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            FOREWORD

            by Eley Williams

         

         ‘What a mood. What a mood,’ said Anne.

         And here is the invitation to Brigid Brophy’s dazzling The Snow Ball, a feminist remodelling of libertine fervour and passion by one of the great prose stylists of the twentieth century. I use the word dazzling advisedly as, in many ways, The Snow Ball centres upon that very concept: the allure of dazzlement, states of enthralment or rapture, and the potent vulnerability of the dazed.

         ‘In a sense, the first (if not necessarily the prime) function of a novelist, of any artist, is to entertain.’ The continuation of this line from Brophy’s provocative Fifty Works of English Literature We Could Do Without (1967) reveals what might be valued most highly about her own work: ‘If the poem, painting, play or novel does not immediately engage one’s surface interest then it has failed. Whatever else it may or may not be, art is also entertainment. Bad art fails to entertain. Good art does something in addition.’ The Snow Ball certainly passes this test, for while the pomp, swing and swagger of her novel do wholly entertain, they also prompt the reader to consider the effects and affects of pleasure and diversion. The book could be described as a sprightly comedy of manners, but it is never ‘merely’ that. It is a witty riffing on the repertoires of seduction, and an exhibition and critique of sumptuousness and desire; it is an elegant meditation on sexuality and psychology, and a camp refiguring of canons of Western art. Wry, stylish, philosophical: all this, and that, and more, while bright white peppermints rain down upon characters’ heads, their fingertips extended in poses of ecstasy and with powdered wigs falling askew.

         As the curtain rises and the novel begins, we find ourselves in the throes of a costumed party on New Year’s Eve. While the setting for the novel is a recognisably modern world of tutting taxi drivers and ‘monstrous electric’ fires, characters don eighteenth-century glamour and clamour and costumery in the rooms of a fancy, ornate house. It is a moment of commotion and suspension, thematically and dramatically. It is here that protagonist Anna K considers the opportunity (or is it a burden?) to swap convention for confection and to enter into a performance of seductions, coveted illicit affairs and flights of fantasy. Characters are shown to be alert to their own and others’ nuances and complexities (‘for a few seconds there was a contest of narcissisms’) as well as their protracted performances made for the sake of others, alongside more private, protective, ‘dispassionate’ artifices: it is a world where carefully chosen masks slip, breeches must be readjusted and beauty spots are studiously applied and discarded to achieve different effects. The result is a novel written with frisson and release about perusal and pursuit. The Snow Ball traces characters who seek to communicate with one another as quarries or trackers, lovers or friends, and Brophy both revels in and skewers their abilities to express themselves through aspect or dialogue, via chronicles kept secretly in shorthand diaries or in hasty notes passed hand to hand. Courtship and companionship, queer rivalry and attraction, imposition and sensuality are all Brophy’s material. There is flirtatious dialogue and the thrusts and parries of intellectual one-upmanship; and even an impish portrait of the horrors of mansplaining in the guise of the marvellously named Dr Brompius, deliverer of pompous bromides, who is forever lurking in the wings.

         Although the novel uses the events and associative evocative moods of Mozart’s Don Giovanni as its backdrop and informing pattern, it is not necessary for one to have a detailed knowledge of the opera. The pleasure of reading The Snow Ball, with its heady mixture of mischievous delight and antic indulgence, recalls Wayne Koestenbaum’s description of listening to opera recordings when alone: ‘The banquet for one … I feel I am locked in the bathroom eating a quart of ice cream, that I have lost all my friends, that I am committing some violently antisocial act, like wearing lipstick to school.’ Possibly more important than any specific comparisons to Don Giovanni’s plot or narrative, Brophy’s novel emphasises elements of experiencing an opera that extend beyond its story, such as staging, volume and theatricality, and how they might be enacted through fiction. The Snow Ball is full of references to artfulness in an array of different media alongside textual depiction or description, and the reader is often treated as someone privy to notes by a director or wardrobe consultant rather than as a passive audience member: the narrator imagines ‘a film camera taking it all in’, sweeping through parts of the novel and permitting multiple viewpoints, granting access to a sweeping, bustling dramaturgy of a scene as well as the ability to zoom in on tiny details to catch characters’ telling tics and idiosyncrasies. Elsewhere the reader is urged to ‘judge’ with the narrator – ‘how little sense of period; how overdone’ – and also to consider the addition of a soundtrack ‘mounted’ upon a character’s consciousness. Brophy’s novel is about artificiality, about coded gesture and performance, and it is entirely appropriate that it draws attention to itself as a site of crafted world-making in which the reader can take part.

