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         For Love & Money is one of the most honest and revealing books about the practical realities of writing for a living ever committed to print and should be read by anyone tempted to labour in what George Gissing called the Valley of the Shadow of Books.

         D. J. Taylor

         
             

         

         His writing articulates a style of humane and witty conversation: he excels at the revealing anecdote, the smart phrase, the art of happy extravagance. And by being perhaps the only critic of calibre who is not an egomaniac, his judgements emerge as the elegant ponderosities of an intelligent reader – and not from a critic at all.

         Roger Lewis, Punch

         
             

         

         You see with pleasure how reading has shaped without subduing his style. Raban is never guilty of supposing that he can use lower writing powers because what he’s doing is only journalism. The splices are excellent. Raban is interesting everywhere.

         Frank Kermode, London Review of Books

         
             

         

         A marvellously absorbing anthology which leaves you eager for Raban’s next haul of sightings and soundings.

         Times Literary Supplement

         
             

         

         A marvellous writer. On books and travel he is spellbinding.

         Sunday Times

         
             

         

         The high standard of the writing apart, the book is distinguished from the typical grab-bag by the use of a running commentary on the life of a writer-on-the-make in London. It is so cleverly concocted, so replete with battered affection for the writer’s trade…

         James Campbell, Guardian
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            I

         

         THIS IS PARTLY A COLLECTION, partly a case-history. I’ve clocked up nearly twenty years as a professional writer, and in that time I’ve made the intimate acquaintance of all of Cyril Connolly’s enemies of promise, with the sole exception of the pram in the hall. I’ve written out of compulsion, for love, and I’ve needed the money. It is a curious occupation, this business of short-distance commuting between the bedroom and the study, and a subject in its own right. It puzzles people. Strangers at parties, striking up a ‘literary’ conversation, don’t (usually) want to haggle over the contents of your review of Martin Amis in last week’s Observer, let alone whether your most recent book got off to a bad start in the first chapter. They have quite probably read neither, but they’re still interested. They want to know whether you use a pen or a typewriter, what time you get up in the morning, whether you keep regular working hours, whether you can really make a living from it and – the big clincher – exactly what and how you get paid. Average-adjusters, lecturers in economics, shoe salesmen, property developers, don’t wince, shuffle and gaze distractedly at the ceiling when someone politely asks ‘And what do you do?’ For the professional writer that question (which is quickly followed by ‘Oh, should I know your name?’) is the prelude to a searching catechism of a kind more appropriate to a VAT inspector than to a fellow-guest in a drawing-room. The safest response to it, if you can summon the requisite bottle, is to say ‘I’m a steeplejack’ and beam ferociously.

         Alternatively, you might answer the catechism by hauling your surprised questioner off for a weekend to give them the works – the hours, the commissions, the block, the aborted beginnings, the continuous themes that slip from fiction to non-fiction and back to fiction again, the double-spacing, the advances, expenses, public lending right, royalties, and the editorial advantages of using wide margins. Part of this book consists of blue-pencilled scenes from that weekend, because the questions are worth answering. Conditions on New Grub Street change with every generation. The world originally described by Gissing in the 1880s connects with, but is significantly different from, the world described by Cyril Connolly in the 1930s and ’40s. Mine, in turn, is different from Connolly’s; and someone now in their twenties, setting out as a professional writer in the late 1980s, would encounter a working world much changed since I first knew it in 1969. This is a particular story, of someone born in 1942 who wanted to be a writer and found himself working in a very specific set of industrial and economic circumstances. How did he come to get the job, and what sort of a job is it?

         I was eight or nine when I knew that I was – in the merely occupational sense of the word – a writer. It was a knowledge founded on no evidence at all of any special verbal or imaginative talent. Yet it was a fact, just like the fact that I was asthmatic. I was a writer. More precisely, I was an author. For writers, or so I supposed, actually did quite a bit of writing, moving fast from one piece of paper to the next. Authors were as immobile as waxworks. They sat at desks in photographs. The paraphernalia of their trade – expensive fountain pens, gilt-edged blotting pads, silver inkwells, marbled notebooks – were arranged in tasteful still-lives in front of them. They had the glossy hair and jutting chins of matinée idols. They were – oh, A. E. Coppard, Edgar Wallace, Michael Gilbert, Nevil Shute, H. E. Bates – and I could feel the glow of their fame radiating out from their pictures to include me.

         It was what I was going to be: a personage in a photograph by Karsh of Ottawa. It seemed a reasonable ambition, not because anyone had yet suspected that I could write, but because I enjoyed a secret intimacy with authors, all authors, that was conspicuously lacking from my relations with any other human beings. They might not know it yet, but I was one of them; and this perverse conviction was the tranquillising drug on which I dosed myself, several times a day, through ten years of childhood and adolescence.

         Outside these daydreams of literary celebrity, I cut a fairly sorry figure. It was the old, too-often-written story of the ‘delicate child’, packed off at eleven to a school of daunting military and athletic traditions, where milksops were not suffered gladly. Fusewire-thin from several years of a wasting disease called coeliac, the boy wheezed when he moved, and sounded as if he’d trapped a flight of herring gulls inside his chest: he was no asset as anyone’s friend. So (and this is how the story always goes) the child made friends with books instead. 

         Books admitted me to their world open-handedly, as people, for the most part, did not. The life I lived in books was one of ease and freedom, worldly wisdom, glitter, dash and style. I loved its intimacy, too – the way in which I could expose to books all the private feelings that I had to shield from the frosty and contemptuous outside world. In books you could hope beyond hope, be heartbroken, love, pity, admire, even cry, all without shame.

         No author ever despised me. They made me welcome in their books, never joked about my asthma and generally behaved as if I was the best company in the world. For this I worshipped them. I read and read and read – under the bedclothes with an illegal torch, surreptitiously in lessons with an open book on my knees, through long cathedral sermons, prep, and on the muddy touchlines (‘Kill him, Owen!’) of rugby pitches, to which I was drafted as a supporter. I did not then see any logical hiatus in the proposition that since I was happy only when I was with authors, I must therefore by definition be an author myself.

         I had long ago discovered the trick of switching the world off like a light and entering fictions of my own. First, you had to let the room full of boys drift out of focus and wait for their voices to dissolve into a blur of white noise. Then – Jim turned on his heel. The smoke from the cigarette in his ivory holder rose in slow coils. ‘Let’s go,’ he said, picking his way, agile as a mountain buck, through the huge boulders of the tinder-dry watercourse … Jim was my heroic alter ego. His chronicles were never written, but they lay in my head as accessible and as palpable as memories. He began as the natural leader of a band of men called The Marines, whom he conducted round the world on adventures that were a distillation of all the best bits of Buchan, Edgar Wallace, W. W. Jacobs and Conan Doyle. Jim, who was sometimes called The Captain, smoked a lot, drank Green Chartreuse, solved crimes, found things for people, did a great deal of camping out, spent whole days fishing, and every so often led his men off to wars fought with épées and sabres.

         The story was continuous and I could slip into it at will, anywhere. Jim lasted me for several years; he had as much stamina as a character in Anthony Powell’s Music of Time. Like Widmerpool, Jim altered with the years. When I was thirteen he hung up his sword, changed his tipple to malt whisky and fell head over heels for a girl called Clarissa, whom he rescued from burning houses, runaway stallions, a cad with a Bentley and a Chinaman in the white slave trade. Clarissa was a clinging, lissom, wispy girl who cried easily. She and Jim went in for bouts of tender kissing but never, as I remember, got beyond Number Three.

