’ said Associated Press, getting down on his hands and knees with a pocket rule.


‘But only on the right leg!’ pointed out NBC excitedly. ‘The left trouser leg’s practically trailing on the ground! Boys, this is the newest thing since yesterday, if not this morning!’


‘And how about this – bags under the knees!’ cried the Daily News. ‘Zowie! Back in New York they’re still wearing their bags under the eyes! I tell you, these kids’ll drive us into the sea!’


‘Central button of jacket hanging on three-inch thread!’ noted someone else.


‘Two inches of shirt-tail worn outside bellyband of trousers!’


Well, they all started shouting questions and trying to photograph me up the leg of my trousers. I gazed at them, stupefied.


‘The guy can’t understand,’ cried the Wall Street Journal. ‘Where the hell’s the interpreter? Where’s Jonathan Miller?’


‘Leave it to me!’ shouted Time magazine. ‘I know these people’s patois.’


He turned to me and the doll.


‘Greetings, British bird and British Beatle!’ he said very slowly, waving his hands about. ‘You – with it, yes? You – making scene, no?’


‘I’m not making a scene,’ I replied nervously. ‘I was just suddenly set on by all you lot.’


‘He says he’s set-on,’ reported Time magazine to the others. ‘That’s the now-now-now phrase for switched-on,’


‘“Set” spelt S-E-T and “on” spelt O-N, Henry?’ they asked him, writing it all carefully down.


‘Hey, listen, boys! The dolly’s saying something! What’s she saying, Henry?’


‘She’s saying “Mama.”’


‘“Mama” spelt M-A-M-A, Henry?’


‘Right. What she’s trying to get across is that today she is able to lead a deeply fulfilled life, thanks to the ready availability of artificial eyelashes and the policy of successive British Governments in granting independence to the country’s overseas possessions.’


They wrote it all down. I took advantage of the pause to explain that unfortunately I had to go.


‘“Go”, is short for “go, go, go,” of course,’ explained Time magazine. ‘I think what he’s trying to say is that in this swinging new meritocratic young Britain the handsome young son of a peer can breeze up to the chemmy tables and lose a cool four or five hundred thousand dollars in a night as easily and naturally as the humblest mill-girl in Bolton.’


‘Where’s he go-go-going to, Henry?’ asked the St Louis Post-Dispatch. ‘Annabel’s? The Scotch?’


‘British Beatle,’ translated Time magazine to me, ‘Where you make the scene along towards?’


I said I was on my way to Oxford Circus Tube Station. They all looked it up on the map of The Scene in Time.


‘It’s not marked, Henry!’ they cried.


‘Don’t worry, fellers – I know all about it. It’ll be on the next edition of the map.


‘What is it, Henry – a boutique or a discotheque?’


‘It’s a Tube station, men – “Tube” meaning “groove”, of course. It’s a sort of groovotheque.’


‘What kind of set does he meet down there, Henry? Gamine Leslie Caron, 34? Ace Photographer David Bailey, 27? Or daughter of former Ambassador to the US Lady Jane Ormsby-Gore, 23?’


I explained that the circle I moved in (though on the whole not in Oxford Circus Underground Station) consisted of Christopher and Lavinia Crumble, Horace and Doris Morris, and people like that. There were gasps of astonishment from the Press corps.


‘Suffering saints!’ they cried. ‘This is clearly some inner scene not as yet made by US newsmen, which opens up entirely fresh dimensions of fabness, and brings within the reach of long-suffering mankind the hope of a whole gear universe of prime-quality grooviness!’


But just at that moment they saw Peter O’Toole coming by in bell-bottomed lederhosen and aluminium Boy Scout hat, and my fashionable career was over.


The dolly’s been right off her food ever since.


(1966)


At the sign of the rupture belt


There’s the shop with the rupture belt outside! (said Nicolette). Now we’ve driven halfway to Granny’s, haven’t we, Daddy?




Father: Halfway exactly.


Nicolette: I always remember we’re halfway when we get to the shop with the rupture belt outside, don’t I, Daddy?


Dominic: And I always remember we’re three-quarters way when we get to Acme Motors, don’t I, Daddy?


Mother: I wish you two would stop your silly pestering. I don’t know why we bring you out in the car to Granny’s.


Father: It’s good for them to travel, Eileen. They see new things. They get something fresh to talk about.


Dominic: There’s the factory with the rusty bike on the roof!


Nicolette: There’s the advertisement for Viriloids Rejuvenating Pills!


Dominic: There’s the Tigers!


Mother: The what?


Dominic: The Tigers! That’s what we always call the Lyons there, don’t we, Daddy?


Father: We certainly do, son. And there’s the brewery where they brew the Adam’s ale.


Nicolette: Daddy always says that now when we pass the Wemblemore waterworks, doesn’t he, Dominic? He never used to, did he?


