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			VOLUME 1

    “This is jolly old Fame”

			“A masterpiece. An enthralling analysis of PGW’s writing and humour”.

			Sir Edward Cazalet, PGW’s grandson

	

		
			“Despite Wodehouse’s antipathy towards critics, Kent’s first volume demonstrates just how much the thick-skinned of us have to explore in his work. The term “sweetness and light” has notable literary origins in distinctly literary works, stemming from “dulce et utile” (literally “sweet and useful”) from Horace’s Ars Poetica, by way of Jonathan Swift and Matthew Arnold. The words symbolize not just a Victorian gentility but a classless curiosity, and love for fellow man. Wodehouse’s work should perhaps be seen in this vein, useful tonic to the darkness in the world, and more poetry than plot. It is therefore excellent news that we await two more volumes of Paul Kent’s work that can help us to unpick that poetry and try to better understand the source of that “sunlit perfection”.

			Eliza Easton in the Times Literary Supplement (TLS)

			“It’s amazing after the many thousands of words written about PGW that there can still be anything new to say – but Paul offers many fresh thoughts and assessments, expressing them most effectively and entertainingly”.

			Murray Hedgcock, author of Wodehouse at the Wicket

			“[A] delightful work, complex and full of revelation throughout. And yet for me, the best part of reading this is the tone that somehow simulates Wodehouse’s in an academic work”.

			Gary Hall, Editor of Plum Lines, the quarterly journal of the Wodehouse Society

			“Kent slides open a sash window, blowing fresh perspective into those stuffy establishment rooms full of recycled opinion”.

			Wooster Sauce, journal of the P. G. Wodehouse Society (UK)

			“A remarkably clear appreciation of the special qualities of Plum’s work. I can recommend it highly”.

			Neil Midkiff, webmaster ‘Madame Eulalie’s Rare Plums’ Wodehouse site

			“This is the sort of thinking and writing the world of Wodehouse appreciation needs – and gives the rest of us plenty to talk about”.

			Honoria Plum, ‘Plumtopia’ blog

			“The book is great . . . most excellent”.

			Thomas Langston Reeves Smith, past President, The Wodehouse Society (US)

			“I really think [Paul] has produced a terrific and original study of PGW’s work, and [the book] makes a lot of points and connections which are new to me”.

			Tony Ring, Wodehouse scholar and co-author of The Wodehouse Millennium Concordance (8 vols.)

			“Such a breath of fresh air”.

			Karen M. Shotting, past President, The Wodehouse Society (US)

			“This is jolly old Fame provides endless insightful nourishment”. 

			Michael Chacksfield, P. G. Wodehouse Society (UK)

			“[Paul] has done something quite unique here and most valuable to Wodehouse criticism . . . clever, amusing and a pleasure to read” .

			Elliott Milstein, author of A Plum Assignment

			“A completely fresh look at things in a contemporary style and . . . a very engaging read”.

			Christine Hewitt, Membership Secretary, the P. G. Wodehouse Society (UK) 

			“Fifty pages into this and loving it. [A]lready looking forward to volumes 2 and 3. Highly recommended for all Wodehouse fans”.

			Stefan Nilsson, Swedish Wodehouse Society
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			P.G. Wodehouse 1881-1975

			Humourist

			Novelist

			Lyricist

	Playwright
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        So reads the simple inscription on the memorial stone unveiled in London’s Westminster Abbey in 2019, honouring the greatest comic writer of the 20th century. Sir Pelham Grenville Wodehouse KBE was all these things, writing more than 70 novels, 300 short stories, over 200 song lyrics and more than 20 plays in a career spanning eight decades. Over 40 years after his death, Wodehouse is not just surviving but thriving all over the world, so far being translated into 33 languages from Azerbaijani to Ukrainian via Hebrew, Italian, Swedish and Chinese. There are also established Wodehouse societies in the UK, the USA, Belgium, Holland and Russia. His books are demonstrating the staying power of true classics, and are all currently in print, making him as relevant – and funny – as he ever was.
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        A long-serving committee member of the P.G. Wodehouse Society (UK), Paul Kent began reading Wodehouse at the age of 12, and is now much older than that. He has published works on Montaigne, Voltaire and Shakespeare, and a guide to creative writing How Writers Write. He is currently compiling Volumes 2 and 3 of his Wodehouse trilogy.
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			I really am becoming rather a blood these days… [In] a review of a book in the Times, they say “The author at times reverts to the P.G. Wodehouse manner”. This, I need scarcely point out to you, is jolly old Fame. Once they begin to refer to you in that casual way as if everybody must know who you are all is well.

			P.G. Wodehouse

		

	
		
			A POTTED LIFE OF P.G. WODEHOUSE 

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							1881 

						
							
							October 15 

						
							
							Birth of Pelham Grenville Wodehouse at 1 Vale Place, Guildford, Surrey

						
					

					
							
							1894 

						
							
							
							PGW first attends Dulwich College, London

						
					

					
							
							1900

						
							
							
							Receives his first payment for writing: from Public School Magazine for an article entitled ‘Some Aspects of Game-Captaincy’

						
					

					
							
							1900 

						
							
							September

						
							
							Starts work at the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank, London 

						
					

					
							
							1901 

						
							
							July

						
							
							First real short story published in Public School Magazine, entitled ‘The Prize Poem’

						
					

					
							
							1901 

						
							
							August 16

						
							
							First contribution to Globe newspaper

						
					

					
							
							1902 

						
							
							September 9

						
							
							Resigns from the HS Bank

						
					

					
							
							1902 

						
							
							September 17

						
							
							First article for Punch magazine, entitled ‘An Unfinished Collection’

						
					

					
							
							1902 

						
							
							September 19

						
							
							First book published, The Pothunters

						
					

					
							
							1904 

						
							
							April 16

						
							
							First visit to the USA

						
					

					
							
							1904 

						
							
							August

						
							
							Appointed Editor of the ‘By The Way’ column at the Globe

						
					

					
							
							1904 

						
							
							December 10

						
							
							First published lyric, ‘Put Me In My Little Cell’, sung in Sergeant Brue at the Strand Theatre, London

						
					

					
							
							1906 

						
							
							March 6

						
							
							Employed by Seymour Hicks as the resident lyricist at the Aldwych Theatre 

						
					

					
							
							1906

						
							
							March 19

						
							
							First meets future collaborator Jerome Kern

						
					

					
							
							1906

						
							
							August

						
							
							First novel for adults, Love Among the Chickens, published 

						
					

					
							
							1907 

						
							
							December 6

						
							
							Joins Gaiety Theatre as lyricist

						
					

					
							
							1909

						
							
							
							Second visit to USA, where he sells short stories to Colliers and Cosmopolitan

						
					

					
							
							1911 

						
							
							August 24

						
							
							First play, A Gentleman of Leisure, opens in New York

						
					

					
							
							1913 

						
							
							April 8

						
							
							First play in London, Brother Alfred, flops

						
					

					
							
							1914 

						
							
							August 2

						
							
							Returns to New York

						
					

					
							
							1914 

						
							
							August 3

						
							
							Meets Ethel Rowley, née Newton, an English widow, at a New York party

						
					

					
							
							1914 

						
							
							September 30

						
							
							Marries Ethel Rowley and inherits her daughter Leonora

						
					

					
							
							1915 

						
							
							March

						
							
							Appointed drama critic of Vanity Fair

						
					

					
							
							1915 

						
							
							June 26

						
							
							First appearance of Lord Emsworth and Blandings Castle in the serialisation of Something New (Something Fresh is U.K. title) in Saturday Evening Post

						
					

					
							
							1915 

						
							
							September 18

						
							
							Jeeves makes his first appearance, in the story ‘Extricating Young Gussie’ published in Saturday Evening Post

						
					

					
							
							1916 

						
							
							September 25

						
							
							First Bolton, Wodehouse & Kern musical comedy, Miss Springtime debuts in New York and is moderately successful

						
					

					
							
							1919 

						
							