         But I grew ashamed of him. It was painful to see so transparently through the artifice of one’s own fiction and recognise the facts it was meant to palliate and disguise; and I began to suffer from daydreamer’s block. I hit on a more naked and modern form of autobiographical fiction. The new trick was to turn whatever was happening in the present into the past tense and the third person. Walking from School House to the library building, I thought: He walked to the library. A cold smile played round his lips. The avenue of trees, heavy and dusty with summer, closed round his head. He was thinking of death. This sort of thing could go on for hours at a time, an epic plotless melodrama into which I absentmindedly withdrew and from which I sometimes needed to be roused by brute force.

         I suppose it happens to almost everyone, or at least to almost every adolescent, this urge to constantly rewrite one’s experience in terms more glamorous and significant than those in which it’s actually happening. But when the urge is hopelessly muddled up with dreams of authorship, and one hears the words falling in one’s skull in complete, plagiarised sentences, the symptoms of scribendi cacoethes are probably incurable.

         In any case, I was now on a serious training scheme for authorship. I sent away to all the postal schools whose ads claimed that your pen could pay for your holiday. From the Regent College of Successful Writing I got a free copy of a booklet called 101 Infallible Plot Situations. The situations weren’t much in themselves. They went something like:

         
            17. X contrives system of perfect murder. Confides it to Y. Y puts it into practice, but knows that X alone will know he’s guilty.

            18. Girl’s dog goes missing. Found by stranger. Subsequent relationship between girl and stranger.

            19. Eccentric conditions of wills.

            20. Tribulations of lovers from widely differing social backgrounds. Resolution of same by third party.

         

         As the introduction explained, all hundred and one situations were everyday occurrences, not plots in themselves. Yet when you combined three (or, if you were suitably experienced, even more), you had a unique plot, never before used by any of the world’s top novelists and masters of the short story, involving dog, girl, stranger, perfect murder, eccentric will, class conflict and third party, with fire and theft to boot. With 101 Infallible Plot Situations, you could evolve narratives of such dazzling originality that in half an hour the merest tyro could out-Dickens Dickens.

         I kept a notebook of plots. I also bought a little orange monthly magazine called The Writer, whose articles were calculated to flatter and feed the ambitions of fourteen-year-old authors. There were articles about how to write a successful Letter to the Editor, about how to choose your nom-de-plume (Nosmo King was thought a particularly apt and witty example), about margins, spacing, return postage and the absolute necessity of the twist-dénouement. The contributors all affected an airy sophistication about their trade that I found toxic (‘Writing the short short story, I prefer to take one bite at the cherry, at most two …’).

         I was almost there. I had a stock of plots, I knew how to lay out the title page of a manuscript, I knew it was pure folly to try using foolscap paper (always stick to quarto), I knew about swift, vivid characterisation, how to cut down on description and when to introduce the Surprise Revelation. The profession of authorship lay wide open, and beyond the doors stood Karsh of Ottawa ready with his camera. I could see my stories already printed in Lilliput, Men Only, Wide World, Tit-Bits and all the other ‘outlets’, as I’d learned to call them, where the literature of the twentieth century was being forged.

         It took a little while to discover that I’d fallen for a sad, shabby, subliterate version both of writing and of being a writer. It was shattered, and not before time, by the experience of reading. Drawn to the book by its title (I’d never heard of its author), I read Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. I hadn’t realised. I’d thought that novels were cleverly contrived escapes from the world, and that writing them must be something a bit like fretwork. Portrait of the Artist made the reader live in its language, and made him live more arduously, more unhappily, more intelligently in the book than he had ever lived in the world. It made some obscure but fundamental change to the essential grammar of things. I read it with excitement and shock, three times over in quick succession, dazed to find myself simultaneously so deep in a book and so deep in the world. Every work of literature turns the successful collaborative reader of it into its co-author. In an important sense, we write what we read. My Portrait of the Artist defined my brimstone relations with my father and my family, with my boarding school and with my shamed sense of sexuality. Reading it, I stole it from Joyce and wrote it for myself; and as I went on reading I saw that if this was writing, it disenfranchised every book I’d read up to this moment. It turned The Writer and 101 Infallible Plot Situations into facetious piffle.

         That sense of literature as an astounding private discovery is hard to bring back without sounding either superior or over-flushed with romance. The books themselves now have the ring of items on a syllabus: Joyce, Hemingway’s short stories, Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye, Iris Murdoch’s Under the Net … nothing much that is out of the way there, yet in 1958 each one happened for me like an accident on a wet road, sending the world into a spin.

         I was academically backward, and a more sophisticated sixteen-year-old would probably have taken these novels more casually in his stride. But the boys I was at school with were not sophisticated either: they went in for Motor Sport, Leslie Charteris and Hank Janson, and thought that Hemingway’s In Our Time was lousy value as a swap. We did our Goon Show imitations, listened to Radio Luxembourg, the Station of the Stars, and tried to set light to each other’s farts. It was not like Cyril Connolly’s Eton at all.

         I left the school with a handful of mediocre O-levels and was transferred to the sixth form of a very civilised co-educational grammar school, where the girls read D. H. Lawrence and the boys read John Betjeman and Evelyn Waugh. Hadn’t I read Scoop? Women in Love? Black Mischief? The Waste Land? Summoned by Bells? Actually, no. It took me at least a fortnight of whirlwinding round between the Lymington public library and the vicarage just outside the town to catch up with the literary circle in which I now moved. My target was to gut ten books a week – one a day from Mondays to Fridays, and five in the course of each weekend. I was paying little more attention to my formal lessons than I had done at boarding school, but I was reading Eliot, Beckett, Pound, Lawrence, Amis’s Lucky Jim, Wain’s Hurry on Down, Olivia Manning, Sartre’s La Nausée, Kerouac’s On the Road, Ginsberg’s Howl, all of Christopher Isherwood, Mailer’s The Naked and the Dead, Anouilh, O’Neill, John Osborne, Wodehouse, Waugh. Racing through to catch the flavour, I worked like a reviewer with a deadline.

         I’d found serious competition. Iris, who sat across the aisle from me in English classes, was also going to be a writer. In the second week of term she announced in a deep, actressy voice that she wanted nothing to do with babies and that it was woman’s higher calling to give birth to books. I was torn between craven infatuation and affronted pride. Like Hitler and Mussolini settling their differences over the Austrian border, Iris and I became allies, then friends.

         Iris was a Lawrentian. She’d discovered Women in Love in the same spirit as I’d come across Portrait of the Artist. She organised Lawrentian walks through the New Forest, where she opened her arms to the sun and sighed as if she was coming to a slow climax. She challenged me to roll with her in wet grass, not for the usual reasons, but so that we could both experience a mystical communion with the earth. When I made the mistake of trying to put my arms round her, Iris reminded me, a shade coolly, that not only was she a Lawrentian, she was a Platonist as well. I thought this disingenuous: it was well known that Iris was up to something unplatonic with a bus conductor called Jim – my own lost doppelgänger. She sometimes told me about the muscles on Jim’s back and his strong thighs as if she was describing a landscape that she’d seen in Scotland or the Lake District. Jim was her Mellors – a legitimate object of physical passion because it said so in the book. I was afraid that Iris saw in me a convenient stand-in for Clifford Chatterley.