Father: What’s this place on the right, children?


Dominic: I know! I know! It’s the site for the new eye hospital.


Nicolette: Say your joke, Daddy, say your joke!


Father: It’s a proper site for sore eyes.


Nicolette: Did you hear Daddy say his joke, Mummy?


Mother: Are we in Sudstow yet, John?


Dominic: Mummy, you never know where this is. You always ask Daddy if we’re in Sudstow when we get to the site for sore eyes.


Father: Where are we then, Mr Knowall?


Dominic: We’re just coming to the place where we saw the drunk men fighting –


Nicolette: – where Daddy always says: ‘Can you imagine a more godforsaken hole than this?’


Dominic: And Mummy says she can’t.


Father: We’re just coming into Surley, Eileen.


Dominic: And you’re not sure, are you, Daddy, but you think Wemblemore ends and Surley begins just after Wile-U-Wate Footwear Repairs, don’t you?


Father: Look at it, Eileen. Scruffy people, cheapjack stores, rundown cinemas. I wonder how many pubs there are in this street alone?


Dominic: There are nine, Daddy.


Nicolette: We always count them for you.


Father: Can you imagine a more godforsaken hole?


Nicolette: Daddy said it, Dominic.


Dominic: Now say you can’t, Mummy.


Mother: Oh, do stop pestering. Can’t you think of some game to play as we go along?


Dominic: We are playing a game, Mummy. But you’re not playing it properly.


Nicolette: You haven’t said you can’t imagine such a godforsaken hole, has she, Dominic?


Mother: Those children! They’re enough to try the patience of a saint!


Father: There’s Acme Motors, anyway – we’re three-quarters of the way there now.


Dominic: Daddy! That’s what I say! I’m the one who sees Acme Motors and says we’re three-quarters of the way there!


Nicolette: Yes, Daddy, that’s Dominic’s thing to say!


Father: Well, I’ve said it now.


Nicolette: But that’s not fair, Daddy! You say: ‘I hope to God there’s not going to be a holdup in Sudstow High Street.’


Dominic: You’ve spoilt it, Daddy, you’ve spoilt it! You’ve said my thing!


Nicolette: Now you’ve made Dominic cry.


Father: Calm down, Dominic. Be your age.


Dominic: How would you like it if I said your things? How would you like it if I said ‘A site for sore eyes’?


Mother: Don’t be disrespectful to your father, Dominic.


Dominic: I don’t care! A site for sore eyes! A site for sore eyes! A site for sore eyes!


Mother: If you don’t stop this instant, Dominic, I’m going to …


Nicolette: Daddy, Daddy! We’ve gone past Cook and Cook (Wholesale Tobacconists) and you haven’t said your joke about spoiling the breath!


Father: Oh, dry up.


Mother: Now they’re both howling. It’s all your fault, John. They just copy you.


Father: That’s what you always say.


Mother: And that’s what you always say!


Father: Well, all I can say is, I hope to God there’s not going to be a holdup in Sudstow High Street.





(1963)
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The bar sinister


According to usually reliable gossip columns, considerable efforts are being made to clean up the Hotel Petersberg, outside Bonn, where the Queen will stay on her visit to Germany. Apparently they’re taking down ‘all the usual hotel signs, such as bar and toilet’.


Experts have long known about the suggestiveness of the word ‘toilet’, of course. Which of us, indeed, has not crept past the sign in some lewd five-star hotel, his eyes averted, a crimson blush mantling his cheek for very shame?


The obscene connotations of the word ‘bar’ for the moment elude me, I must admit. Bar … BAR … No, I don’t quite get the full lascivious frisson. I see the objections to ‘public bar’, of course; the L might drop out of ‘public’ just as the Queen walked by. There’s something vaguely indecent about ‘saloon bar’, too – I think it’s the combination of the sal of ‘salacious’ with the oon of ‘spittoon’.


I’m sure there’s no need to mention what the ‘private’ parts of ‘private bar’ call to mind for a person of sensitivity. As for ‘c-cktail bar’, I’m astonished that it has ever been allowed, even in places where only commoners would see it. How many perfectly common folk must have staggered back in astonishment and disgust from the ‘c-tktail bar’ sign, only to find themselves among the tasteless liberties of the Off Licence?


I’ve just seen what’s wrong with ‘BAR’. Heh, heh, heh! Hnuh, hnuh, hnuh! Got it? No? Boys, there’s a feller here who can’t see anything dirty in the word ‘BAR’! Shnuh, shnuh, shnuh!


No? All right, I’ll take pity on your simplicity. Stand well back from the page. Close one eye, and screw up the other until everything begins to look fuzzy. Now, look at the word ‘BAR’. Got it? The A and the R appear to change places, so that the word seems to read ‘BRA’! If that’s not an indecent announcement I don’t know what is. Some member of the royal party, returning after a hard day’s hand-shaking, screwing up their eyes in the sudden twinkle of lights behind the Campari bottles, might easily get it smack across their consciousness.