         It is a deeply funny book, where characters are shown committing and committed to revelry, and Brophy is unafraid to include giggles and laughter that – like the words ‘foam’ and ‘frills’ – repeat as refrains throughout the novel. The pursuit of levity and satiating of appetites shapes The Snow Ball, but it is also concerned with ageing and agency, disrepair and decadence, as much as it is with frenetic, fraught, sought-after passion. Again, an emphasis falls upon artifice linked with a particular rococo spirit. Just as the psychologies and actions of its dilettante and stoic characters can be read as studies of illusion, excess and melodrama, this is mirrored in their surroundings, where stucco putti exist as a combination of finery and kitsch grotesqueries (where statues have ‘rouged buttocks for cheeks’; ‘in fresco, the babies had the sugariness of meringues’). The rococo decoration extends to linguistic sophistication and even to the shape of words, which take on the significance of baroque ornamentation: words as frescoes, carefully wrought in sentences such as ‘the walls’ plumbness she had turned into plumpness’, so that the trompe l’oeil of a dripping filigree or the swing of a New Year’s Eve pendulum can be traced in the letter b’s transformation into a p.

         Erotic and contemplative, raucous and deliberate, The Snow Ball is a triumph of imaginative flair and powerful insight. In terms of structure, texture, tone and milieu, the novel plays and positions explicit pleasures alongside the anxious dynamics of implication in a novel that is delighting and delightful. The crystalline and stucco, the poised and imbalanced: Brophy’s art is fiction at its finest.
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            ‘That most fascinating subject for gossip, whether, when the opera opens, Don Giovanni has just seduced or has just failed to seduce Donna Anna, will no doubt go on being debated for another two centuries.’

            Brigid Brophy: Mozart The Dramatist, footnote.

            
                

            

            ‘atque hoc evenit in labore atque in dolere, ut mors obrepat interim.’

            Plautus: Pseudolus, II, iii
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            1

         

         The double doors at the end of the ballroom were thrust open. Some of the people into whose backs they were thrust resisted and resented for a moment and then, understanding, made way. A space was created and at the same time a pause, as though someone very important or very fat was about to enter and nothing of smaller weight could command attention meanwhile. At last a sedan chair was carried in at a run.

         On its roof, which was black and probably tarred, stood a few flakes of snow.

         Seeing them from above—she was standing in the minstrels’ gallery—Anna held her breath in enchantment for as long as it took them to melt.

         The sedan chair was grounded and people closed in, milling up to and about it, like snowflakes themselves, making it as difficult for the woman inside to get the door opened as if a snowdrift really had been compiling against it; and everyone was laughing in the invigorated way of people who had suddenly discovered that it had snowed.

         One man was standing against the drift of the crowd, shewing no interest in the arrival of the sedan chair and evidently neither with nor looking for a party of his own. He had a large paunch which he carried behind a waistcoat of opalescent chinese silk, and to Anna’s view he made the shape of a boiled egg, which she might have been looking down on at the breakfast table—a boiled egg in a neat little chinoiserie egg-cosy. He was holding, at shoulder height, a small cup of coffee, and his only concern was to protect it from the crush.