         In 1959 the magazine John O’London’s Weekly announced a short story competition for young writers aged between sixteen and twenty-three. Iris and I both rather despised John O’London’s; it was middlebrow and suburban, new words of abuse for both of us. It went in for cosy chat about authors (how Caryl Brahms couldn’t bear to face the day without first brushing her teeth with a certain brand of toothpaste), neo-Georgian poems, well-turned Coppardian stories and kid-glove reviews. Yet even Iris admitted that publication in John O’London’s (with a suitably large photograph) would constitute a recognisable ‘start’.

         ‘If I win the first prize and you win the second …’ she said generously.

         For a month Iris worked on her story in secret, occasionally giving out hints as to what it was about. It was ‘tonal’. It was to be dominated by images of darkness and blood. Blood and the moon, didn’t I see? I did, and guessed that Iris’s masterpiece was going to be way over the heads of the people at John O’London’s. Then I heard that she was having to cut it down, because it had turned into a novel.

         My own effort was written between lunch and suppertime up in my room in the vicarage, and was posted off to John O’London’s the next morning, without revision. I didn’t admit to Iris that I’d written it. I knew that if I did, she’d plague me about the ‘images’ in it, and I’d have to invent all sorts of symbols and ironies in the piece that I knew were not there.

         When, three months later, it was announced that my story had won joint first prize in the competition, I was first thrilled, then embarrassed. On publication (for which I got eleven guineas and a scholarship to the Writers Summer School at Swanwick), ‘Demobbed’ was posted up on the school noticeboard among the football and hockey results. The headmaster’s praise at school prayers was fine, but I was alarmed about Iris and the intelligentsia of the sixth form – for the story was culpably innocent of all my adventuring among the classics of modernism. It read like a story written by someone addicted to The Writer, 101 Infallible Plot Situations and John O’London’s Weekly.

         
            I had wandered in the garden, among the marigolds and around the tall, sour-smelling hollyhocks. The flowering cherry flung gaunt arms towards me, while at the bottom of the fence the stone toad glared at my fingers as they explored the grain of the creosoted wood. The great grey bird bath erupted from a patch of grass and stood like the pillar of a desert temple. I could reach its gritty top and see my face in the hollow of green water …

         

         ‘Well,’ Iris said, ‘I suppose that’s what they would have wanted, isn’t it?’

         Had a course in English Literature at university not been a few months away, ‘Demobbed’ might, as Iris put it, have been a start. It wasn’t, though it did prove that the seventeen-year-old could now manage what he’d been dying to do three years before. So maybe in three years’ time …

         Iris went to Oxford. I went to Hull (the only university in England which then accepted candidates for an honours degree in English without requiring a GCE pass in Latin), and found there a more elevated literary vocation than that of authorship. Authors were inspired innocents, barely conscious of their real intentions, half-witting creators of texts whose ultimate glory lay in their transfiguration by the critic. Just as my head had been turned at sixteen by Portrait of the Artist, at eighteen it was almost wrenched clean off my shoulders by William Empson’s Seven Types of Ambiguity. In my first term at Hull, I heard someone in his final year say that Seven Types was the most famously difficult book in the pantheon. I bought it that afternoon, and went through a course of instruction with Empson that closely resembled the process of conversion at the hands of Ronald Knox or Father D’Arcy. It was tough. I read, and thought I understood, then thought I didn’t. The revelation that Shakespeare’s ‘bare ruined choirs, where late the sweet birds sang’ was alluding importantly to the dissolution of the monasteries (and its brutal recency, at the time when Shakespeare was writing), to the homoerotic charm of choirboys, and to much, much else, made me realise, for a second time, that I’d never really read a book before.

         Empson’s dizzying ambiguities were phrased in a language of exuberant common sense, of as-any-chump-can-see. He didn’t stand on ceremony, was interested in all kinds of distinctions of writing, from poems in Punch, newspaper headlines and 1930s proletarian novels to Chaucer and Spenser and Shakespeare. He was impertinently funny. After a chapter devoted to the deep reading of Shakespearian puns, Empson could remark:

         
            It shows lack of decision and will-power, a feminine pleasure in yielding to the mesmerism of language, in getting one’s way, if at all, by deceit and flattery, for a poet to be so fearfully susceptible to puns. Many of us could wish the Bard had been more manly in his literary habits, and I am afraid the Sitwells are just as bad.

         

         Empson’s taste in literature was wonderfully broad, and there wasn’t a milligram of cant in his writing.

         The dominant tone of the English department at Hull was palely Leavisite, and the leader of the movement was always referred to in lectures as ‘Doctor Leavis’ as if he was the visiting consultant surgeon, a specialist in amputations, at the cottage hospital. ‘As Dr Leavis observes …’ was a favourite tag of C. B. Cox, Hull’s most notable critic in residence and co-editor of the Critical Quarterly. I took against Leavis. His voice came clearly through his books, The Great Tradition and Revaluations in English Poetry, and it was a narrow, rancorous voice – a voice that I recognised as belonging to the moralising evangelists from whom I was on the lam. Where Empson was a nobones atheist, Leavis’s books had the smell of the chapel on them. He was obsessed with false gods, like Swift, like Dickens (dismissed as a mere entertainer). His authorised canon of masterpieces were books that were good for you, or, in Leavis’s phrase, ‘culturally sanative’. I had enjoyed reading Conrad and Lawrence until I read Leavis extolling them for their powers of cultural sanativeness, when their work suddenly seemed to go stale under the weight of Leavis’s praise.

         The more I read of Leavis, the more I hero-worshipped Empson for his playfulness, his generosity, his extraordinary cleverness, his literary hedonism. If I imagined Leavis taking a book down from a shelf, I saw a man either reverently handling a gospel or fastidiously rejecting a heretical tract. If I imagined Empson doing the same thing, I saw him carting it off to a comfortable chair for an hour or two of delight. Empson would laugh aloud. You couldn’t ever imagine Leavis laughing. Leavis would read what you had just read, and castigate you for your bad taste in liking it. Empson would read what you had just read, and read it twenty times better, finding jokes you’d never seen, sly allusions that you’d missed, richnesses and contradictions that made you want to kick yourself for having skimmed too fast over. He wasn’t ‘difficult’ at all, I discovered. He just took his reading more slowly, and relished it in more detail, than any other critic.

         When I sat down to write my fortnightly essay, I asked myself, ‘What would Empson see in this?’, and turned in pages of earnest Empson-pastiche, complete with attempts at Empson’s inimitable style of slangy, low-falutin, this is the line to try on the dog talk. In photographs of that time, Empson always appeared in a straggling Fu Manchu moustache, with flying sidewhiskers; for three weeks I tried to cultivate something similar, but all I managed to grow was an unappealing crop of pubic down.