Did I say C-mpari bottles? Correction; all the alleged C-mpari bottles will have been hidden in the cellars. On display in the bar there’ll be nothing but a lot of Bols. Sorry – a lot of B-ls is just what there won’t be. I mean brandy. What? Brandy spelt b. randy? Curaçao and curaçao! They’ll be shouting for large highballs next.


Now, wait a moment. You may think it doesn’t matter all that much what the Queen sees or doesn’t see. Do you know the story about the Labouchère Amendment, which first made male homosexual behaviour a criminal offence? According to the reforming journals I read, it was originally drafted to include female homosexuality as well. But when they showed it to Queen Victoria she objected on the grounds that female homosexuality was impossible, and since no one had the courage to enlighten her, the amendment became only half as brutal as had been intended.


Now had the Queen enjoyed a really pure upbringing, and not been allowed to catch glimpses of signs saying ‘Public Conveniences’ as she forayed forth among her people, she wouldn’t have known that male homosexuality was on the cards, either, and the whole amendment would have been frustrated.


But back to the Hotel Petersberg. Did I tell you that the word ‘service’ is being deleted from the Queen’s bill, in view of its connotation in the field of animal husbandry?


They’re taking all the numbers off the doors, too. They started with the sixes, since ‘six’ in German is sechs (they’re much more outspoken about these things on the Continent). Afterwards the Palace said they weren’t too happy about elf, zwölf, or zwanzig, either. Just a feeling that there might be something a bit off-colour here if they’d known more German.


Then they admitted frankly that they weren’t entirely easy in their minds about fünf, acht and neun. And then they thought, hell, in for a penny, in for a pound – why have naked figures prancing about the corridors at all? By the time the royal party arrives the whole hotel will be in a very decent state. All through the livelong night gentlemen will be stealing along the passages trying the anonymous doors, searching for the t--l-t, and bursting instead by mistake into the rooms of unchaperoned single ladies.


The unchaperoned single ladies, I trust, will scream in discreet tones about their h-n--r, and flee in their delectable diaphanous nightgowns to seek sanctuary in the M-n-g-r’s Office. By a pardonable error in the circumstances, they will almost certainly rush headlong into the G-ntl-m-n’s L-v-t-ry, where a merry party will be in occupation already, leaning their elbows on the wash-basins and knocking back glass after glass of water, shouting ‘Set ’em up again, b-rm-n!’ and selling each other potash concessions in Eastern Bohemia.


Meanwhile, sitting round the extraordinary vast green table with six pockets in what they erroneously take to be the R-st--r-nt, the royal party waits patiently for dinner to appear …


(1965)


The battle of the books


The literary quiz game on BBC2 ‘Take It or Leave It,’ is driving me into the depressives’ ward.


They read extracts from well-known books to a panel of four, some of them apparently ordinary people much like you and me, who try to identify the extracts and then discuss them. So far, since I’ve been watching, it’s turned out that almost all the panel have read almost every book which has come up, not to mention all the author’s other works as well.


But I haven’t read a single one of them. Not a solitary book that’s been mentioned on the programme since I’ve been watching have I read.


I sit in front of the darkened set long after the programme has finished, sunk into a melancholic trance, waiting for my wife to talk me back to a state of reason.


‘You may not have read the books,’ she says, ‘but you guessed some of them. Or at any rate, you almost guessed some of them. Now that really is an achievement, almost guessing a book you haven’t read.’


I groan faintly.


‘That bit of Kafka that none of them knew – as soon as the word “Kafka” came up on the screen you shouted “Christ! I was going to say Capek! I got the right country!”


‘I shouted that, did I?’


‘Certainly you did, I’m sure you’d have got a lot more right if you hadn’t had to jump up and shout it out so hurriedly before the title came up on the screen.’


‘What about the time I shouted “Charlotte Brontë” and it turned out to be Rider Haggard?’


‘Everyone makes mistakes. But what about the time you shouted 1984 and it turned out to be Brave New World? That was very close.’


‘I meant to shout “Brave New World,” as a matter of fact.’


‘So you kept shouting afterwards.’


‘I got over-excited. Shouted the wrong word.’


‘Exactly. You were terribly good. And even if you hadn’t read any of the books, you’d read reviews of some of them.’


‘Oh, I’d read reviews of some of them.’


‘Anyway, there’s reading and reading. I expect this lot just skim through books at great speed, without really taking them in at all. Now when you read you really read. You frown. You breathe hard. You take an extremely long time to get through a page.’


‘Don’t tell me.’


‘It took you nine months to read War and Peace,’


‘I was an old man by the time I’d finished.’