							June 7

						
							
							First Oldest Member story, ‘A Woman is Only a Woman’, published in Saturday Evening Post

						
					

					
							
							1923 

						
							
							April

						
							
							First Ukridge short story, ‘Ukridge’s Dog College’, appears in Cosmopolitan

						
					

					
							
							1926

						
							
							
							PGW elected a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature

						
					

					
							
							1926 

						
							
							July

						
							
							First Mr Mulliner story, ‘The Truth About George’, appears in Strand magazine

						
					

					
							
							1930 

						
							
							June 1

						
							
							Starts first contract with MGM in Hollywood

						
					

					
							
							1933 

						
							
							August

						
							
							First instalment of the first Jeeves and Bertie Wooster novel, Thank You Jeeves, published in Strand

						
					

					
							
							1934

						
							
							January 19

						
							
							Successfully challenges in court the U.K. Inland Revenue’s attempts to claim more income tax on his earnings

						
					

					
							
							1934 

						
							
							June

						
							
							Settles in Le Touquet, France

						
					

					
							
							1935 

						
							
							June 3

						
							
							Buys Low Wood in Le Touquet

						
					

					
							
							1936 

						
							
							June 26

						
							
							Awarded medallion by International Mark Twain Society

						
					

					
							
							1939 

						
							
							June 2

						
							
							Invested as D. Litt at Oxford University

						
					

					
							
							1939

						
							
							September 3

						
							
							Britain declares war on Germany

						
					

					
							
							1940

						
							
							May 21

						
							
							PGW, Ethel and animals try to leave Le Touquet in the light of the German advance, but their car twice breaks down

						
					

					
							
							1940 

						
							
							July 21

						
							
							Start of PGW internment by Germans in camps successively at Loos Prison (Lille), Liege, Huy and Tost (Upper Silesia)

						
					

					
							
							1941 

						
							
							June 21

						
							
							PGW released from internment and taken to Berlin

						
					

					
							
							1941 

						
							
							June 26

						
							
							PGW makes the first of five radio broadcasts for fans in neutral USA

						
					

					
							
							1941 

						
							
							July 15

						
							
							‘Cassandra’s’ BBC radio broadcast of a vituperative attack on PGW, calling him a traitor 

						
					

					
							
							1943 

						
							
							September 11

						
							
							PGW transferred to Paris

						
					

					
							
							1944 

						
							
							May 16

						
							
							Death of PGW’s step-daughter Leonora

						
					

					
							
							1947 

						
							
							April 27

						
							
							PGW and Ethel arrive in US on SS America

						
					

					
							
							1952 

						
							
							March

						
							
							Ethel buys a house in Basket Neck Lane, Remsenburg, Long Island, New York, close to Guy Bolton’s home

						
					

					
							
							1955 

						
							
							December 16

						
							
							PGW becomes an American citizen

						
					

					
							
							1960 

						
							
							January 27

						
							
							PGW elected to the Punch table

						
					

					
							
							1961

						
							
							July 15

						
							
							BBC broadcasts ‘An Act of Homage and Reparation’ by Evelyn Waugh

						
					

					
							
							1965 

						
							
							May 27

						
							
							BBC TV series The World of Wooster begins transmission

						
					

					
							
							1967 

						
							
							February 16

						
							
							BBC TV series Blandings Castle begins transmission

						
					

					
							
							1974 

						
							
							November

						
							
							PGW’s last complete novel, Aunts Aren’t Gentlemen, published in the U.K. 

						
					

					
							
							1975

						
							
							January 1

						
							
							PGW knighted by Queen Elizabeth II, his wife Ethel taking the title Lady Wodehouse

						
					

					
							
							1975 

						
							
							February 14 

						
							
							PGW dies in hospital

						
					

				
			

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			In this book, I will try to deliver a tour of Wodehouse’s genius that, were he to read it, would not elicit such comments as “ghastly”, “rot”, and “perfect perisher”. Hence the absence of his particular bugbear, footnotes — except for the lonely but wholly necessary example located at the end of the Preface. 

		

	
		
			Preface 
P. G. Wodehouse in the 21st Century

			P. G. Wodehouse needs no introduction.

			Ogden Nash

			Paper has rarely been put to better use than printing Wodehouse.

			Caitlin Moran

			All humour should really aspire to the condition of Wodehouse.

			Jonathan Coe

			P. G. Wodehouse is the gold standard of English wit.

			Christopher Hitchens

			Wodehouse, all in all, is lasting astonishingly well.

			Philip Hensher

			In 2015, three of Pelham Grenville Wodehouse’s best-loved comic characters celebrated their 100th birthdays. Back in the annus mirabilis of 1915, Bertie (yet to be surnamed “Wooster”) and Jeeves respectively crawled out of bed and shimmered onto the page in the short story ‘Extricating Young Gussie’, and Clarence Threepwood, ninth Earl of Emsworth bumbled onto his in Something Fresh.1 Their creator was 34, King George V occupied the British throne, the British Empire peaked at around 23% of the planet’s land mass, 63% of the U.K.’s population would die before it reached 60, the London Times cost one (old) penny, and women in England were yet to be given the vote. 

			But as Wodehouse’s writing started to catch fire, so the Edwardian world that informed it was being brutally swept away by the Great War; and as his fame reached its peak in 1939, a second global conflict would conclusively destroy what little was left, while temporarily marking him out as a traitor to his country. For the remaining three decades of his creative life, Wodehouse was to plough a lonely, even unique, literary furrow, but one still rich in recognition and achievement. He died in America, age 93, on St Valentine’s Day 1975, a pipe and tobacco pouch to hand, working on his latest novel. An exile who hadn’t set foot in the land of his birth for 36 years, the British Government awarded him a KBE just weeks before his passing, belatedly making him a Sir.

			Given that Wodehouse’s world was deeply anachronistic for most of the time he was creating it, the fact that Bertie, Jeeves, Lord Emsworth and others in his comedy cavalcade have passed their centenary is on its own a remarkable feat and a cause for celebration. More important, however, is that, having survived this long, the books in which they appear are demonstrating the staying power of true literary classics, having somehow managed to sail through the choppy waters of time and geography, manners and modes. What keeps them afloat – and not merely a succès d’estime – is, of course, the ease with which they continue to make readers laugh in spite of the seismic social, cultural and political changes that have taken place since their creation, and for this we must credit their author’s unique sense of humour and his remarkable facility for writing elegant, memorable and timeless prose. As fellow novelist A. N. Wilson observed in 2011:

			Popular English fiction of the twentieth century did not have much of a shelf life. J. B. Priestley, Angela Thirkell, Warwick Deeping, Dorothy L. Sayers. It is hard to think of anyone reading them now, except for curiosity value. Bring the list up to date – with John Fowles or Kingsley Amis – and you see the same thing happening; they are crumbling before your eyes, like exhumed bones exposed to ultraviolet. Not so P. G. Wodehouse, who is now bought and read more than ever. 

			Although it’s a broad-brush claim, there’s plenty of evidence that Wilson could have cited if he’d wished to support it. For Wodehouse (or “Plum” as he’s regularly known – a shortening of his first name “Pelham”) is not merely surviving but quietly thriving. This most English of authors has been translated into more than 30 languages, from Azerbaijani to Ukrainian via Hebrew, Italian, Japanese and Mandarin. There are sizeable, well-established Wodehouse societies in the U.K., and the USA, Belgium, Holland and Russia actively promoting his legacy. A 99-volume uniform edition of his complete works is currently in print and at the time of writing has sold well over half a million copies. There are reports that India’s young professionals binge on marathon Wodehouse quizzes. And if you subscribe to internet news alerts mentioning ‘Wodehouse’, you will find dozens of references to his writing pinging into your inbox every week from newspapers, magazines, websites and blogs from just about every corner of the world. 