         Anna’s hand at her side gathered control over her long skirt. But she waited a moment more in the gallery. The woman in the sedan chair was still laughing through its window, deploring in mime her difficulty in opening not only the door but her fan, which she obviously wanted to use; her face was already flushed. The paunched man, meanwhile, deciding it was safer to move, tottered to the edge of the ballroom, where he found an empty place on a rout bench. Holding his coffee higher than ever—indeed, above his head—he slowly began to sit down. Just before sitting he made, with his free hand, a gesture of hitching his trousers and then remembered they were knee breeches.

         
            *

         

         Anna descended the grand staircase, knowing that Voltaire and Lady Hamilton were waiting for her in the crowd at the bottom. The noise, the scents, the very warmth of the people’s skins came to her as unmistakably twentieth-century. A film camera taking it all in from her place in the minstrels’ gallery would have captured not a moment’s illusion. You would merely judge: What a bad costume piece; how little sense of period; how overdone.

         She touched the back of Lady Hamilton’s shoulder. ‘Did you see the sedan chair?’

         ‘No?’ Lady Hamilton peered where Anna indicated, into the ballroom, whose matching double doors at this, the opposite end, had been open all the time. But on ground level it was impossible to see to the other end for people. Anna was afraid Lady Hamilton might deduce she had been looking down from above. Indeed, ‘Where did you get to?’ Lady Hamilton asked, but Anna was already saying:

         ‘It had snow on its roof.’

         ‘Must be snowing outside,’ said Voltaire.

         ‘Must be.’

         ‘Must be.’

         Over the heads of the men it might have been possible to see, because most men were lopped tonight, their stature cut off at the earliest moment short of scalping by close, severe wigs. But the women were correspondingly built high. Their piled hair suggested, without defining, a fetichists’ ball, as though they were wearing high heels on their heads.

         There were sounds of chairs and fiddle bows being scraped. Evidently the band—which was not using the minstrels’ gallery because it would have been too cramped—had come back to its position on a shallow platform at one side of the ballroom. 

         ‘First snow of the year,’ said Voltaire.

         ‘Of whichever year.’

         ‘O no,’ he replied, looking on his wrist for his watch and then drawing it out of the pocket where he had lodged it for verisimilitude, ‘it’s not quite—’

         A crowd movement from behind them lifted Anna away and set her down inside the ballroom, where people she did not know told her she must make up the set or she would spoil it, an admonition she did not understand until the band’s scrapings turned into music of a Scottish cast.

         She began jumping up and down on the spot, which was all they required of her for the moment.

         It must, pace Voltaire, whose watch perhaps went slower in his pocket, be getting on for midnight. It must be the approach of midnight that was already colouring the music.

         Anna could not remember the figures but she supposed someone would tell her when it was her turn to trip out to the centre: unless midnight should come first.

         Once a year, the iron tongue of midnight spoke in a Scottish accent.

         She was conscious not merely of looking but of being absurd in having joined in. At twenty she would have pouted and refused to be a sport.

         ‘I hate new years,’ said a man’s voice, dancing past, putting a social and jocular face on a sentiment that was true.

         The man opposite Anna, in the place corresponding to hers in the opposite row, was wearing a kilt, a black velvet coat and a froth of white lace down his chest. He was short, and hollowed out by middle age; and his sporran leapt hectically, leapt breathlessly, up and down, not keeping time with the lighter leaps of his jabot.

         Anna’s absurdity was to do this with the face and the drinking habits of middle age. The neat whisky she had been drinking brought her heart not to her mouth but, much more discomfortably, to the flat part of her chest, to what seemed to be a precise location on top of the flat bone above the breasts.

         Even the music, although, being traditional, it ought to have been timeless, seemed to her as unmistakably twentieth-century as the faces which were jumping up and down—jumping once in their own right and again in Anna’s vision—and which betrayed the ball.

         Someone’s fingers pushed her, bruisingly, and she ran to the centre in order not to disappoint an unknown Pompadour who was already waiting at an empty rendezvous. Hands clasped high, they scurried round an imaginary maypole, never quite catching up with where they ought to have been according to the music. It was really they, high-haired, unused to the exercise, who were maypoles.