‘And six months of travelling back and forth between London and Manchester, with sleepless nights on the sleeper and interminable hours waiting for delayed planes, to get through Ulysses. Now that’s what I call reading.’


‘Have I read Ulysses?’


‘Certainly you have.’


‘Ah. That’s one that might well come up on the programme.’


‘Exactly.’


‘About a man in Dublin, is it? Kind of stream of consciousness?’


‘That’s right – with a green cover. That’s what I mean. All that lot tore through Ulysses one wet games afternoon in the fourth form. But when you read a book it really gets right down into your subconscious like some infantile trauma. You can’t remember a word of it.’


‘That’s true.’


‘Anyway, you know all about all sorts of things they don’t. You know about Wittgenstein, and – well – Wittgenstein …’


‘Oh God, so do they!’


‘That lot? Know about Wittgenstein? Don’t make me laugh.’


‘You really think they don’t?’


‘They don’t know the first thing about him.’


‘Seriously?’


‘Seriously.’


‘No, they know about Wittgenstein all right. You can’t get away from it – I simply don’t read enough books.’


‘You’ve read at least four this year.’


‘They were only paperback.’


‘They were the paperbacks of the hardbacks everyone said were the best books of the year.’


‘Yes – of the year before last.’


‘You’re only two years behind.’


‘I’m slipping further back all the time. At this rate I won’t be reading this year’s books until 1970.’


‘Why don’t you miss out a year or two? Otherwise you’re only going to be getting round to books just as everyone realises how bad they are after all. You know how that depresses you.’


‘But what about the backlog from earlier years?’


‘You mean Defoe and Smollett and Richardson?’


‘Exactly.’


‘And Johnson’s Lives of the Poets, and Boswell’s Life of Johnson and Carlyle’s essay on Boswell, and Froude’s Life of Carlyle …?’


‘That’s enough. Don’t run on about it.’


‘Couldn’t you skip, like everybody else?’


‘Skip? Me? With my completion neurosis?’


‘Well, couldn’t you possibly start reading now, instead of just talking about it?’


‘What? With my depression syndrome?’


‘Oh well, never mind. One of these days they’ll do a book you’ve read.’


(1964)


Black whimsy




The Fabulous


£EARN-TO-RITE


Postal Course


£earn now, then earn £s!


Lesson 7 – £EARN-TO-RITE


BLACK COMEDY!





So-called ‘black’ comedy is much in demand these days, and anyone who has the knowhow to provide the right sort of goods has a first-rate chance of hitting the jackpot. Of course, as any seasoned writer will tell you, there’s nothing new under the sun. For many, many years now West End comedies have touched humorously upon such subjects as death, senility, insanity, prostitution, and sexual assault. But in the old days plays of this sort were known as ‘saucy comedies,’ ‘whimsical comedies,’ and ‘comedy-thrillers.’ To serve these subjects up in their modern guise as ‘black’ comedy a few simple rules must be learned.


But first – a word of warning. We are on dangerous ground here. One wrong step, and we shall find ourselves guilty of the sort of tasteless work which could appeal only to a perverted sense of humour, and which could be put on only at private theatre clubs of the less desirable sort.


Be daring, yes. Be shocking, by all means. But never, never, never be disgusting. The line is a fine one. Your job is to get as close to it as you can, without once crossing it. Be naughty – but don’t be nasty!


Remember what we learnt in Lesson 4, £EARN-TO-RITE COLOUR NUDIES!, and Lesson 5, £EARN-TO-RITE GOLDEN-HEARTED WHORE PLAYS! The audience are paying to be teased, not to be shown anything indecent, or to be read a lecture on the sociology of prostitution. Remember, teasing demands a £IGHT TOUCH!


All right? All right, then. The key to black comedy is our old friend


PARADOX!


Remember PARADOX? We came across it in Lesson 3, £EARN-TO-RITE A SHAFTESBURY AVENUE PLAY! We decided that once you’d got the knack, there was no easier way of filling three acts than a generous supply of paradoxes.  We used them in comedies (‘You can’t imagine how hard it is to be a woman of easy virtue!’ ‘Oh, this life will be the death, of me!’). We used them in Shaftesbury Avenue serious plays (Paul: But don’t you see! Only by living in the world can we withdraw from the world! Only by rising above ourselves can we truly be ourselves! Only by stating the self-evidently false can we tell the truth! Leonie: Oh, Paul, we belong to each other, utterly! Now I shall go and tell Xavier I will marry him).


But in modern black comedy verbal paradox is unfortunately more or less ruled out. Among the lower and lower-middle classes, where black comedy takes place, people do not, alas, have the education to talk in paradoxes. Instead we use character paradox and action paradox. At first sight these may seem strange and difficult. But as we look at some examples, you will see that they are knacks which anyone can quickly pick up. The trick is to think of the stereotype – to think of the cliché character, the cliché action – and then


WRITE EXACTLY THE OPPOSITE!