			But it wasn’t always like this: for the longest time, it seemed he was both hopelessly unfashionable and criminally undervalued. In the 1990s, American critic and Pulitzer Prize winner Michael Dirda ruefully noted in the Washington Post that Wodehouse “seems to have lost his general audience and become mainly a cult author savoured by connoisseurs for his prose artistry”. The Indian novelist and politician Shashi Tharoor called for “a long-overdue Wodehouse revival in England”, having noted “how low [his] fortunes…had sunk in his native land”. Quite how low is evidenced in a 2001 tome purporting to provide an overview of ‘Literature in Britain Today’, which casually filed Wodehouse under “minor humourists and stylists”.

			Two decades on, that situation has improved considerably, thanks to a number of timely rear-guard actions fought by fans, publishers, and Plum’s literary estate, helped along by the curious, capricious machinery that governs the ebb and flow of literary reputation. Copywriters need no longer draw on ages-old praise from Hilaire Belloc that he was “the best writer of our time…the best living writer of English…the head of my profession”, for new generations of public figures now regularly mint their own superlatives. Leading the charge, Stephen Fry and Hugh Laurie – to many the definitive small-screen Jeeves and Wooster – have respectively hailed him as “the finest and funniest writer the past century ever knew” and “the funniest writer ever to put words to paper”. And there are plenty more testimonials where those came from; in fact, Wodehouse’s fan club, past and present, might just be one of the most heterogeneous of any author, numbering public figures as diverse as Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother, Richard Dawkins, Ken Dodd, Caitlin Moran, A. J. P. Taylor, John Peel, Iris Murdoch, Tim Rice, Billy Connolly and Lemmy out of Motörhead. Countercultural icon Lou Reed once asked for “some Jeeves novels to read on the Eurostar”. Two members of the Rolling Stones are reputed to collect Wodehouse first editions. Figures from left and right of the political spectrum have lauded him, from George Orwell and Tony Blair to Bill Clinton and Christopher Hitchens. Fellow writers J. K. Rowling, Terry Pratchett, Douglas Adams, Kate Mosse, Kazuo Ishiguro, Philip Pullman, Salman Rushdie, J. B. Priestley, V. S. Pritchett, Neil Gaiman, Bill Bryson, and even Bertolt Brecht all swear or have sworn allegiance – and this splendidly diverse gene pool seems to be continually replenishing itself as time marches on.

			Quite why Wodehouse has proved such a literary evergreen is not such an easy question to answer as it might first appear. Even Lord David Cecil, who deemed Plum’s work “triumphantly good”, confessed, “I find it hard to isolate and define the exquisite and elusive qualities which make his art memorable”. If one of the most lauded Oxford Professors of English couldn’t manage it, the project starts to look like a pretty tall order. 

			We can, of course, begin by simply pointing to the fact that Plum is funny – often painfully so. And, yes, he can write just about anyone, comic or serious, under the table. But that’s far from being the whole story – at least in my own reading experience. This is where things really do start getting exquisite and elusive, for over the years something shadowy and ineffable, yet undeniably real and life-enhancing, has grown in my appreciation of Wodehouse that exists other than and apart from the whimsy, nostalgia and escape that serve as such excellent introductions to his world. The whole is somehow greater than the sum of the parts. Precisely what that is will, I hope, be more evident – both to you and to me – by the time we part company, having thoroughly inventoried the great man’s genius. But it may have to remain, in the poet George Herbert’s luminous paradox, “something understood”, even though it’s the main reason I’m writing this book. Because in order to take Wodehouse at all seriously, we have to somehow peer behind and beneath the laughter without destroying the humour – which, while not impossible, is fraught with problems. As Cecil rightly remarked, “the man who writes seriously of comic things easily appears ridiculous”. So in the course of this book, I promise to continually bear in mind that my primary role is to try to enhance the laughter rather than explain it. 

			I will also be on my guard against the opposite predisposition: the assumption that Wodehouse is so evidently funny, the humour speaks for itself without any need of further explanation. We fans must acknowledge that plenty of people are resistant to Plum’s work on the grounds that it is just plain silly or anachronistic or formulaic – and they are, of course, perfectly entitled to their opinion, for it is all these things. Others make the more troubling point that Plum’s obliviousness to the real world means that we have to make special allowances for him, to exercise some sort of positive discrimination in order to enjoy his writing. I would counter this with Wodehouse’s own observation that “To be a humorist, one must see the world out of focus. You must, in other words, be slightly cockeyed”. We as readers are at perfect liberty to buy into this cockeyed vision or not, as indeed we do (or don’t) with every other writer who trades in fiction. If we don’t and then experience difficulty detaching Plum’s world from the one we daily inhabit, we close many doors to fruitful investigation (and of course to pleasure) by worrying whether this askew perspective can be viewed as being in any way relevant or useful. If, on the other hand we do, and demand that Wodehouse’s fiction should be examined solely on its own terms, we risk marginalizing his achievement. Either way, we deny ourselves a rounded appreciation of what Wodehouse was up to.

			And so it is the ambition of this book to attempt to justify, in as balanced a way as possible, how Wodehouse earns the superlatives that are showered on him, and why his work can stand its ground against just about any writer, past or present, and in whatever genre – in short, why the world he created fully deserves to pass into the pantheon of literature that exists beyond fashion and history. Broadly speaking, the first volume, subtitled This is jolly old Fame, focuses on the origins and development of his mature writing style in the first quarter-century of his publishing career. The second, Mid-Season Form, will examine the worlds he created with it; and Volume 3 (The Happiness of the World) will mop up Any Other Business in a series of stand-alone essays.

			With a writer as prolific as Plum, any kind of career retrospective can prove daunting. In his novel Summer Lightning, we’re told: “There is about a place like Blandings Castle something which, if you are not in the habit of visiting country-houses planned on the grand scale, tends to sap the morale”; and in Heavy Weather, the distinctly non-U chorus girl Sue Brown remarks that, having arrived there, she feels “like a puppy that’s got into a cathedral”. In the same way, the grand scale of Wodehouse’s complete oeuvre can make the reader feel somewhat small and inadequate; there’s so much more than Bertie and Blandings, the two series for which he is best remembered but which together account for less than a fifth of his total wordage. Trying to get your head around all – or even a fraction– of the whole shebang, risks cranial meltdown. There are the golf stories, Mr Mulliner’s bar-room tales, Ukridge’s many misdemeanours, the Drones, the Bodkins, the school stories, the theatre and Hollywood novels, and dozens of one-offs totalling over a hundred separate volumes. On top of that, there are the song lyrics, plays, journalism and letters. Doing full justice to Plum’s prodigious output is the most effortless and pleasant form of servitude I know of, yet faced with this mountain of reading, it’s all too tempting to draw broad-brush, premature conclusions from a few casual encounters. Yes, Wodehouse did write a lot of silly stories about dotty earls, but there’s far, far more to him than that, as I hope this book will either confirm or reveal.

			In many ways, there’s never been a better time to attempt this kind of evaluation, since only very recently has (almost) the full range of Wodehouse’s output become available in stable, readily accessible texts. Until now, trying to survey a career spanning over 70 years has entailed spending sanity-threatening years in libraries and archives far from family, friends and natural light. Fortunately, no more: over 90% of the necessary material is currently piled high on, under and around my desk, or can be accessed with a few clicks. 

			For this luxury, I owe a considerable debt of thanks to those who diligently completed the preparatory spadework so I didn’t have to: Richard Usborne, David Jasen, Benny Green and Frances Donaldson, who were among the first writers to take Wodehouse’s comic vision seriously; Wodehouse’s most recent biographer, Robert McCrum; Sophie Ratcliffe, the diligent compiler of Plum’s correspondence; David Campbell of Everyman, who heroically oversaw the 15-year Uniform Edition project; website impresarios Neil Midkiff and the late Terry Mordue; the good folk over at madameulalie.org for their indispensible bibliographical work; Honoria Plum’s invaluable and thoughtful ‘Plumtopia’ blog; my fellow members of The P.G.Wodehouse Society (U.K.) Tony Ring and the late Norman Murphy, not only for their good fellowship but for their many years of dedication to writing, compiling and publishing fascinating and essential Wodehouseana; and Barry Day, who has collected Wodehouse’s theatrical lyrics into a single, handsome volume. Presiding over them all is Sir Edward Cazalet, Wodehouse’s step-grandson, who steers the literary estate with skill and charm, and whose constant generosity makes books like this possible. Finally, four special mentions: to Elin Murphy, whose all-seeing eye spotted hundreds of mistakes in the original manuscript, and who is the most through and brilliant editor a writer could wish for (any remaining errors are all my own work); to Amanda Reynolds, who urged me to join The P.G Wodehouse Society in 2008; chairman Hilary Bruce, who charmed me into it; and my schoolfriend Howard Marsden-Hughes, whose loan of Psmith in the City when we were 12 was the spark to the flame. 