         In the early and middling 1960s, there was a lot of higher education about. The new universities were being built at Sussex, Essex, Warwick, East Anglia, Lancaster and York. Kingsley Amis (then a lecturer at Cambridge) announced his political apostasy with the slogan More Means Worse. More certainly meant people like me. The drift from being a student to research to an appointment as a university lecturer was an easy one, even if one started from an unfashionable place like Hull. I joined the drift. In my last year as an undergraduate I’d been reading the novels of Henry Roth, Nathanael West, Malamud, Bellow and the young Philip Roth, and thought I’d found in them a suitably grave doctoral topic with a solemn-sounding title to match. Variations on the Theme of Immigration and Assimilation in the Jewish American Novel from 1870 to the Present Day. In fact this ugly threat of a title was only a cover, designed to throw the professors off my scent. I saw it as licensing a three-year wallow in the most exciting contemporary fiction that was being written in English. Saul Bellow had just published Herzog, a book so redolent of its period, so lavish in its style, so rich in metaphor (and irony, and ambiguity, and wit), that it seemed as if the English novel in the late twentieth century had at last found its masterpiece; a work to set beside Dickens’s Our Mutual Friend or James’s Portrait of a Lady without feeling that the art of fiction had seriously diminished since its great Victorian maturity. To spend whole weeks reading Bellow, and to try to read him with the alertness and the subtlety of Empson, seemed an improbably lucky fate, and I was paid four hundred and fifty pounds a year for keeping the best possible company in the living literary world.

         By 1965, the drift had quickened to the speed of an avalanche. The advertisement pages at the back of the New Statesman were clogged with Academic Appointments, and almost anyone with a good honours degree and a reasonably plausible line in academic talk could land a salaried job as an assistant lecturer at one thousand and fifty pounds a year. The University College of Wales at Aberystwyth employed me to teach English and American Literature at their converted railway hotel, a magnificent piece of high gothic that fortuitously resembled an inferior Oxford college. Though the flood of job advertisements might have suggested that our services were urgently needed, and that we’d be worked flat out, the actual duties involved were still gentlemanly and donnish – seven or eight teaching hours a week, with an ocean of leftover time in which to read and write.

         I scrapped my thesis and wrote a textbook called The Technique of Modern Fiction, which was based on the ‘practical criticism’ classes that I was taking with first-year students. It should probably have been called something like The Technique of Chatting about Fiction in First-Year Seminars, but it was accepted, with a fifty-pound advance, by Edward Arnold, the educational publishers, who went on to commission a twenty-two-thousand-word essay on Huckleberry Finn (one hundred pounds more) for their ‘Studies in English Literature’ series. Between books, I wrote a handful of articles with footnotes for journals that paid with parcels of offprints.

         For someone in love with the idea of writing, the joy of writing something hasty, derivative and bad goes as deep as the joy of writing something genuinely original. The play of the words on the page, the illusion of forming a fresh pattern, crisply phrased, the heady sense of having nailed a fragment of the world with a telling metaphor, come more easily, if anything, to the bad writer than to the good one. Sitting at the kitchen table in the first-floor rented flat in Moreb (Welsh for Sea-View, though the sea was obscured by a bingo hall) on Bath Street in Aberystwyth, I was intently happy as I tapped away at very threadbare sentences. It was what I had daydreamed of doing for as long as I could remember. When the first galley proofs arrived, they gave off a faint whiff of old clothes, as if the rags from which their paper had been manufactured had been stripped from the backs of tramps. It was the authentic smell of writing as a trade, a trade secret. So was the page of proofreaders’ marks that I sellotaped to the wall – columns of arcane squiggles and cross-hatchings and underlinings and code letters. I enjoyed the daily wrangles in the classroom with my students, who were so nearly my own age that it was like arguing about books with a ready-made party of friends, but they couldn’t compare with the glamorous musk of the writing stuff on the kitchen table and its promise of another, riskier career.

         After five terms of teaching at Aberystwyth I applied for a lectureship at the University of East Anglia. The novelist Malcolm Bradbury held a senior lectureship in American literature there, and I was appointed as his junior. Angus Wilson also had a part-time chair at Norwich, teaching in the summer term and starring at parties during the rest of the year. Wilson gave the university a generously disproportionate amount of his time. He was its Public Orator, he entertained students and staff at elaborate, lantern-lit evenings in the garden of his Suffolk cottage, he was a continuous waterfall of talk – about literature, writers and the business of writing. Between them, Wilson and Bradbury kept the students, at least, reminded that there was a fundamental marital relationship, however tricky, however punctuated by resentful arguments and riddled with mutual incomprehension, between the activity of writing and academic reading and criticism. Wanting to write – and wanting to write something looser than the strangulated exercises in lit. crit. that I’d managed so far – was made into a perfectly ordinary and reasonable ambition by their presence. During the time that I was at East Anglia, Bradbury and Wilson’s students included Rose Tremain, Clive Sinclair, Ian McEwan and the playwright Snoo Wilson; the university was, unusually among universities, a place that had a place for writers, whether they were teachers or students.

         I saw the university as a springboard from which to dive into Grub Street. London was one hundred minutes away by train, an inky city of editors, publishers, agents and producers. It was where writers lived – the city where you would write, if only you could live there.

         Working in vacations in an attic room in Norwich, I wrote fast and sloppily, trying to gain a ticket of entrance to the city at the far end of the line. A long play for television, set on the campus of a university somewhere in the north of England where the smell of the fishdocks got into the lecture theatres. An interval talk for Radio 3 about Browning and Pound (accepted and broadcast, thirty pounds). Another, about Jewish American novels (ditto). An unkind piece of reportage about the filming of a political TV programme at the University of East Anglia which had ended prematurely in a small riot (New Society, fifteen pounds, and an angry wigging from the Professor of Fine Arts). Another New Society piece about fruit machines in pubs. A book review (about nineteenth-century poetry) for the New Statesman. A piece, which wasn’t exactly a short story, or a slice of autobiography, or a satire, about the sort of people I’d been meeting on the New Left. A short story, in thrall to the early stories of Angus Wilson, about a modish lecturer at a new university, rather too full of the brand names of the moment.

         Malcolm Bradbury and I had talked of the difficulty of freelancing for a living, and he’d used the word ‘diversification’. It was like working in any other industry, he said; you had to learn to diversify, cutting and running from fiction to journalism, broadcasting to print. I took him more literally than I think he had intended, and tried to set myself up on so many fronts that I deserved to fail on every one of them.

         I sent the television play to Curtis Brown, the agency which handled Bradbury’s work. The TV man there, Stephen Durbridge, read it, asked me to lunch (the lunch alone would actually have been enough to sustain my fantasy life for several months), and sent the script to a producer who said it was unproducible but liked it enough to commission another play from me, for five hundred pounds, nearly a third of my annual salary as a lecturer.

         A radio producer, Russell Harty, who’d listened to the talks on Radio 3, invited me to join the weekly programme ‘The World of Books’ as a regular contributor. One programme a month, eighteen pounds a programme.

         Anthony Thwaite, the literary editor of the New Statesman, wrote to say that there was a space on the ‘fiction roster’ – another monthly job (twenty-five pounds a throw), which involved sifting through all the novels published in a particular week and choosing three or four of them for review. The books (and there were often more than twenty of them) would remain the property of the reviewer, and he could sell them at half price to the library supplier, or knacker’s yard, off Chancery Lane. This turned the original twenty-five pounds into something nearer fifty pounds.