You have a father and. son in the play? All right, then, how do stereotype sons behave? They respect their fathers, right? So you make your son devastatingly rude to his father! The father’s a widower? Stereotype widowers speak tenderly of their dead wives, so make yours refer to his as a bitch! Got used to the idea of his calling her a bitch? Make him start calling her an angel!


Get the idea? Try this one.


Favourite son returns home after six years in America to introduce his charming young wife to his old father. What’s the father’s reaction? Obviously, tears of joy, speeches of welcome. So put a minus sign in front of it! Have Dad launch into a blistering tirade, telling his son to get himself and his filthy whore out of the house!


Easy enough for you? There’s easier to come.


Suppose one of the characters suddenly, without warning, drops dead (and why not?). Do the other characters show astonishment or concern? They do not. Do they show relief or malicious pleasure, then? Certainly not – this is black comedy, not ‘The Curse of the Vampire.’ Their reaction is the £EARN-TO-RITE Black Comedy Special –


NONE!


It’s as simple as that! Everyone just goes on talking as if nothing had happened. Perhaps they have a brief, desultory discussion as to whether the corpse is still breathing or not. Otherwise –


NOTHING!


The audience will gasp!


Another example. Someone starts making love to a woman whose husband is present. How does the husband react? Does he hit the intruder, become embarrassed, storm out of the room? All these reactions are tired and obvious. We want something brand-new, the £EARN-TO-RITE Special –


NO REACTION!


Let’s take it further. The wife (mother of three; husband a university professor) is invited by her father-in-law and two brothers-in-law to set up as their joint mistress, and to keep them all by becoming a prostitute. Gasp, gasp – titter, titter. But wait! How does she respond? With horror? Embarrassment? Prurient curiosity? Not if she’s done the £EARN-TO-RITE Black Comedy Course! She responds with NOTHING, apart from insisting that as a prostitute she’ll need a flat with at least three rooms!


Fantastic, you say? Fantastically simple! This is nothing less than BUILT-IN ORIGINALITY! Now work through these exercises on your own:




	Fred, a foreman welder, stumbles and drops his father’s coffin on top of his bedridden mother. Does he (a) make desperate attempts to free her, or (b) begin to apply rust-remover to the lavatory cistern?


	René, a middle-aged pessimist, comes downstairs to fill her hot-water battle and finds her slow-witted sister Lou helping herself to one of the family’s Rich Tea biscuits. Does she (a) go on into the kitchen, muttering, or (b) beat Lou’s epicene husband to death with the hot-water bottle?





(1965)


Bodbury: the nation waits


Any moment now (said Brian Bright, the well-known television personality), any moment now the candidates and the returning officer will be appearing on that small balcony there on the front of the Town Hall, and we shall hear the result, we shall hear the result of the Bodbury byelection. There’s been a series of delays – the announcement was expected much earlier than this – but I think, we think, we’ve had word that the result of the Bodbury byelection, the result, here, in Bodbury, of the byelection, the Bodbury byelection, should be coming through very shortly.


When it does, the returning officer will come through that door, at the back of the balcony. With him will be the three candidates. All three of them, with the returning officer, will come on to the balcony, through the door at the back. And it’ll be on that balcony, the one you can see there, on the front of the Town Hall, that he, that the returning officer, will announce the result, the result of the Bodbury byelection.


I think there must be another delay. There’s no sign of them. We heard, we learnt a few minutes ago that the returning officer would be coming out very shortly, but there’s still no sign of him, so I think we must conclude – because we did hear he was on his way and he hasn’t come – I think we must conclude that there’s some delay.


I’ll take the opportunity to remind you that we’re in front of the Town Hall at Bodbury, waiting for the result of the byelection, the Bodbury byelection. There’s great speculation here about the result among the very large and cheerful crowd in the square – or there was, until they all went home to bed. It could be a Conservative victory, if the Liberal and Labour candidates haven’t done as well as they might. It could be a win for Labour, with the Conservatives at the bottom of the poll – depending on how well the Liberals have done. Or, of course, the Liberal swing could have put the Liberal in, if it was strong enough, if it was strong enough to put the Liberal in.


Well, here we are, then, still waiting for the result, for the result of the Bodbury byelection. If the swing to Labour is more marked than the trend to Liberal, or vice versa, then there’s a chance, I think there’s a fair chance, that he, whichever one it is, may profit from it – that’s to say, from the swing. Or the trend, of course. If not, then, of course, not. And if the inevitable midterm dissatisfaction with the Government means, as it may, that the Conservative gets fewer votes than other candidates, then I think there’s a pretty strong possibility he won’t get in.