			Thanks, everyone. 

			Paul Kent, London 2019

			

			
				
					1 The novel was given a different title – Something New – in America. This annoying habit, which affects dozens of PGW’s publications, is the bane of anyone writing about Wodehouse, and has begat millions of necessary but bothersome explanatory footnotes – including, of course, this one. Suffice to say, I will be using the British titles (and dates of publication) in what follows, except where the context demands that I don’t. This is the final footnote in this book.

				

			

		

	
		
			Introduction
“Getting Back to Comedy”

			P.G. Wodehouse…didn’t talk about Art, he created it, for comedy is art as well as tragedy and drama.

			Look & Learn magazine, issue 692, 19 April 1975

			If human culture had to get along without P. G. Wodehouse or Goethe, we would be a lot better off without Goethe.

			Alan Coren

			One of the most blissful joys of the English language is the fact that one of its greatest practitioners ever, one of the guys on the very top table of all, was a jokesmith. Though maybe it shouldn’t be that big a surprise. 

			Douglas Adams

			To write something light, brilliant and frothy is incredibly hard. Anyone can write a serious, miserable book.

			Caitlin Moran

			The object of all good literature is to purge the soul of its many troubles.

			P. G. Wodehouse, Summer Lightning

			In the 1912 short story ‘Rallying Round Old George’, Reggie Pepper experiences a sudden and unaccustomed attack of philosophy: 

			I spent the afternoon musing on Life. If you come to think of it, what a queer thing Life is! So unlike anything else, don’t you know, if you see what I mean. At any moment you may be strolling peacefully along, and all the time Life’s waiting around the corner to fetch you one. You can’t tell when you may be going to get it. It’s all dashed puzzling. 

			Within three years, Reggie would quietly morph into Bertie Wooster, who regularly observes how Life – and its Rich Tapestry – can indeed be annoyingly unpredictable. And for those trying times when the stuffed eel-skin of Fate catches us unawares on the back of the head, or we have “drained the four-ale of life and found a dead mouse at the bottom of the pewter”, we can always turn to the works of P. G. Wodehouse. That’s what his novels and stories seem to be for, to comfort and lift his readers’ spirits in times of perplexity. More than any other reason for reading him, that’s the one I’ve heard most frequently down the years, and the one most regularly quoted on his dust jackets to this day: “Reading Wodehouse”, states Sebastian Faulks (who rebooted Jeeves and Wooster in his authorized tribute Jeeves and the Wedding Bells) “made me look on the bright side” despite being “rather a gloomy kind of chap”. “[T]o have one of his books in your hand”, echoes author Caitlin Moran, “is to possess a pill that can relieve anxiety, rageiness, or an afternoon-long tendency towards the sour”. Journalist Charlotte Runcie writes how, as a student driven to despair by Great Literature, she would turn to Wodehouse, “pick a story, dive in and immediately feel the gloom lift”. In 2018, a set of short story anthologies branded “Wodehouse Pick-Me-Ups” hit the bookstands, for “those moments when you’re in need of a small dose of joy”. And so on.

			Cheering people up is no bad thing to be remembered for. As the narrator of Something Fresh observes, the gift of humour is twice blessed, both by him that gives and him that receives:

			As we grow older and realize more clearly the limitations of human happiness, we come to see that the only real and abiding pleasure in life is to give pleasure to other people.

			And here comes that sentiment again in Summer Lightning:

			Happiness, as solid thinkers have often pointed out, comes from giving pleasure to others.

			Wodehouse dedicated almost 75 years of his professional life to doing just that, arguably better – and certainly with greater application – than any other writer before or since. For he never deviated from the path of that ambition, no matter what Life threw at him. If, as he once wrote, “the object of all good literature is to purge the soul of its petty troubles”, the consistently upbeat tone of his 100 or so books must represent one of the largest-ever bequests to human happiness by one man, at least in literature. This has made Wodehouse one of the few humourists we can rely on to increase the number of sunshine hours in the day, who can help us to joke unhappiness and seriousness back down to their proper size. This being the case, it is tempting to draw comparisons between Aline Peters’s habitual disposition and that of her creator: 

			As a rule something had to go very definitely wrong to make her depressed, for she was not a girl who brooded easily on the vague undercurrent of sadness in Life. As a rule she found nothing tragic in the fact that she was alive. She liked being alive.

			(Something Fresh)

			Most of the characters Plum encourages us to care about have a similarly robust outlook. When we first meet Lord Emsworth in Something Fresh, we are told that “Nature had equipped him with a mind so admirably constructed for withstanding the disagreeableness of life that, if an unpleasant thought entered it, it passed out again a moment later”. And while not everyone in Wodehouse’s world is so admirably hardwired for happiness, the majority are possessed of an enviable lightness in both their outlook on the world and the ways they navigate themselves around it.

			This ‘lightness’ is going to crop up rather a lot in what follows, since it offers a useful entry point to both Wodehouse’s comic sensibility and the way his books work their magic. All the reader needs to bring to the party are an ability to suspend his or her disbelief and a developed sense of the ridiculous. That’s it. Plum provides the rest, and he works hard, damned hard, to win us over to his perspective. For his lightness does not arrive by chance and is not easily won, but there it is, dependably weaving its way through and around his plots, dispelling any shadows, spreading its disinfecting warmth and throwing wide the gates of his world to everyone. Like Galahad Threepwood, who manages to fish out an unlikely yarn to suit every occasion, “all members of the human race were a potential audience for his stories”. 

			Not every writer’s work shares this natural buoyancy, of course. Like Plum’s famous comparison between a Scotsman with a grievance and a ray of sunshine, it has never been difficult to differentiate between tragic and comic sensibilities in literature: the former insists that life’s default setting is dark and stormy, whereas the latter aspires to Bertie Wooster’s chipper morning mood at the opening of Stiff Upper Lip, Jeeves:

			I marmaladed a slice of toast with something of a flourish, and I don’t suppose I have ever come much closer to saying “Tra-la-la” as I did the lathering, for I was feeling in mid-season form this morning. God, as I once heard Jeeves put it, was in His Heaven and all was right with the world. (He added, I remember, some guff about larks and snails, but that is a side issue and need not detain us.)

			In Spring Fever, Wodehouse calls this “the Pippa Passes outlook on life” after the poem by Robert Browning that Bertie mangles in this quote, and on many other occasions. Pippa herself is wont to wander innocently through the streets of her home town, singing as she goes:

			The year’s at the spring,
And day’s at the morn;
Morning’s at seven;
The hill-side’s dew-pearled;
The lark’s on the wing;
The snail’s on the thorn;
God’s in his heaven—
All’s right with the world!

			And, in their way, that’s exactly what Wodehouse’s novels do, spreading sweetness and light (another of his favourite phrases) as they go. Some of us actively seek out that breezy style in our choice of reading matter; others, by contrast, prefer to languish in what Plum describes as “grey studies of hopeless misery, where nothing happen[s] till page three hundred and eighty, when the moujik decide[s] to commit suicide” (‘The Clicking of Cuthbert’). Whatever our disposition, the choice is ultimately ours, and everyone is happy – each in his or her own way – for literature is a broad church with something in it for everyone.