         I sent the stories – or, rather, the story that wasn’t and the story that was – to Alan Ross, the editor of the London Magazine, enclosing a quarto stamped addressed envelope. Ten days later, I spotted the magazine’s printed letterhead on a much smaller envelope and knew, with a whoop of relief, that Ross hadn’t sent me a rejection slip.

         A SENIOR LECTURESHIP

         Anthony Freeman’s first marriage had ended somewhere around the back of Baker Street, in the consulting room of a psychoanalyst who had something to do with the Tavistock Clinic. On the third joint visit he’d come back alone to the Volkswagen, just in time to watch the Excess Charge plate click into place on the parking meter. Two months later he took up a temporary lectureship at the University of St Andrews, where he ‘recovered’. He dined out a good deal (‘We must have Anthony round; introduce him to Agnes/Fiona/poor Mrs Taggart’), took to birdwatching with a huge, military-looking pair of Zeiss binoculars, and wrote four drafts of an article on Chartism for the English Historical Association Bulletin. He wore his divorce like a campaign ribbon. The psychoanalyst became a major character in his rather good after-dinner stories: ‘Curious chap, actually. Jewish, of course. Had a chest-expander on his desk …’ He swapped the Volkswagen for an MG and took a quite pretty PhD student on a walking tour of the Highlands.

         Two universities later he was splendidly remarried. At Leeds he slept with a beautiful third-year girl in his Foreign Policy course. She had a chiselled face and body that looked as if they’d been assembled by a master craftsman from the best available materials. She had all the Rolling Stones records and occasionally smoked pot for social reasons, but she was perfectly adapted to Vice-Chancellorial dinners and everyone thought Julia was marvellously right for Anthony. In the past, lecturer–student affairs had been subjects of scandal and concern, but this one was in a class apart. Julia would have been incapable of anything vulgar. Anthony was such a young thirty-eight, and Julia would be so good for him. She became a favourite of professors’ wives, the expert on hemlines and pop and interior decoration. She bought David Levine ceramics and the latest Liberty prints; she made the Pink Floyd sound wholesome and taught the wife of the Professor of Constitutional History to say things were ‘draggy’ or ‘super’. Anthony changed the MG for a Rover 2000 and was offered a senior lectureship at the University of Warwick. In the summer vacation after Julia’s graduation (she got an average upper second; Anthony had a ‘good’ one), they were married.

         For their first year at Warwick, things were perfect. Their life looked like the product of some extremely sophisticated piece of electrical circuitry. The Great Programmer had done a fine job with Julia’s beauty and Anthony’s after-dinner stories. ‘There’s rather a good one going round about LBJ,’ Anthony would say, and Julia’s exquisite face would signal, this is a super story, you must listen to this, like a puppet on Thunderbirds. Each of them expressed their opinions with the marital ‘we’. ‘We don’t really care for Godard, he is rather overrated’; ‘We rather liked that book by Marcuse, what’s its name?’; ‘We thought the David Mercer play was absolutely super …’ When someone brought up a new film, one would ask the other, ‘Did we see that, darling?’ Then they would glaze simultaneously and the nervous junior lecturer (curiously he always was junior to Anthony) would be left awkwardly sketching the plot. Somebody once suggested that they both must have had an identical, vital part of their brains removed by surgery in their infancies. But that was not in the professorial circle, where they were oddly popular.

         When they entertained Anthony’s junior colleagues, the evenings tended to dissolve into unrecognised disaster. With Assistant Lecturers, they developed a technique for encouraging intimacy by sitting intertwined on their sofa. Julia would nuzzle Anthony and stroke the neat fur on the back of his neck, while Anthony, with his arm around her, was saying things like, ‘I think that’s only one side of the story. You see, the Vietnamese …’ or ‘We thought it was rather a good novel. The plot and the dialogue —’. The Assistant Lecturers would meet in one another’s offices and rehearse favourite well-worn scenes from the private life of the Freemans over coffee or beer. The couple were made to lie in bed tenderly grappling with one another like delicate, copulative robots, and discuss the merits of Ayn Rand, Leon Uris, the Wolverhampton Problem and Marshall McLuhan, arriving at their perfectly timed climax with an ecstatic ‘We think – we think – we think!’

         But the jokes wore thin and gave way to new fictions. It was decided – quite why nobody knew – that Julia was more ‘intelligent’ than Anthony, that she was bored with robot sex and robot intellectuality in their pastel coloured period house. If she was bored, perhaps she was seducible. She could turn on, have an affair, storm into Anthony’s office, crash the Rover, take an overdose, cover the floor and walls of the drawing-room with scraps of paper, notes, newspaper cuttings. She could be found alone in pubs in the early evening, develop a bronchitic cough, take courses in sociology, disappear for days to London. But nothing. She failed to transmit signals of any kind. At half-past five every evening she collected Anthony from the university. She moved into the passenger seat; they kissed through the window; Anthony moved round the front of the car, sat in the driving seat. Pause. Kiss. Anthony drove off. Every bloody evening.

         Then she got pregnant. Or rather, ‘Julia is – ah – having a baby.’ In Anthony’s terms, only neurotic, undisciplined, unmarried students got pregnant. Anthony bought Doctor Spock in the university bookshop and the professorial wives closed round Julia in a tight knot of coffee mornings and communal trips to the baby boutique. Julia made a tiny dent in the offside wing of the Rover after taking a corner on the campus (limit twenty m.p.h.) at thirty-five. The Assistant Lecturers put this down, in their ignorance, to her pregnancy. The following week, Anthony drove himself in and out of the university, and Julia stayed deep in among the pastel colours, listening to the gurgle of the central heating, or playing the Fugs records that a friend had brought back that summer from the States. From the outside you might have forgotten she existed, if it hadn’t been for the sudden and incongruous blooming of Anthony.

         It started with a leather jacket. He’d always gone around in lightweight summer suits before, and the glistening new leather made him look like some sort of hatching chrysalis. Almost immediately he started the beard. It grew in scattered patches of fuzz, as if unwilling to take root on the unlikely surface of that smooth face. An Assistant Lecturer found some excuse to visit the pastel Freeman house one evening. ‘Don’t you think Anthony will look super in a beard?’ Julia had said over the top of a Fugs record. ‘We decided he ought to grow one.’

         ‘Very nice,’ said the Assistant Lecturer, marvelling at the extraordinary effect of Julia’s very unpregnant two-months-gone body in a maternity smock.

         ‘It’ll have to grow before the VC’s Thanksgiving Day party,’ said Anthony, ‘otherwise it’ll have to come off.’

         Julia picked up Doctor Spock and held Anthony’s hand as she read.

         The beard grew, first lame and untidy, then darkening into a magnificent fierce wedge. Anthony arrived one morning to take a tutorial in a fez. ‘Going abroad?’ someone inquired at the door of his office. Anthony shrugged uncomprehendingly and walked on. His ties widened to kipper width; the collars of his shirts began to grow down his chest. His trousers, like creatures participating in an evolutionary cycle, first narrowed, then swelled and flared around and over his new yellow moccasins. His vocabulary took a sudden uncertain lurch towards the West Coast; at a department meeting Anthony remarked that the preliminary examination results were ‘a pretty rough sort of scene’. Someone sniggered and asked, sotto voce, for a translation.