We spoke to a Conservative voter earlier in the evening, here in the main square, and asked him which way he had voted, and he said Conservative. I think that may be a pointer, it may be some sort of indication. I think it may go to show that if the trend shown at Bodbury is followed throughout the rest of the country, then the result here may be a guide to the way the trend is going. But if the result here is not going to be repeated in other constituencies, then it’s no use, no use at all, taking it as any sort of guide.


We shall know, of course, when the results are brought out, in the traditional way, through that door at the back of the balcony, by the returning officer, who will open the door at the back of the balcony, and come out with the candidates, through the door, to read the results, from the balcony.


Still no sign. If the absence of swing, either to the left or to the right, shown by the door at the back of the balcony, is any pointer at all, it points, it points to a natural midterm dissatisfaction among returning officers with bringing the result through the door at the back of the balcony, and indicates a growing trend, a fast-growing trend, to the sort of situation where all three of the candidates are left to swing from the front of the balcony, there, on the Town Hall, and we can all go home and have breakfast, have breakfast in a beautiful totalitarian silence …


(1962)


Bodbury speaks out!
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F. Muncher: It’s a wonderful result. Not only have we held the seat, but we have increased our share of the poll – a real smack in the eye for the Government. The voters of Bodbury have told Mr Macmillan and his friends in no uncertain terms what they think of the Government’s record on such things as the Common Market (or will have done, as soon as we have actually decided which policy on this question it was that our supporters were voting for). And if you take our vote in conjunction with the Liberal vote, it’s evident that there is a definite anti-Tory majority in Bodbury.


J. P. R. Cramshaw-Bollington:I’m absolutely delighted with the result. At a time when the pendulum traditionally swings against the party in office, we’ve slashed the Labour majority in this Labour stronghold. I take this as a most encouraging vote of confidence in the Government – a message from the people of Bodbury to Mr Macmillan, urging him to carry on with the good work, whatever it may be. And taking the increased Liberal vote into account, its evident that there is a definite anti-Socialist majority in Bodbury.


S. W. Dearfellow: The result couldn’t be better. Our share of the vote is up sharply, while the numbers of votes polled by both the Labour and Conservative candidates have slumped heavily. This is Bodbury’s way of saying ‘A plague on both your houses – we want to have it both ways with the Liberals.’ And if you take the Liberal vote in conjunction with either the Labour or the Conservative vote, you can see that either way we’ve got a clear anti-extremist majority.


Sprout: Thank you, gentlemen. Now, what do the commentators think about the national significance of the Bodbury result? Haddock?


Haddock: Well, it should give real encouragement to the Liberals. But then again, it might be said that though they have gained, they have gained much less than might have been expected. And since anyway the gain will almost certainly disappear again at a general election, I feel they should temper their encouragement with a feeling of disappointment.


Trouncer: I interpret the quite noticeable fall in the Labour majority as a clear endorsement of the Government’s position on manganese quotas. However, this fall was accompanied by an increase in Labour’s share of the vote, which suggests to me a movement of Conservative supporters who have become disillusioned by the Government’s record on departmental procedure reform.


Pinn: Though since the actual size of the Labour vote fell, this movement may have been accompanied by the abstention of Labour voters disillusioned with the Opposition’s record on the same question. Or perhaps with Harold Wilson’s personality. Or George Brown’s face.


Sprout: To me, I must say, the real meaning of Bodbury lies in the reduction of the Conservative vote, which spells out in words of one syllable comprehensible to even the dullest back-bencher that there is no support in the country for the Government’s lukewarm attitude to Chile.


Haddock: Possibly. The permutations are endless. And when one considers the local factors …


Trouncer: … the possibility that Fred Muncher’s local reputation as deputy chairman of the Bodbury Amateur Weight-Lifters’ Association was cancelled out by xenophobic suspicion of his living a quarter of a mile outside the constituency boundary …


Pinn: … and whether the Liberal gain from middle-class resentment against credit restrictions stopping the building of a new cricket pavilion was balanced by the propaganda effect of the Cramshaw-Bollington Dogs’ Home founded by the Conservative candidate’s father …


Haddock: … and whether the rain in the morning hindered the Tories more than the fog in the evening deterred the Socialists …


Sprout: … one realises that there is plenty of scope yet for imaginative conjecture about what the voters thought they were voting for, provided no unspeakable blackleg actually goes and finds out by asking them,


(1962)


Brought to book


The literary life, which I have largely managed, to avoid for my forty years as a professional writer, finally caught up on me with a, rush last Tuesday afternoon. At about two o’clock my publishers rang to tell me that my novel Headlong was on the Booker shortlist. At about three o’clock someone announcing himself as the Arts Correspondent of the Guardian rang to tell me that I had been accused of plagiarism.


I was shaken, I have to admit. But not entirely displeased. This is what happens to writers in serious departments of the literary world, such as the Booker shortlist. They get accused of things. They hurl the accusations back in their accusers’ teeth. There are rows and fights, and people don’t speak to each other. No one had ever bothered to accuse me of plagiarism before. I had got somewhere in life at last.