			Despite their difference in mood, neither tragedy nor comedy appears particularly incompatible with the other. As the narrator of The Adventures of Sally comments, “There are few situations in life which do not hold equal potentialities for both tragedy and farce”. There’s a good example in Pigs Have Wings as Wodehouse, riffing on Aristotle’s well-known definition of tragedy in literature, details “the macedoine of tragic happenings in and around Blandings Castle, designed to purge the souls of a discriminating public with pity and terror”. On this occasion, our tragic hero is George Cyril Wellbeloved, Lord Emsworth’s former pig man, who may indeed be said to have “plumbed the depths”, being barred from drinking beer by his new employer, Sir Gregory Parsloe-Parsloe. “There is no agony”, we are told, “like the agony of the man who wants a couple of quick ones and cannot get them”. And although George Cyril is not exactly King Lear (“it would…be inaccurate to describe him as running the gamut of emotions, for he had but one emotion”), it was for situations such as these that the genre of tragicomedy was invented. Shakespeare, Wodehouse’s all-time literary hero, was forever blurring the distinctions between tears and laughter: death stalks many of his comedies, while comedy routinely invades even his blackest scenes. Consider that ultimate Scotsman with a grievance, Macbeth: right after he’s murdered Duncan, Shakespeare inserts the Porter’s bawdy comic turn to give us a bit of light and shade before the serious carnage gets going. And makes it fit perfectly.

			Wodehouse, as if to mirror the compliment, seamlessly introduces Shakespeare’s tragedy into his 1938 comic novel The Code of the Woosters:

			Bertie: Jeeves…I can’t make up my mind. You remember that fellow you’ve mentioned to me once or twice, who let something wait upon something? You know who I mean — the cat chap.

			Jeeves: Macbeth, sir, a character in a play of that name by the late William Shakespeare. He was described as letting ‘I dare not’ wait upon ‘I would,’ like the poor cat i’ th’ adage.

			Bertie: Well, that’s how it is with me. I wobble, and I vacillate.

			Bertie is, of course, no assassin. He simply has been blackmailed into purloining a silver milk jug in the shape of a cow, but can’t quite steel himself to commit the crime. Once you’ve read this exchange, however, I defy you to completely erase the memory of Bertie’s forgetfulness when you next see the Scottish Play performed: Macbeth will forever remain “the cat chap” no matter how hard you try to remind yourself he’s actually a blood-boltered serial murderer. It’s a brilliant example of comedy’s power to subvert. And, of course, Bertie is also the unwitting butt of our humour by making the flawed comparison in the first place, as the tragic sublime meets the comic ridiculous. 

			Guided as much by his temperament as his literary preferences, Plum quickly realized which of the twin masks he was destined to wear, with comedy emerging as the unequivocal winner very early on his career. But this doesn’t imply that he was anti-tragedy or couldn’t appreciate its power to move. Far from it, judging by the countless times he quotes from Shakespeare’s matchless collection: Hamlet and Macbeth are the clear winners, but Othello regularly pops up when jealousy enters his plots; King Lear proves useful for bad weather, bad temper and termagant aunts; and even the relatively obscure Timon of Athens gets the odd mention. However, in Wodehouse’s view, while comedy could quite easily go it alone without tragedy, that equation was not true in reverse: robbed of the leavening and redemptive power of laughter, tragedy was one big downer that nobody in their right mind would want to read or watch. And so he’s keen to point out that while Shakespeare may have been the master of misery, The Bard regularly channelled his lighter side. 

			Plum demonstrates this in an essay from his 1932 collection Louder & Funnier. Francis Bacon – the author of the plays regularly attributed to Shakespeare – is dragged into a theatre manager’s office for a script conference, where he finds the new “dramatic fixer” (one William Shakespeare) already in residence. The young interloper proposes some drastic changes to Bacon’s first draft of Hamlet to jolly it up a bit, to which Bacon takes considerable exception:

			Bacon: His sufferings drove him mad.

			Shakespeare: Not in any play I’m going to have anything to do with his sufferings didn’t…I’ll do better than that. I’ll make him pretend to be crazy. See? Gives a chance for comedy.

			Theatre Manager: So it does – I told you this boy was clever. You see, Mr Bacon, we’ve got to think of the matinée girl. The matinée girl doesn’t like loonies. You’ve got to consider every angle in this game.

			Shakespeare: Coming back to this comedy angle, I’ll write in a scene where Hamlet kids the two ‘Varsity boys.

			Theatre Manager: That’ll be fine, it’ll go down well on Boat Race night.

			Summarily dismissing the matinée girl’s preferences, Bacon unwisely refuses to put his name to the amended version, allowing Shakespeare to cop all the credit – and thus was Hamlet snatched from the jaws of literary oblivion by the insertion of some much-needed comedy. So much so that Bertie Wooster reckons it’s “not a bad show” if “a bit highbrow” (Much Obliged, Jeeves).

			Seriously, though, could you possibly imagine Hamlet robbed of what lighter moments it has, with hour upon hour of wall-to-wall gloom? Well, nor could (the real) Shakespeare. And Plum certainly couldn’t. Alert to the comic possibilities of just about anything, he too had “improved” Bacon’s classic in 1907, recasting the opening scene for the American market by gee-ing it along a bit:

			Hamlet: Say, fellers, about this yer spirut. [Enter Ghost]

			Ghost: Say, Hamlet…I’m your pop. Your step-pop murdered me.

			Hamlet: You don’t say?

			Ghost: Sure. Poured poison in my ear. I was easy fruit. Say, Hamlet, it’s up to you.

			Hamlet: Sure. 

			Russian literature was another matter, however, and Plum regularly uses it as shorthand for writing that is wilfully, monotonously, even perversely gloomy. In Jill the Reckless, the good-hearted and usually cheerful Freddie Rooke is going through a bad patch:

			Freddie experienced the sort of abysmal soul-sadness which afflicts one of Tolstoy’s Russian peasants when, after putting in a heavy day’s work strangling his father, beating his wife, and dropping the baby into the city’s reservoir, he turns to the cupboards, only to find the vodka bottle empty.

			Jeeves is apparently a fan of this kind of stuff, but the narrator, clearly himself a humourist, admits the grand gloom of “the great Russians” lies beyond his literary capabilities, making him painfully “conscious of one’s limitations”:

			Gloom like this calls for the pen of a master. Zola could have tackled it nicely. Gorky might have made a stab at it. Dostoievsky would have handled it with relish. But for oneself the thing is too vast.

			Plum’s is not intended as serious literary criticism (he had no fewer than three copies of War & Peace in his personal library which appear to have been well-fingered by someone). Rather, it’s a gentle, deflationary insistence that human life, as detailed in literature, does not routinely have to default to “something that might have occurred to Ibsen in one of his less frivolous moments” (Summer Lightning - and yes, Plum was the proud owner of two copies of The Plays of Ibsen). 

			For the most part, however, Wodehouse was seriously predisposed to happiness, and if we take at face value his unequivocal statement to fellow novelist Denis Mackail that “a writer just sits down and writes”, it’s clear that comedy was what Plum wanted – and perhaps needed – to write. They were, quite simply, a natural fit. At the very start of his career in 1902, he jotted down a telling entry in the first of his commonplace books, as part of an idea for a future short story that never got written:

			The girl and the man had begun to write a novel together. She had wanted to end it unhappily, having ideas about ART; and objections to the conventional (happy?) ending; he had insisted on it ending happily, being a mere mortal in excellent health and spirits.

			The 21-year-old Wodehouse ends the synopsis with the girl admitting she was wrong. And if, with his whole writing career before him, he had similarly pondered which direction it should take, he had clearly arrived at the same conclusion, for he was that “mere mortal” blessed with “excellent health and spirits” for whom considerations of “ART” [sic] came a distant second to enjoying the few dozen summers we are alive on this planet – and to sharing that enjoyment with his readers.

