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            INTRODUCTION

         

         In his introduction to Ann Quin’s first novel, Berg (1964), Giles Gordon wrote ‘Here was a working-class voice from England quite unlike any other.’ What set her apart from the mainstream was that Quin eschewed the sort of gritty realist stuff being produced at the time by writers such as Arnold Wesker, John Braine and John Osborne – ‘they frankly stink’ said Quin, ‘with their dumb 19th century prose.’ Quite often writers with working-class origins are expected to write in a straight-up kind of way about the lives and struggles of working-class people, which does and should occur of course, though still not nearly enough of it finds its way to publication. It shouldn’t be presumed however that because your socio-economic situation is constrained, your interests and imagination don’t extend beyond it, envisioning alternative selfhoods and experiences. You’ll never not see inequality and disadvantage if that’s where you come from, believe me, and you’ll never stop feeling helplessly apoplectic about it. Being from a working-class background will always be a part of how you see and are seen in the world, but you might also realise that it needn’t define you, nor what you write about. That writing – exploring the complex relationships between language and experience and reality – can gradually and lastingly put forth a way of interpreting and being in the world that is quite indifferent to the ways allotted you by so-called class distinctions.

         It occurred to me some time ago that growing up in a working-class environment may well engender an aesthetic sensibility that quite naturally produces work that is idiosyncratic, polyvocal, and apparently experimental. The walls are paper-thin; you rarely have any privacy. Neither do you have the safety nets, the buffers, nor the open doors which people from affluent backgrounds enjoy vifrom day one. Your own skin is paper thin. When you are living from one measly pay cheque to the next with no clear sense of a future, day-to-day life is precarious, haphazard, fragmented, permeable, and beyond your control. In Quin’s essay ‘One Day in the Life of a Writer’, there’s no romantic talk of pottering off to the shed at the bottom of the garden in order to write in hallowed seclusion. There’s a landlady hollering up the stairs about kippers and lamb stew, a window cleaner up on his ladder peering in, unemployed men along the Front, spitting and muttering, burn holes in the carpet, burn holes in the lampshades. It’s all so very raw, and visceral, and impossible to shut out. Elsewhere Quin mentions the ‘partition next to my bed’, how it ‘shook at night from the manoeuvres, snores of my anonymous neighbour’.

         Quin’s prose is atomised, kaleidoscopic. It evinces a perspective that is constantly shuffling the distinction between objects and beings, self and other, and conceives of the world in terms of form and geometry, texture and tone. These characteristics led some critics at the time to suggest that Quin was indebted to authors of the nouveau roman. In a brilliant essay on Quin for the Times Literary Supplement, Julia Jordan unearths some predictably sniffy assessments: ‘Ronald Hayman charges her with “borrowings” from Nathalie Sarraute; she has been “infected” with an “idiosyncratic disdain for inverted commas” – or, equally, unconscious imitation: Robert Nye calls Berg “nearer the early work of Graham Greene than the fashionable French new-wavers its author … imagined she was imitating”.’ To my mind these derisive evaluations fail – of course they do – to take into account the impact that one’s domestic set-up has on what and how one writes. Discussing how her short-story collection, Fireworks, came about, Angela Carter, for example, said, ‘I started to write short pieces when I was living in a room too small to write a novel in.’ Boom! When I read Quin I experience her fidgeting forensic style as a powerful and bona fide expression of an unbearably tense paradox that underscores everyday life in a working-class environment – on the one hand it’s an abrasive and in-your-face world, yet, at the same time, much of it seems alien and is completely uninvolving. Overwhelmed and viiunderstimulated all at the same time. Is it any wonder, then, that such a paradox would engender a phenomenologically oriented sensitivity that is as acute as it is detached?
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