And it was all happening with such breathtaking speed. I had been elevated to the literary peerage at two, and disgraced at three. This really was life in the fast lane.


Even more astonishing was that the accusation apparently came from one of the Booker judges themselves. The Arts Correspondent of the Guardian said he had been talking to John Sutherland, who had told him that my novel bore suspicious similarities to a story by Roald Dahl.


‘In your novel‚’ he said, ‘there is a picture being used as a soot-guard in a fireplace. Yes?’ I couldn’t deny it. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘in this story by Dahl there is apparently a piece of Chippendale up a chimney.’


Soot-guard in a fireplace – Chippendale up a chimney. It looked black, I had to admit – and not just the picture or the Chippendale, but the whole case against me. I did indeed recall a story by Dahl which featured a furniture-dealer buying some valuable piece of furniture, possibly by Chippendale, off an ignorant yokel, though I couldn’t recall the item in question being up a chimney at any point.


‘But the soot?’ I queried keenly. ‘Was the Chippendale stopping the soot coming down the chimney?’ Because if I could show that this crucial element in my version was original, it occurred to me – if it turned out that Dahl’s Chippendale was stopping, say, Father Christmas rather than soot from coming down the chimney – then I had a complete answer to the charge.


The Arts Correspondent of the Guardian said he would find out and call me back. When he did he reported that he had misunderstood what John Sutherland had told him. There was no Chippendale up a chimney. The Chippendale-up-the-chimney charge had been totally withdrawn by the prosecution. What was now alleged was some general similarity between my plot and Dahl’s.


This was even more baffling than the Chippendale up the chimney. I could remember the outlines of Dahl’s plot, even if not the exact location of the furniture. Dealer cunningly persuades yokel that the Chippendale is valueless except as firewood – yokel obligingly chops it up while the dealer fetches his van. In my novel dealer and yokel are replaced by art historian and landowner. Art historian keeps his identification of landowner’s picture as a missing Bruegel to himself; same story so far, I have to confess. Landowner, however, far from chopping it up, either literally or figuratively, becomes interested in it, in spite of art historian’s dissembling, and tries to work out its correct identification for himself.


I explained this to the Arts Correspondent of the Guardian. ‘This is the Booker,’ he said apologetically. ‘You have to expect this kind of thing.’ He went off to take further instruction. Half-an-hour later he was back on the line. ‘Martin!’ he greeted me, in what sounded like some excitement. Martin? We seemed to be getting into very deep water indeed. Martin is the art historian in my novel. The Arts Correspondent of the Guardian was trying to phone my character to ask him whether he had been plagiarised! But this is exactly the kind of thing that happens in the higher reaches of the literary life! Fact and fiction turn out to be in some profound sense inextricably intertwined!


And I thought, ‘This Arts Correspondent is no fool. He knows that Martin is the narrator of the story. He has information suggesting that it was Martin with his fingers in the till!’


I explained that he had got the wrong number, and that I was not Martin but Michael – Martin’s author, certainly, but not responsible for his torts, surely, since Martin was of age and of sound mind. I urged him to ring Martin direct.


But when I open the Guardian next morning, there are our pictures. Not Dahl’s and Martin’s, but Dahl’s and mine. Our names, as they say, have now been linked in the press. You can see from the reflective expression on Dahl’s face that he is busy thinking up an original plot. You can see from the sly expression on mine that I am busy stealing it.


The pictures are illustrating John Sutherland’s column. In the text Sutherland retails the accusation as an example of the kind of ridiculous nonsense that is probably going to be confected about the Booker finalists. ‘Perhaps,’ he says, as if he might actually believe it himself, ‘the story lodged forgotten, like some old Bruegel, in the attic of the novelist’s mind.’ Though it’s just as likely, he agrees, that the resemblance is ‘purely accidental’.


So there the case rests. It may be plagiarism; on the other hand it may not be. What John Sutherland is too modest to mention is my much clearer and even more blatant plagiarism of him. There are glaring similarities between my book and his own excellent biography of Mrs Humphry Ward. Mrs Ward lives in a large house; so does the landowner in my story. Mrs Ward’s house is in the country; so is my landowner’s! Mrs Ward had difficult relations with her son; so does my landowner! In fact he has difficult relations with two sons, which by my calculation makes him twice as plagiarised as if he’d only had one.


Martin has obviously been up to his tricks again.


As the headline on John Sutherland’s column says, You Couldn’t Make It Up.


(1999)


Business worries


Children and animals are always reckoned to be the great scene-stealers against whom actors are reluctant to compete. But to my mind the greatest scene-stealer of all in films is a corpse.