			Now here comes the rub: Wodehouse, in that short paragraph, alludes to the fact that ART – and those who picture it in the upper case – more often than not defaults to unhappiness, misery, bad luck and trouble. Or, at the very least, high seriousness. Those whom he would later to refer to as “the writing people” as distinct from “the general public” often assume comedy to be the cultural lightweight of the literary family, which, were it sufficiently ill-advised to pick a bare-knuckle fight with tragedy, would inevitably be the one to stagger from the contest with two black eyes and a cauliflower ear. And because it’s not sufficiently beefy in the gravitas department, it’s a regular assumption among such folk that comedy shouldn’t – indeed can’t – be the genre of choice for the writer who wants to create a worthwhile legacy. The novelist, critic and Wodehouse fan Philip Hensher helps flesh out the argument, underscoring three of its main wrinkles as they’ve developed over time:

			The tenets of criticism generally hold now that a Great Writer deals with solemn subjects; that he writes with difficulty, and exiguously; and that his chosen genre will not be comedy. 

			(‘The Music of the Language’, Spectator 14 December, 2002)

			Wodehouse, of course, doesn’t fit any aspect of that critical template at all: in Ice in the Bedroom he has the writer Leila Yorke remark that all it takes to write “an important novel” is to “cut out the plot…shove in plenty of misery and whine on for at least six hundred pages”. It’s easy, she says: “I can do it on my head”. But does that mean that simply because he chose to accentuate the positive to the virtual exclusion of the negative, Plum is automatically scratched for the Great Artist Handicap? Sir John Mortimer, creator of that sublimely droll barrister Rumpole of the Bailey, also noted the absence of a level playing field among literary genres, and in a 1998 after-dinner speech remarked with reference to Wodehouse, “It is a serious fault in our approach to literature that we do not take comedy seriously”, before agreeing that “[a]nyone on a wet Tuesday afternoon can write a tragedy”. 

			Mortimer wasn’t encouraging us to get all po-faced and sober about comedy, nor was he suggesting that that a sunny Tuesday afternoon is the perfect time to toss off a comic masterpiece. Rather, he wanted to remind us that, just like “serious” writing, comedy can be a massive slog – and take a great deal of Art – to get right. And you don’t have to delve far into Wodehouse’s letters to discover this. Plum would routinely jettison tens of thousands of words he’d written if he felt his story was “going off the rails”; sometimes, he confessed, the ratio of ‘binned’ to ‘kept’ would be as much as 4 to 1. An even more sobering statistic is that on his death, he left a staggering 183 pages of notes plotting the future course of his final unfinished novel at the age of 93. But this meticulousness was a price worth paying because, as Mortimer reminds us, comedy doesn’t only give us a laugh, it can open up “an insight into the whole of our culture”. After all, laughter is every bit as cathartic as crying, and it’s helpful to understand the impulses that drive us – all of us – to both. No one’s glass is half empty all the time – or one would hope not – so surely we should allow comic literature to play a full and active role in our search for happiness, rather than patronizing it as mere light relief, a temporary distraction, or the literary equivalent of popping an antidepressant. 

			Nonetheless, Wodehouse recognized that his chosen genre was the Cinderella of literature, and on one notable occasion his sense of injustice uncharacteristically spilled over into something approaching sourness and even self-pity. In the essay ‘Some Thoughts on Humorists’, (which you can find in his ‘Autobiography with Digressions’, Over Seventy, published in 1957, or thoroughly revised as ‘A Note on Humor’ in 1966’s Plum Pie), Wodehouse’s characteristic tone of ironic self-deprecation is, at times, pretty low on the irony, for he really does appear to be genuinely and deeply puzzled about why some people are so down on humour. (These benighted souls are known as “agelasts”, and Jeeves’s favourite philosopher, Baruch Spinoza – who is said only to have laughed when watching spiders fight to the death – was a fully paid-up member of the club.) Even in his final completed novel, 1974’s Aunts Aren’t Gentlemen, Plum has the severe Vanessa Cook admonish Bertie, who is at this point her fiancé:

			[T]hat silly laugh of yours, you must correct that. If you are amused, a quiet smile is ample. Lord Chesterfield said that since he had had the full use of his reason nobody had heard him laugh. I don’t suppose you have read Lord Chesterfield’s Letters To His Son?

			Bertie has to reply with a joke, even though he’s blissfully unaware he’s doing so (“Well of course I hadn’t. Bertram Wooster doesn’t read other people’s letters”).

			Here, just a year before his death, Plum is reinforcing the utterly serious point he makes in his essay about the lifelong marginalization of the humourist. It begins at school – public school in his case (a term that in England usually refers to an independently run, single-sex, fee-paying institution). If you tried to be funny in such establishments, you’d quickly be branded a “silly ass”; attempting satire, you’d be referred to as “the funny swine” – and not in a good way, for it was more than probable you’d end up being “scorned and despised and lucky not to get kicked”. Fortunately, Wodehouse wasn’t bullied, probably because “I weighed twelve stone three and could box”, but other nascent entertainers of slighter build weren’t so lucky and would most probably switch to writing “thoughtful novels analysing social conditions” or, even worse, as he speculates in Cocktail Time, “thoughtful stud[ies] of conditions in the poppet-valve industry”, having had their sense of humour bludgeoned out of them. The result? “You are short another humourist” and the world loses another chance to laugh. 

			In these hostile circumstances, the apprentice humourist did well to keep his mouth shut. As Wodehouse writes in his 1905 school story The Head of Kay’s, such boys would be forced to censor themselves “for fear of appearing ridiculous”: Jimmy Silver, for example, “hid his real feelings as completely as he was able”, a survival mechanism necessarily adopted by “most people with a sense of humour”. Now and again, he will “express himself in a melodramatic fashion”, by which Plum means a sort of jokey, blustering roundaboutness designed to scramble the bully’s radar. This kind of stylized delivery often carries over into adult life and is a feature of many of Wodehouse’s male leads who are comfortably into their mid-20s. In Spring Fever, for example, the “always merry and bright” Mike Cardinal has to explain to his future wife Teresa Cobbold that the mannered way he talks is a form of “protective armour”. “You think I’m not sincere because I clown”, he complains; but even then, Teresa still has difficulty with the idea that it’s possible to have strong and sincere feelings and be less than reverent in expressing them at one and the same time. The trouble is that when Mike needs to “change the record” and come over all serious – he can’t. It’s a facet of learned behaviour that will never leave him, just as it couldn’t leave his creator. Indeed, that melodramatic manner was the fons et origo of Bertie’s storytelling skills, arguably Plum’s single most noteworthy literary achievement.

			Having left school, the humourist’s next career milestone is to get himself a paying job that involves making people laugh. He then becomes the licensed jester, “a sort of comic dwarf” who capers about the castle of “the king or prince or baron…shaking a stick with a bladder and little bells attached to it”. Violence is once again a feature of his profession, for “when he dares to let out a blast” he is often greeted “with a double whammy from a baseball bat” or “a half-brick in the short ribs”. Fortunately, on this occasion the blows are metaphorical, a sort of permanent Catch-22 inside which the humourist must ply his trade:

			In order to be a humourist, you must see the world out of focus, and today, when the world is really out of focus, people insist that you see it straight. Humour implies ridicule of established institutions, and they want to keep their faith in the established order intact.

			In most of its manifestations, comedy is subversive and therefore not to everyone’s taste, especially when it strikes a little too close to home or challenges long-cherished values. As a Shakespeare devotee, Plum would have been reminded of King Lear’s Fool, a teller of inconvenient truths who is regularly threatened with a beating: “Truth’s a dog that must to kennel”, he informs his wrathful master. “He must be whipped out, when Lady Brach [false flattery] may stand by th’ fire and stink”. Such employers may expect the humourist to make them laugh, but the world is by its very nature a serious place where laughter is often inappropriate (“Fiddle while Rome burns, would you?”). So, as a performer who always aims to please, the humourist averts his gaze from the serious stuff – and is then accused of being trivial. It seems he can’t win, and he ultimately finds himself, through no fault of his own, “apart from the herd…the eczema on the body politic”, the regular Aunt Sally for people’s “touchiness”. Poking fun at even the most trivial targets can set them off: “dogs, diets, ulcers [and] cats” can furnish a convenient axe to grind for those who wish to scold the humourist for mocking the things they hold most dear. Even the bane of Wodehouse’s life – facial hair – can be pressed into service for this purpose, despite its tendency to “destroy one’s view of Man as Nature’s last word”. Watch your step, he advises, for “[w]herever you look, on every shoulder there is a chip, in every eye a cold glitter warning you, if you know what is good for you, not to start anything”. Without of course knowing it, Plum was anticipating keyboard warriors of the Twittersphere by over half a century.