         In the fourth month of Julia’s pregnancy Anthony exchanged the Rover for a Renault 4L. They gave a party, sending out invitations under plain Anthony and Julia, and leaving out the Freeman. These invitations came, not on deckle-edge cards as before, but on slips of duplicating paper, processed by the department secretaries in the lunch hour. For the first time the pastel house was opened to students, a promiscuous research assistant, and a huge fat man who was believed to write for International Times. All these besides the cadaverous professors and their wives, the business neighbours, and the junior faculty arriving in their beat-up Minis. ‘Hi,’ said Anthony to each new guest, while Julia stood placidly behind him, all inwardness and maternity wear.

         ‘I think Julia’s already had her baby,’ said an Assistant Lecturer, looking at the unused spaces of Julia’s smock as she stood beside the resplendent Anthony. In fact all the clichés about fulfilled motherhood seemed true of Julia then; it was hard to imagine how a real child could possibly compete with the brand new Anthony in his flared trousers and lace fronted shirt.

         ‘Let’s get high,’ Anthony said at large. He was carrying a gallon jar of cheap burgundy.

         ‘Got any beer?’ said the professor of Medieval History who was president of the Wine Committee.

         ‘Is that the Beatles, dear?’ his wife asked Julia, by the stereo equipment.

         ‘No, the Fugs.’

         ‘Oh, how nice,’ said the professor’s wife doubtfully.

         Someone from the group of students asked Anthony if he wanted to smoke, and Anthony said to wait till later, but was evidently flattered to be asked. The man who wrote for International Times was talking about R. D. Laing who he called Ronnie, and a girl was sick in the downstairs lavatory. The professorial circle established itself in the dining-room, all apart from a sociologist who’d once been on Late Night Line-Up and was under the impression that it was a student party anyway. Anthony got a research student to help him roll up the carpet.

         ‘I’ve never actually seen a carpet rolled up before,’ said the student. ‘I thought it was just an expression.’

         Anthony shrugged, and tucked an exposed tail of his lace fronted shirt into the waistband of his hipsters.

         The professors took their wives away early. Anthony and Julia stood at the front door while the wives gazed at Julia and glanced puzzledly at Anthony.

         ‘Thank you so much, dear,’ they said to her. ‘You must come round for coffee again this week.’

         In the cars with their husbands, the wives said, ‘I do want to see Julia by herself. I’m quite worried about her. Anthony is so strange nowadays … those dreadful clothes —’

         ‘I expect it’s just a phase,’ said the professors, changing gear. Pregnancy was such an odd affair anyway; some men sat it out in the Senior Common Room bar, or took to visiting the flats of their girl students. Leather jackets and flared trousers seemed, by comparison, quite a harmless survival strategy. And that shirt rather suited him, really.

         The students sat around like rabbits on the bare floor of the Freemans’ drawing-room drinking beer out of cans. Four of them passed a cigarette from hand to hand and stared, preoccupied, at the dusty floorboards. Julia reigned above them, curled into a corner of the sofa, as an earnest fragile boy talked to her about babies. Anthony’s shirt rippled uneasily above his waistband. ‘Ah … yes … ah … rather … yes … ah,’ he said teetering from one foot to the other. ‘Like the … ah … whole political history scene is … ah … kind of shaking up —’

         In the pale mauve hall the fat man who wrote for IT had found a tiny student in a white dress and was feeding her with whisky from a flask. ‘Man,’ he said, ‘what a bloody zombie. Did you see those books in there? It’s the first time I ever met someone who had the complete works of Herman Wouk.’

         ‘I did a history seminar with him once,’ said the student. There was a long pause. The man tugged at the tufts of the thick pile carpet. ‘It was rather boring,’ she said.

         In the week after the party Anthony cancelled his survey lectures because, as he explained, lectures were non-participatory. Instead, he parcelled out ‘projects’ – the theme of Betrayal in psychology and history, the theory of Apocalypse, the Charismatic Leader. He shelved his old PhD thesis which he’d been turning into a book for the last eight years because, he said, like it wasn’t the sort of history that mattered; like, it wasn’t Relevant. The students though, unsurprisable, put up with his Projects as they’d put up with his lectures. They took incomprehensible notes; their pens ran out of ink; they stared out of the window of his room at the neat university lake with its expensive collection of eider ducks. Anthony would lean forward and raise his hand like a priest. ‘Like, ah … John Cage …’ he would say, blinking at the girl who fingered her indian beads.

         In the sixth month of Julia’s pregnancy he slept with a third-year student. This was, in fact, rumoured long before it happened. Anne was taking his modern politics course in the irregular intervals between experimenting with hand-held shots of the campus with a baby Bolex. ‘Like, all this academic work is, like, categories,’ she said. ‘Like it’s all mixed media kind of things now.’ She recognised Anthony’s new life as a miraculous conversion, and began to gaze at him during seminars with pot distended pupils. For her class essay she handed in a poem (a Black Mountain collage of places, dates, fragments of news and vague intimacies). Anthony gave it a β–. Anne whipped out her Bolex and snapped him in his office. ‘Picture of a fink,’ she said. Anthony slept with her that afternoon in the double bed in her untidy flatlet with damp patches on the ceiling. Julia waited for him for fifteen minutes in the Renault; went to his room, found it was locked, drove home, and started a ragout from Elizabeth David.

         No one was certain if Julia knew. Perhaps she’d planned it this way. Perhaps Anthony described every detail to her, starting with the scene in the pub when Anne kicked off her shoes and wiggled her toes in front of Anthony’s astonished face. He’d coughed, grinned, and gone on drinking beer. At any rate Julia grew, if anything, even more placid. She sat (reported the Assistant Lecturers) at the plain deal kitchen table surrounded by books on baby care. Chills … Colds … Colic … Colitis … Croup … Cuddling. Methodically, like a student revising for finals, she plodded alphabetically through every infant ailment known to Spock. She practised folding nappies and stood in front of the bedroom mirror with her arms cupped around an imaginary child. For an hour each day she stretched and swung and bent her body until it was supply ready to spring forth her baby like an oiled trap.

         Anthony, though, woke with beery headaches and pains in his abdomen. He muttered in his sleep (Julia would slowly run her forefinger down his spine and he would quieten), and started ordering newspapers which he spread round the drawing-room floor, reading into the small hours. ‘Do you think it’s good for your eyes, darling?’ Julia asked. ‘I just read a poem,’ said Anthony. ‘There was this line in it, “We are all in the da-nang.” It sort of means – you know?’

         ‘Would you like some cocoa before we go to bed?’ said Julia.

         Anthony crawled over the newspapers on the floor on hands and knees towards a day-old copy of the Morning Star. ‘No thanks,’ he said, hunting for the Foreign News page.

         His seminars began to hum with words like ‘class’ and ‘justice’ and ‘control’. He prescribed Eldridge Cleaver as a set book and talked slowly, in a low sad voice, of revolution. In bed with Anne, he confessed. Holding his head in his hands he said, ‘Like, she’s so bloody … middle class.’ Anne narrowed her eyes, composing Anthony into a shot in an underground movie.

         ‘Leave her,’ she said.

         ‘I couldn’t … hurt her that much,’ said Anthony.

         ‘Well, that’s that then, isn’t it!’

         Anthony looked round at her. ‘She’s so dependent on me … she’s almost like a child —’

         Anne shrugged.