         One of the things you would judge overdone was beauty spots. They might have drifted lavishly down on to the female faces in a black snowstorm.

         Now two other women had to do it. 

         The consciousness of any one of these women must be indistinguishable from Anna’s own: in every case a consciousness of exhaustion, ageing absurdity and the approach of another year. Everyone grew a year older at once on new year’s eve, even those whose birthdays had been the day before. They gathered, Anna decided, for consolation: wearing historical costume to offset the advance of history.

         Not the most careless costume piece would have submitted an ageing Marie Antoinette to the absurdity of tripping to her rendezvous and encountering another ageing Marie Antoinette.

         Suppose to the camera’s view from the gallery was added a soundtrack on which they had mounted Anna’s consciousness. The camera would be hard put to it to know which of these women was she. It would have to descend, approach, enquire into faces; quiz this beauty spot; explore the flabby, jumping cheek flesh of that Marie Antoinette; insert its lens into the spring of corkscrew curl flapping above these temples. It would find itself sliding with a drunken coiffure here, slipping there with a shoulder strap; it would stumble and recover a heel: it would begin to dissolve in the melting heat: as it stooped to retrieve a glittering, tumbling, spiralling ear-ring, the jewels would lose translucence and its vision be swamped in a flurry of black beauty spots, unseated by sweat, drifting stormily to the floor … 

         However, she steadied herself by looking at the distant wall which she knew, though she could not see, was not jumping up and down; she managed to screw her earring on again, jarring the lobe of her ear as she jumped; and when her eyes shifted back to a closer focus she recognised that the man in Scottish costume dancing opposite her was Rudy Blumenbaum. ‘Hullo. Who’re you? Bonnie Prince Charlie?’

         ‘Ti tum ti tum,’ he called back and laughed loudly, even as he turned with his line and began to trot away from her. He was out of breath; she was deaf with the pulses in her ears.

         ‘I can’t hear.’

         ‘Ti tum—’

         She was swept with her line into a circle: a snake had made the decision to eat itself: she saw Rudy’s Scottish shirt pass like a streak of white impasto laid across a sombre painting.

         She thought she knew what everyone in the room was thinking. On new year’s eve it was impossible not to think of the approach of death.

         The circle straightened again. Rudy reappeared, unexpectedly close. ‘Who did you say you were?’

         ‘I’m Rabbi Burns,’ he shouted, dancing away from her again, leaving behind him a hoot of Scottish-Jewish laughter, a sound of owls, bagpipes and ritual lugubriousness.

         As if in obedience to the association of ideas, the band cut itself off, drew three lines on the strings beneath what it had done and after a formal, rolling prelude began to play Auld Lang Syne. Some of the dancers did not understand for a moment or could not stop. Even Anna, thankful to stop, was distressed to find herself in the wrong line, until she remembered that after midnight it did not matter. Her arms were painfully crossed in front of her body, appositely in the gesture of a martyr. Rudy on her right was clasping her left hand, painfully pumping it up and down and squeezing her wedding ring into her flesh by the pressure against it of his signet ring. A masked stranger in a black costume had her right hand. She was singing, without knowing the words, embarrassed to be singing in public: after the parody of ballet, the parody of opera. The song straggled noisily away. No one knew the words. People began kissing, celebrating or assuaging the stroke of the one midnight a year which changed everyone into Cinderella. Rudy had turned away from her to the woman on the other side of him. Anna remembered it was his wife. She looked away, and began to move away from the dance floor. The masked man in black costume began to kiss her, not socially but on the lips, gently and erotically, then with a voluptuous fluttering, and at last with a violent and passionate exploration.

         When he let her go, she remained facing him, staring deep into the eye-slits of his mask. The mask had not been unsettled by the embrace. 

         ‘Who are you?’