			The logical conclusion of this less-than-serious set of observations is that while tragedy has an all-areas backstage pass in Life’s Great Pageant, comedy needs to station itself behind the red velvet rope and mind its own business. The humourist must be taught to behave himself in a way that those lucky all-licens’d tragedians do not. Paranoia comes to stalk his imagination, emboldened by the sort of learned thesis Plum quotes from in his 1966 rewrite, ‘A Note on Humor’, which chases the impulse to laughter deep inside the human brain. According to the eminent Austrian psychologist Doctor Edmund Bergler, laughter represents a deviation from the human genome itself:

			Laughter is a defence against a defence. Both manoeuvres are instigated by the subconscious ego. The cruelty of the superego is counteracted by changing punishment into inner pleasure. The superego reproaches the ego for the inner pleasure, and the ego then institutes two new defences, the triad of the mechanism of orality and laughter.

			“What do you mean, you don’t know what he means?” asks Plum. “Clear as crystal” – before proceeding not to analyse what he’s quoted. Well, for what it’s worth, I think he’s saying that the battle for the right to be funny isn’t so much fought with fellow schoolboys, regal employers, hostile critics or fans of face fungus, but is actually taking place in our own heads: a part of our brains – the superego – is actively conspiring to stop us finding life funny. Which reduces Plum to blank incomprehension: “Attaboy Edmund!” is all he can reply, from some point hovering between his sense of the ridiculous and utter exasperation. 

			This constant hostility from enemies both within and without, seen and unseen, can take its toll on the humourist: 

			He frets. He refuses to eat his cereal. He goes about with his hands in his pockets and his lower lip jutting out, kicking stones and telling himself that the lot of a humourist is something that ought not to happen to a dog.

			In the earlier version of the essay, Wodehouse imagines the effect this constant assault on humour would have on Beachcomber of the Daily Express (the humourist J. B. Morton), who provided one of the “few scattered chirps” of Plum’s kind of comedy in his daily column. But in the 1966 rewrite he makes the more sobering point that continual rejection can push the humourist towards disillusionment and misanthropy, what he calls the “sick humour” practised by ’60s bad-boy comedian Lenny Bruce – “and the trouble about being like Lenny Bruce is that the cops are always arresting you, which must cut into your time rather annoyingly”.

			This sickness was perhaps most keenly reflected in contemporary drama, for which Plum had very little time – “[N]obody”, he lamented, “has laughed in a theatre for years” – and theatre was much the poorer for it. At this point in the article, he might well have been reacting to the news that the previous year, at London’s Royal Court, Edward Bond’s Saved had courted notoriety (and got it) by including a scene in which a baby has its face rubbed in its own faeces before being stoned to death in its pram. What, he must have thought, was either joyous or life-enhancing about that? 

			If only the boys would stop being so frightfully powerful and significant and give us a little comedy occasionally, everything would be much brighter. I am all for incest and tortured souls in moderation, but a good laugh from time to time never hurt anybody.

			Wodehouse had first remarked on the drift towards seriousness back in 1949, in a letter to his school chum and lifelong friend Bill Townend: “Two musicals have just opened and both might have been written by Ibsen in one of his gloomier moods”. (Frustratingly, he omitted any details as to which they were.) In the mid-1950s came a new wave of plays written by John Osborne and his cohort of Angry Young Men, one of whom pops up in ‘Jeeves and the Greasy Bird’, in which an uncomprehending Bertie seeks clarification from Jeeves:

			“What’s he angry about?”

			“Life, sir.”

			“He disapproves of it?”

			“So one would gather from his output.”

			“Well, I disapproved of him, which makes us all square.”

			At around the same time, audiences were treated to the doggedly realistic ‘kitchen sink’ dramas of Arnold Wesker et al, and from France via Samuel Beckett came the Theatre of the Absurd, neither trend exactly over-cheerful. Plum bracketed them together in 1962’s Service with a Smile, in which the narrator comments unfavourably on productions by “the Flaming Youth Group Centre” that typically “bring the scent of boiling cabbage across the footlights and in which the little man in the bowler hat turns out to be God”. 

			Wodehouse was more exercised by this topic than this gentle satire might suggest, his dramatic muse being wired rather differently. Accentuating the negative and eliminating the positive was to tout a wilfully incomplete vision of the world, one for which he was having to over-compensate by pedalling furiously in the opposite direction. Viewed from a historical perspective, this was all a bit tragic, as if these young and thrusting writers had suddenly been robbed of their right to laugh unconditionally, or were perhaps scared to, for fear of being thought lightweight. “After all”, Plum writes, “people are very serious today, and the writer who does not take them seriously is viewed with concern and suspicion”. The other, less generous explanation was that they were seeking to bully their audiences, travelling to the extremes of human behaviour in order to flaunt their rebel credentials and épater le bourgeois. In this context, any humour could only be of the blackest, desperately ironic kind; if and when it came, laughter was nervous or even faintly masochistic, as audiences were goaded into laughing at something they knew they shouldn’t find amusing.

			Plum would have none of this; why should you need a reason to laugh? To think about why you were laughing? Laughter to him was spontaneous, healing, joyous, and definitely not intended to make audiences feel awkward, challenged, queasy or – worst of all – guilty. And this wasn’t just the embittered bleating of an old dramaturg well past his sell-by date: there was a principle, and an ageless one, at stake here. It was a theme he’d addressed in print almost sixty years previously, when, in 1907, he published a poem satirizing the productions at the very same theatre – then simply known as The Court – that was to stage Saved two generations later. In the opening stanza, Plum focuses on the sort of audience the venue habitually attracted:

			They’re Pioneers of Progress; they’re the Devotees of Art;

			They’re the men with bulging foreheads: they’re the race of souls apart:

			No ordinary drama can rely on their support:

			It is Culture – yes, sir, Culture – that they ask for at the Court.

			And what are Culture and Art, those precious pearls adorning humanity’s crown, made to deliver? An unalloyed diet of gloom and, in Plum’s view, cheap sensation in the form of the odd obscenity. The Court’s audiences are in fact so gloomy, “[t]hey enjoy tuberculosis as a humorous relief”. Plum, now well into his satirical stride, continues:

			How they love it when a character brings out a gleaming knife,

			Or kicks the prostrate body of his unoffending wife!

			Such events come all too seldom, and such scenes are all too short

			For the reckless, ruthless audience you meet with at the Court.

			This kind of depravity was borderline tolerable if confined to a single auditorium, but in Plum’s view the canker had infected the entire West End. In 1905 he had written a poem entitled ‘Too Much Hamlet’, in which he complains of the ubiquity of tragedy:

			A pleasant farce with music would, I thought be to my mind,

			But not a single pleasant farce with music could I find.

			At every theatre which I sought men answered with a bow,

			“We’ve given up on farces. We are playing Hamlet now”. 

			Though Plum yielded to none in his admiration for Shakespeare (and Hamlet in particular), things were getting out of hand. There wasn’t enough light and shade in the repertoire for those who simply wanted to be entertained. Culture was doing its damnedest to make sure that nobody could have a good time, and even earlier than this, Plum had poked fun at those who, like George Bernard Shaw, thought that “everyone ought to train for a fortnight before going to see a play” so that they could fully appreciate its worthiness:

			Let me plan a little programme

			Which is sure to make you fit

			To appreciate a drama that is tragic.