         ‘Anne, Anne …? Do you want me to stay with you?’

         ‘Okay – like, I don’t want to make you go one way or the other —’

         ‘You need someone to look after you. I’ll take care of you, Anne —’ Anthony said, sorrowfully.

         He drove the Renault back to the pastel house, only just missing a milkvan in a sidestreet. Julia was doing her exercises. ‘Julia,’ said Anthony, ‘I’ve got to be honest – with you – and with myself.’ Julia straightened up slowly, rising on the balls of her feet. ‘I’ve just got one more exercise to do,’ she said. ‘For the tummy muscles.’

         ‘You’re so bloody middle class,’ Anthony said, tremulously.

         ‘There, that’s it,’ said Julia.

         ‘We’re not being honest with each other,’ said Anthony.

         Like ballet dancers in rehearsal, they began to row.

         At the beginning of the eighth month of Julia’s pregnancy she parked the Renault off Baker Street and spent two and a half hours with Anthony’s ex-psychoanalyst. When she returned to the car the Excess Charge sector showed on the meter. She fed another sixpence into the slot and sat tranquilly in the driving seat, touching the stretched skin of her stomach with wonder.

         At the same time, Anthony lay stretched naked on the crumpled sheet of Anne’s enormous double bed. His beard flared around his mouth. He leaned over, touched the damp line of Anne’s stomach. Between them lay a copy of R. D. Laing, The Politics of Experience and the Bird of Paradise. Anthony reached for his glasses from his trousers pocket, hung untidily over the back of a chair. He put on his spectacles and began to read.

         1969

         
             

         

         Ross added in his letter, ‘Are you interested in criticism? Do you want to review books for us?’ I gave in my notice to the dean of the School of English and American Studies, who told me I was probably doing the silliest thing in my life. He was twenty-five years older than I was and could remember a world where jobs were not so easily got nor so lightly thrown away. But in 1969 I’d had a six-month run of lucky flukes, and times were flush. The idea of living in London and writing for a living – writing anything for a living – possessed me completely. Every morning was distinctly brighter because of the idea. I had Larkin’s lines running in my head:

         
            
               
                  Ah, were I courageous enough to shout Stuff your pension!

                  But I know, all too well, that’s the stuff that dreams are made on …

               

            

         

         But it’s not, and it wasn’t.

      

   


   
      
         

            II

         

         INFLATION AND DECIMALISATION have made 1969 prices look antique and the time more remote than it really is. A lecturer’s salary, with a handful of increments, was one thousand seven hundred and fifty pounds. A hardback novel cost from twenty-one to twenty-five shillings. To turn those figures into today’s values, one would have to multiply by a factor of between eight and ten.

         In 1969 it was still – just – possible for a newcomer to scrape by on literary journalism, writing book reviews for the weeklies and for magazines like Encounter and the London Magazine at anything from fifteen to thirty pounds a piece. In 1987 terms, say one hundred and twenty-five to two hundred and fifty pounds. Taking part in arts and books programmes on the radio (another standby of the freelance) brought in very similar fees. Here are some actual comparisons from 1986/7 (three of them are mine, two are someone else’s):

         
            Book review (1,000 words) for the Listener, £90; for The Times Literary Supplement, £75; for the Spectator, £70. For reviewing a book on the radio programme Kaleidoscope, £78.75. For appearing on a half-hour TV programme (Cover to Cover) and discussing four books, £125.

         

         The rates haven’t kept up. Although some national newspapers like the Observer and the Sunday Times do pay their reviewers a good deal more than this (on a base-rate of about two hundred pounds a go), book reviewing has effectively ceased to be a means of serious subsistence. It may pay for itself, by a knifeblade margin, but it won’t buy time for other, more speculative literary work. You’d be so busy writing reviews that you wouldn’t have a spare minute in which to get on with a book.

         It had not quite reached that stage in 1969. For seven pounds a week (or about three hundred words), I rented a large and comfortable room in a flat in Highgate and set up in business as a professional writer. The floor was littered with the jiffybags in which review copies arrived and with the wreckage of the commissioned play for television, which had stalled on me.

         To write was still an intransitive verb. There was no story which insisted on being told – no object, except the act of writing itself. All the pleasure and interest lay in simply playing with words. Write! – but write what? If nothing else came to mind, you could write about not writing in a room in Highgate.

         LIVING IN LONDON

         The best place to commit suicide in north London is from the top of the Archway Bridge, a magnificently vulgar piece of Victorian ironwork that carries Hornsey Lane high over the top of Archway Road. Your death leap will cast you from the precarious gentility of N6 into the characterless squalor of N19. All Highgate trembles on the edge of that abyss, perched, like a gentlewoman of rapidly reducing means, above the ‘vapid plains’ of that ‘hot and sickly odour of the human race which makes up London’. Highgate was firmly behind the nineteenth-century rector of Hornsey, Canon Harvey, who declared (in a letter to The Times): ‘I have tried to keep Hornsey a village but circumstances have beaten me.’ It was always a place for prospects and dreams of the city lying below it: Dick Whittington turned again on Highgate Hill; Guy Fawkes’s cronies gathered in Parliament Hill Fields to watch the Houses of Parliament blaze. Then it became an escape hatch, as the middle classes built their purple brick villas like castles on the northern heights, in defence against the cholera and typhoid germs of William Booth’s Darkest London. N6 is an embattled vantage point; it overlooks the city with a chronic mixture of anticipation and fear.

         Highgate Village still has the air of a tiny community of local gentry huffing and puffing about the encroaching council estates, the new commuters and the decline of churchgoing. The gentry have their Literary and Scientific Institute (whose president is a knight), their Highgate Society, their self-consciously ‘local’ pubs and tea-shop. Forget the Renault 2CVs, the Volkswagens and the Citroëns, and Pond Square could be in Wiltshire. A querulous, female upper-class voice braying ‘Colonel…’ through the elms; a Red Setter vainly pointing towards Kentish Town, scenting, perhaps, some dim racial memory of pheasants ker-rumphing up from where only sparrows now cough bronchially on the washing lines of Albion Villas. But the huddled old ladies have had their day: the awfulness of N19 has got a stranglehold on Highgate Village and it won’t let go. Already there are signs. In the evenings a gang of skinheads congregates at the bus turnaround in Pond Square, scuffling their heels proprietorially. I don’t know where they come from, but their soft jeers mark them, like a crew of seedy dealers moving in on the dissolution of the Big House. They know that history’s on their side.

         For the rest of us, Highgate is a kind of sidestep from the main current of things, an uneasy and ambiguous transit camp, a compromise. Jews who have fallen out somewhere on the great migration from the East End to Golders Green to Cricklewood just manage to maintain their synagogue and ailing delicatessens. The Irish live in a tatty group of streets off the Archway Road; their Islington from home, as it were, is a huge, fusty gin-palace of a pub called the Winchester Hall Tavern, practically next door to the synagogue. Behind the engraved glass-nouveau they do a great trade in stout and reminiscences. On Archway Road, there are moody West Indians in fluorescent shirts and mittel-Europeans in brown raincoats embarking on complicated bus rides to Swiss Cottage. The pompous villas of the 1880s and ’90s have been split up into flats, full of admen and TV technicians with white Ford Cortinas. An interior landscape of bulrushes and green bottle glass, of stained Penguins by Elizabeth David, of stripped pine and Parker Knoll, of dinner parties that sag on the stroke of ten, of cheerless bedrooms rarely used for fun. N6 is too nervous and unconfident to have flair; dolly girls hardly ever venture further north than NW1, unless to Hampstead or the suburban dottiness of Muswell Hill. My brother, an art student, lives only a mile away in Kentish Town, NW5. There people keep broken-down Bond three-wheelers under flapping tarpaulins in their front gardens. William and his friends play penny whistles and chant mantras; they drink pale coffee out of mugs that have lost their handles. The students get high on cough mixture in Lady Margaret Road and beat their gas meters with broomsticks. You can’t imagine that sort of thing going on in N6.