Whatever the other attractions on the screen, if there’s a corpse about I gaze at it fixedly. I have a nagging ambition to catch the actor who plays the corpse breathing when he thinks everyone’s forgotten about him. A small ambition for a grown man, I dare say, but it gives me a hobby.


No luck so far, though I may have blinked just at the crucial moment. I suppose those bodies are actors holding their breath? It’s not all faked up somehow with corpses rented out from the mortuary and just made up to look like actors holding their breath? I must write in and ask the fan magazines.


Anyway, it shows you how relaxed and secure one can be in the cinema, knowing nothing can really go wrong except the projector or the air-conditioning. It’s a very different matter in the theatre. One wouldn’t dare so much as glance at a corpse on the stage. After that great sword-fight all the way up the set and back one knows the poor man’s bosom must be heaving up and down like a piledriver. One wouldn’t dream of embarrassing him by looking. Anyway, he might feel one’s eye on him and start to cough. No doubt, for that matter, he’s fallen with one leg agonisingly doubled up – on his keys – with his ruff tickling his nose. His whole situation doesn’t really bear thinking about too much.


All the time in the theatre one is waiting aghast for some embarrassing disaster to occur. Whenever there’s a pause, one starts praying they’re not going to forget their lines, or be taken ill on the stage. It’s like walking through a minefield. Every day in the papers one reads about actors having heart attacks in the middle of their performance, breaking their legs, getting their heads split open in the fights, knocking themselves out against the scenery, and generally making a spectacle of themselves. At any moment, one feels there might be some sort of scene.


Audience anxiety reaches a peak, as all sado-masochistic directors know, whenever the cast indulge in one of those little bits of business which depend on physical dexterity, or the workings of some notoriously fallible machine. My heart leaps into my mouth every time somebody offers to light somebodys else’s cigarette with a lighter. Flick – it fails to light! Flick – and again it doesn’t light! Flick – look intently at ceiling, think about something else.


Flick – there’s no logical reason why we shouldn’t be stuck here all night, not daring to breathe, while he grinds away at the thing. Flick – will he give up after ten flameless flicks? After a hundred? Flick – praise heaven, there’s a flame!


But now they’re both shaking so much they can’t get the flame and the cigarette to meet! Yes! No! Yes – they’ve done it! ‘Ah, that’s better,’ she sighs contentedly, blowing out a thoughtful column of smoke. But, crumbling sanity, there is no smoke! The cigarette’s gone out again!


One’s palms sweat. Of course, one keeps telling oneself that it doesn’t really matter, because no one nowadays expects a naïvely literal realism in the theatre. One wants to see the figures on the stage both as the actors acting and the characters acted. In a sense, of course, one’s consciousness of this valuable duality is if anything heightened when one or two little things go slightly …


Oh God, he’s not going to throw her the revolver! Of course, they rehearse these things for weeks … She’s dropped it. Now she’s picked it up – she’s carrying bravely on. Don’t feel you need to be brave on my account, dear. Honestly, it didn’t embarrass me a bit. No, I had my eyes shut. I mean, I know I caught my breath when he threw it, but … I suppose you can’t possibly have heard me catching my breath, can you? I mean, it wasn’t my catching my breath that made you …? Oh, God!


I have a haunting fear that one night when I’m present some piece of business is going to go so completely wrong that the play as written cannot proceed at all, and the actors will be reduced to improvising some new line of development entirely. Take the famous Locket scene at the end of ‘Error for Error,’ when young Ferdinand shows Duke Oregano and the assembled court the locket which proves he is the Duke’s son, carried off at birth by a waterspout. Suppose that after the lines –








A locket sav’d I from that spoutsorne day,


Most curiously incrib’d. I have it here.











Ferdinand tosses the vital instrument to the Duke, and the Duke fumbles it and drops it out of sight. What can they do, except make the rest of the scene up as they go along?




DUKE: Alas! Methinks I have misfinger’d it!  


FERDINAND: Sire, bend thou down thine aged frame


And do thou smartly pluck it up again.


DUKE: Bend as I might, I cannot see the thing.


My lords, do you explore your cloggy beards.


No sign? Ah me, I fear it must have roll’d


Amid this mazy grove of cardboard trees.


FERDINAND: Was not one glance as it came winging by


Enough to grasp the general sense of it?


– That here before thee stands thy long-lost son?


DUKe: A fig for your problems – what worrieth me


Is how I speak my major speech, which starts:


‘Come, locket, let me kiss thee for thy pains,


And taste the savour of fidelity,’


Without the bloody locket. Come, let’s shift


This forest. Take the yonder end and heave.


FERDINAND: Is this meet welcome for a long-lost son?


DUKE: Meet welcome for a long-lost son, forsooth!


What kind of long-lost son is this, that chucks


Essential props outside my senile reach,


And cuts his long-lost father’s longest speech?


Lose thee again, son, till thou learnst at last


The art of throwing props and not the cast.





(1964)
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