			Run a dozen miles each morning,

			Put the gloves on for a bit,

			And you’ll find the treatment acts on you like magic.

			In a week or so you may

			Witness any tragic play.

			Unfortunately, this seriousness also could also infect writers of musicals – even the good ones, as Wally Mason admits in 1920’s Jill the Reckless:

			“I’ve been writing musical comedies for the last few years, and after you’ve done that for a while your soul rises up within you and says, ‘Come, come, my lad! You can do better than this!’ That’s what mine said, and I believed it. Subsequent events have proved that Sidney the Soul was pulling my leg.”

			Once again, artistic ambition – and worth – is equated with a move in the direction of seriousness, as if this is somehow the natural order of things. Even actor-managers aren’t immune: in the same novel, Plum describes one such impresario, Sir Chester Portwood, hitherto a purveyor of “light comedy of the tea-cup school”:

			His numerous admirers attended a first night at his theatre in a mood of comfortable anticipation, assured of something pleasant and frothy with a good deal of bright dialogue and not too much plot. Tonight he seemed to have fallen victim to that spirit of ambition which intermittently attacks actor-managers, expressing itself in an attempt to prove that, having established themselves as light comedians, they can…turn right around and be serious.

			No harm in stretching yourself a bit. But why, Plum seems to be asking, must progress always involve the elimination of laughter? What was so wrong with giving audiences an easy time? It was a theme much on his mind at the turn of the 1920s, and he returned to it in a 1922 article for the US Vanity Fair magazine. Ingeniously, he included the same paragraph twice, but with different codas, highlighting the case for plays that entertain and dramas that challenge respectively. Here’s the basic premise:

			The public today, let us remember, is composed of people who have just been suffering the strains of a war. They have had to pay out all their savings in income-tax. Living is expensive. There has been an awful lot of snow, and in all probability they have come out without their rubbers [wellington boots].

			Then comes the first conclusion:

			What do they want? Distraction. Give them light, pleasant, gentle, mild plays and watch them bite.

			And the second:

			What do they want? Distraction. They want to go to the theatre and see people worse off than themselves. Give them, therefore, strong, tense, gloomy, tragic plays where the fellow goes home with his feet wet after paying his income-tax and finds that his wife loves another, the maid has given notice and the cat has been at the cold chicken.

			Both are equally valid, but there can be no doubt which version Plum favours, both artistically and, it appears, financially (“watch them bite”). After all, if you couldn’t seek a couple of hours’ respite from your troubles in a theatre, where on earth could you go? Radio was only just starting up, and TV was still 25 years in the future.

			Plum was nothing if not consistent in his viewpoint, and despite the wobbles in those two later articles, he managed to hold on to his remarkable composure and expressed the hope that one day the twin bubbles of Misery and Seriousness would burst, writers would start reintroducing comedy alongside those “solemn subjects”, and audiences would once more start “looking and behaving not like bereaved relatives at a funeral but as if they were enjoying themselves”. In the meantime, he would persevere in carrying the torch for happiness and entertainment, whether what he was doing was judged to be Art or not.

			This brings us to the second item on Philip Hensher’s list of what constitutes Great Art: the insistence that all Great Writers were miserable (a) because they were forever writing about those “solemn subjects”, and (b) because writing was a form of exquisite torture. The Great Writer is pictured as fighting for every word, wringing his art from the depths of an angst-ridden psyche, so much so that his productivity isn’t likely to be great (“exiguous”, as Hensher expresses it), only infrequently squeezing out, like Wodehouse’s Rodney Spelvin, a “slim volume of verse bound in squashy mauve leather”. Once again, Plum found himself outside the tent: because he published so much, he must have either lacked a sense of quality control, or not paid his subs to the gods of literary suffering. Either way, his work had to be second rate.

			With Plum’s superhuman work ethic, you can see how this particular prejudice might rankle. Although we have considerable evidence of just how hard he did have to struggle to perfect his writing (see Chapter 9), he was temperamentally as far from considering himself a butterfly broken on the wheel of his art as it was possible to be. He satirized this incongruity in ‘Fore!’, a sort of Preface to The Clicking of Cuthbert, his first collection of golf stories from 1923:

			This book marks an epoch in my literary career. It is written in blood…

			As a writer of light fiction, I have always till now been handicapped by the fact that my disposition was cheerful, my heart intact, and my life unsoured. Handicapped, I say, because the public likes to feel that a writer of farcical stories is piquantly miserable in his private life, and that, if he turns out anything amusing, he does it simply in order to obtain relief from the most insupportable weight of an existence which he has long since realized to be a wash-out. Well, to-day I am just like that. 

			Two years ago, I admit, I was a shallow farceur. My work lacked depth. I wrote flippantly simply because I was having a thoroughly good time. 

			Happiness had made for shallowness in his writing, but then he took up golf, and thanks to its unlikely ministrations, both Plum and his art were baptized into a whole new world of pain. Like Figaro, he continues, “I can smile through the tears and laugh,…that I may not weep…[like] the clown jesting while his child lay dying at home…Leave me to my misery”, he begs.

			Newly armed with this tragic sensibility, Plum was all set to become a Great Writer. Or he would have been, if the passage wasn’t soaked in bucketfuls of his trademark irony. If anything, his output at this stage in his career was getting funnier, brighter and more accomplished with each publication. Trying to beef up comedy’s cultural stock by claiming it offset some sort of secret sorrow just won’t work in Plum’s case, even taking into account the setbacks he suffered at Fate’s hands throughout his long life. But this hasn’t stopped his most recent biographer, Robert McCrum, from having a go, despite Plum expressly warning against it. As broadcaster Danny Baker remarks in his autobiography Going to Sea in a Sieve:

			P. G. Wodehouse noted in his own memoirs that being a contented and happy child is not what readers want from an autobiography. They look for darkness, regret and conflict, a glimpse of the wounded infant propping up the vindicated adult survivor.

			This is probably the Plum sentence Baker is remembering, from Over Seventy:

			The three essentials for an autobiography are that its compiler shall have had an eccentric father, a miserable misunderstood childhood and a hell of a time at his public school, and I enjoyed none of these advantages.

			Plum’s childhood was, absolutely, characterized by an almost total absence of parental love and, later on, incredible disappointment at not being able to follow his older brother Armine to Oxford University. But did these setbacks impact significantly on his art? Remarkably, no, they didn’t – except, perhaps, that they might have contributed to his steely determination to be a success. Charles Dickens may have made great literary capital out of his childhood privations in the blacking factory, but Plum didn’t follow suit, and wouldn’t for the rest of his life. In a letter to Townend from 1945, written when he still wasn’t sure if he’d be prosecuted for treason, and the year after his beloved stepdaughter Leonora had died suddenly, age 39, he demanded: “Do you find that your private life affects your work? I don’t”. And, quite amazingly, it didn’t. 

			Pick any of the biographies, even McCrum’s with its Freudian glosses, and you should come away with a portrait not of a wounded animal but of a man possessed of an almost superhuman psychological robustness which occasionally borders on dullness and even insensitivity. Plum’s boss at Vanity Fair, Frank Crowninshield, was perhaps surprised that his star drama critic was actually “a stodgy and colourless Englishman…self-effacing, slow-witted and matter of fact” – a rather different proposition from what he might have expected, having read Plum’s sparkling prose prior to meeting its author.

			Next, try the letters: nothing much to see here, either. Brisk, business-like, capable of deep affection and loyalty, a tad Eeyorish occasionally, the odd flare-up of anger or sentiment – but no self-pity. An impressionistic by-the-by: at least as far as his work is concerned, Plum’s attention is most often directed towards what’s happening in the present, or with his future plans. The past is most decidedly past: time and again in his letters to Bill Townend or Leonora, he remarks that a particular novel or a story is “the best thing I’ve ever done” – invariably the one he’s just finished. And there’s absolutely no reason to believe he didn’t genuinely mean it. His own home library contained a far-from-exhaustive collection of his own work, as if what had gone before no longer interested him.
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