         ‘I’m Don Giovanni. Who are you?’

         She continued looking intently at him, even though people were moving about now, kissing more promiscuously, blowing whistles, making up half-dancing, armlocked, straggling lines of three or four.

         ‘Who are you?’ he repeated.

         ‘I’m safe so long as I don’t tell you.’

         ‘Safe?’

         A storm of balloons was loosed from the ceiling. A green one fell between her and Don Giovanni. Neither of them moved. It touched them both, bounced and slowly reached the ground. He put his index finger for a second to the bridge of his nose, to feel that the mask was still in place.

         ‘I’m Donna Anna,’ she said.

         She put her hand up to the back of her head to re-secure the tall Spanish comb and the brief drift of black lace it held there. She had sewn a dozen sequins to the black lace; and as her hand touched it she heard or felt a tiny spattering of them come tumbling down.
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         Babies in baroque pictures and rococo decorations seemed to incarnate the pure, sweet, all-desirable prettiness of sugar. Painted, modelled, carved; profane putti or almost wholly profaned cherubs: it made no difference: and there were hundreds of them in this house … They swarmed in delicate flights over its ceilings and alighted wherever it offered them a plinth or a pinnacle; they were its genius.

         A group of them, rather orange in colour, supported a cloud on an oval canvas inset, among the fruits of a plaster orchard, on the ceiling of the hall. One looked down, almost malevolent, from the edge of a soffit as you left the ballroom: unwary, you might look suddenly up and catch its evil eye. Three chased one another for a veiled purpose up the drawing room wall, fluttering round half a trompe l’oeil column: the whole, fragmented column and all but fragmented cupids—one of them lacked the last inch of fleeing heel—was a patch rescued, and transferred here, from a destroyed fresco.

         In fresco, the babies had the sugariness of meringues, their bottoms whipped but only as white of egg was whipped and left, standing up stiff, in a spiralled dollop. They represented a confectioner’s notion of a sea-urchin. Faint dustiness of surface suggested that a percussive finger could powder them away: and yet the minutely granular texture of their surface implied they were bound all through with the resilience of white of egg, actually bound together and bodied forth with indestructible bubbles of air. In other parts of the house they were made of stucco: or—like the big Cupid looking down the grand staircase—wood: or again, shrinking now in scale, porcelain. In porcelain they took on the alabaster half-translucence of sugar just touched by moisture. The half-translucence was a hint, like half-nudity: it hinted that something irresistibly desirable was just on the point of being dissolved on the tip of a tongue.

         Yet everywhere, in every part of the house, when you looked at them in detail, they were hideous. Seen close to, their airiness was an airy carelessness: a flick from the carver’s wrist, a clumsy squeeze from the moulder’s thumb, a mere blob from a clogged brush.

         They were utter little monsters.

         Worse than earthy, they had rouged buttocks for cheeks; dots, blank or malicious, for eyes; and either a nose stuck on, an appliqué nose, protruding, not always even centrally, like a carnival beak or else no nose at all, a nose merely implied by the presence of one hideously large, dark, curling nostril.

         Anna knew, without regret, that her face belonged to their category—which was, perhaps, why she felt the most welcome, the most fitting and fitted, of guests in this house. It was almost a sibling’s salute she gave in passing to the monster Cupid in his niche above the grand staircase.

         Her face did not preclude her from being an attractive woman, any more than theirs precluded decorative putti from being decorative. But it was, or it provoked, a question of taste, a question of style. Anyone who contemplated forming an intimate relation to this face must ask himself whether he possessed such a taste and, possessing it, was prepared to develop it. That would demand that he immerse his senses in it, undergoing a larger and larger dose of exposure to it, until he became in a way calloused. The face would yield sensuous pleasure: but the sensualist must undertake an ascetic self-discipline first. He must harden himself to tolerate a tragic face whose tragedy was couched in half-formed baby features which, individually smudged and then squeezed up close together, had finally slipped or been twisted sideways in relation to the face, making it the face of an immortal baroque baby pettishly carrying into middle age the impress of being newly, and distortingly, born.

         Anna, whose own answer had long been Yes, she could tolerate it, cherished her face without pity or special pleading. She knew that to the eye of love its spoiled prettiness presented hints, minimal but recurrent, of the erotic, like the idea of an unfrocked nun. In the eye of self-love, the mirror, she had found its infinite rococo complexity infinitely interesting. A beautiful face might lead the mind that contemplated it into a daydream so unimpeded as to verge on sleep. Anna’s face, like one of the lizards called monsters, would have startled you awake if you had been asleep to begin with, so grossly did it contradict every dream satisfaction: and yet it was to the imagination that it was addressed: it was as much a flight of fancy as a swag of putti supporting a cloud; the word it recurrently brought to mind was fantastic.

         In particular, she was in sympathy with her face when she made it up. She sympathised with her reflexion not at all with a therapist’s sympathy, the feeling that the handicapped thing needed to be painstakingly built up before it could shew itself with even a semblance of equality among its fellows, but rather with the virtuoso craftsman’s sympathy with the organic nature, the grain, the accidents that could be turned to account, of his medium. When she fled the dance floor, she made her excuse the disrepair that dancing and drink had wrought in her face. But that really was excuse, not cause. It was not the face fleeing to its repair, but Anna repairing to her favourite refuge:– communion, stimulation, re-creation, work to be done, all in relation to the reflexion of her face.

         She could not seek that communion in the crowded room on the first floor which had been set aside for the women guests and where, in one of the pier glasses placed for the evening in two facing lines like the guard of honour at a wedding, she might have had to contemplate her face peeping vulgarly or surrealistically out from above someone else’s bare shoulders. She went into the warmth, the smell of powder, the zoo chatter like the dropping and grinding together of nutshells on the floor, only for a moment, in order to retrieve the make-up case she had deposited there; and then pushed her way straight out again, between the warm bare backs like animals steaming in their stalls after a race, some of which, as she was recognised in the mirrors, responded to her passage like animal flesh responding to a palm it knew. Outside in the corridor she made her way through a further crowd, sparser, and less naked because it was composed of men as well as women. Having the advantage over the crowd of knowing the house, she rose over the crowd by mounting the second staircase, the one with deep steps, narrow treads and commonplace wood: up, stepping by layers out of the party noise as if it was a frilled petticoat: up, carrying her small rigid suitcase, as if going to a solitary picnic on the roof in the snow: up two floors, four flights—how rich one had to be in the twentieth century to sleep in the servants’ quarters of an eighteenth-century house—to her hostess’s bedroom.

         She opened the door gently in case someone was in there: but the room was dark. She left it dark while she went in, lest light slopping out into the corridor should signal some guest, exploring or lost up here, that this was a room he might enter. Shutting the door cut short the last trace of party sound. Anna in the dark was muffled: in the central-heating warmth, so dry as to make it clear that no other human being was in the room; in the room’s effect, which could be felt before it was seen, of quilting; and in the knowledge that this room always did receive her in.

         She put on the light and the Siamese kitten in the middle of the white bed pricked up its head, shook it —so violently that its ears made in miniature the waxed creaking of a swan’s wings—and settled into sleep again.

         The entire room was white: a room of snow—but warm: an igloo.

         Having no senses of its own, the room could not immerse them in Anna: it could only allow her to penetrate it, closing up again round her when she was in, lodging her there in the perfect homogeneity of her style with its own. It was as though between this room and Anna there was a genetic resemblance, a line of descent: as though it was a womb: into which, a newly born cherub in her early forties, she was always welcome to creep back.

         The room’s receptiveness was, of course, a medallion image stamped in it by the senses of the woman who had created it, between whom and Anna, as Anna had known for a long time, the relation was that of mother to adopted daughter: the woman in her early fifties an adoptive mother to the woman in her early forties.
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