         For my part of Highgate is anxious, isolated, hopeful, frightened. Hornsey Lane Gardens, where I live, is on the ragged fringe dividing Highgate-proper from Crouch End. Along the road at Saint Augustine’s they teach karate on Thursdays (‘Fast … Safe … Sensible’), and stringy men in kimonos lean on the railings outside, shrivelled Oddjobs who could deal you a death chop if they cared. They gaze mournfully down Archway Road. Or the man with the ratty moustache who runs the used-car lot; he twitches at customers on the pavement like a decayed colonel trying to interest a trout with the wrong fly on a hot day. Just after midnight once I listened to a conversation between two Irish girls outside my ground-floor window. One was crying. The other said, ‘He’s only a man, for godsake, Bridie. He’s only a man.’ And last Sunday I was walking up Archway Road to the pub at half-past seven; a man stopped me, holding out a glistening cellophane package. ‘Would you … by any chance …’ his voice fled, then came back in an enthusiastic rush ‘… be interested in buying a shirt, sir?’ All gestures that have the resonance of impossibility about them; in vain, but still believing.

         I’m so new to London that – I suppose inevitably – my response to it is strident. For years I’ve been circulating around distant provincial perimeters – Lymington, Hull, Aberystwyth, Norwich – growing more and more infatuated with a starry notion of London life. In Aberystwyth I read Margaret Drabble’s Jerusalem the Golden and identified completely with the marvellously naϊve aspirations of Clara the heroine: …‘What social joys are there …’ In Norwich, more knowingly, but still in love with a dream of a faraway city, I taught courses on literature and society in nineteenth-century London. The deep swirling fog, the crowded tenements, the clerks streaming over London Bridge, the tramways and the endless alleys, each ready with a coincidence to turn the plot, in Dickens, Gissing, Wells. The ‘London’ series of prints by Gustave Doré; W. E. Henley’s resounding, mockepic London Voluntaries. Visiting London, you can impose almost any fictional identity you want upon it, and at weekends I stayed in a city which might easily have turned up Edwin Reardon or George Ponderevo in the subway at the top of Charing Cross Road.

         Coming to N6 last June, with the urban equipment of a reader of Tono Bungay and The Nether World‚ was the kind of appropriate accident that makes one really believe one is a character in the hands of the Great Fiction Writer. For Highgate is sufficiently far above, and far away from, the involving complexities of Central London, Kensington, Chelsea, to enable one to see the city itself as a sequence of perfect images. Soho is a squalid nightmare, full of men in raincoats on their way up to Françoise, Third Floor; South Kensington is foreign girls working at the Swiss Centre and eating huge cakes in patisseries; Belgravia is bored girls with white MGBs waiting for sugar daddies … It’s so easy to acquire a kind of pseudo-knowledge, to feel that, from the top of Highgate Hill, the whole of London is within one’s conceptual grasp. It’s all height, distance, dreams. The best literary analogy I can think of is Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby: the islands of East and West Egg, places for ever-hopeful westerners like Gatsby and Carraway to gaze across towards the sparkling possibilities of New York City. The Valley of Ashes, that symbolic wasteland presided over by the rotting eyes of Dr T. J. Eckleburg on the giant hoarding, finds its exact correlative in the grisly acres that stretch from Archway to the northern (and so far unreclaimed) half of Camden Town.

         And dreaming is a lonely, private occupation. Gatsby and Carraway subsisted mysteriously; they might, from all we see of their actual work in the novel, have been freelance writers. In some sense the isolation of my own routine seems perfectly to match the landscape I’m trying to identify as N6. It’s dependent on, yet distant from, the activity of Central London; it looks hopefully out towards Great Turnstile, Thurloe Place, Broadcasting House, Wood Lane; it hangs on the end of a telephone. There are days when I can feel the telegraph wires crossing the north London escarpment, homing in a dense net to the centre; sometime in the day it’s got to be my line buzzing – a message, like in a bottle, from down there. One day I’ll pick up the phone and there’ll just be the faint sound of Bow Bells. Perhaps.

         I don’t belong. My clock is odd; I get up late and my curtains stay publicly pulled-to. I’m not a student, nor on the Assistance, nor exactly a housewife. At lunchtimes I sometimes play snooker at the Winchester Hall Tavern. There old men, Irish mostly, talk very slowly. When they go to the billiard table their cues seem to move with a lugubrious deliberation. The man I play snooker with, an old friend, currently works part-time as a laundry delivery driver, and somehow his job shows; you can see he’s employed. But the old men watch me curiously; I’m displaced, have no badge of office. I work in the bay of an enormous five-sided window at home, a sort of announcement that I work therefore I am. Stray kids, tightroping on the low wall outside, occasionally grimace at me, but other people don’t take much notice. My work is socially unestablished, placeless; beside it, N6 becomes a tangle of contingencies that seem always to be slyly forming themselves into a sinister logic.

         On days like this my room feels like a tethered ship, somehow afloat from the tall villas and straggly trees of the road outside. It’s cold and windy; a dog is barking in someone’s distant garden, and smoke from a chimney is flattened into a thin, transverse line across a colourless sky. Work is bits and pieces: reviews, written in single sentences and stray paragraphs on separate sheets of paper; a pile of novels to read, crisp from the publishers but mostly soggy inside; this piece, written disjunctively over the last ten days; the messed-about script of a TV play; notes to prompt me at a radio recording tomorrow. Nothing in my room relates to the street beyond the window; to work is to disconnect oneself from N6, to untie the mooring rope and drift into a geography mercifully free from postal districts.

         Going out, for food, cigarettes or papers, can induce a kind of culture-shock. I know the people in the newsagents and the Irish couple who run the off-licence: talking to them is suddenly awkward, spluttering, full of helplessly grinning silences. One has to retrieve one’s identity as local resident, unsheathe and dust it, before speaking. I suppose this sudden inability with words is merely an occupational hazard for those who don’t live in the constant chafe of an institution; in a day you can almost forget how to talk. But for me, it’s a sensation rooted in place. Like most suburbanites, I live in one place and work in another, but both places mysteriously have the same address. It’s like leaving home in the morning to arrive knocking on your own front door.

         Perhaps this is why it’s so reassuring when, on a good day, work includes some appointment in London – seeing an editor, going down to the BBC, having tea with my agent. Then, living in N6 pays off. I get up early and drive euphorically down to the centre; everywhere south of Camden Town takes on the air of a party to which one is lucky enough to have received an invitation. The girl at the reception desk is suddenly beautiful, the liftman friendly, the corridors welcoming. It’d be awful if it were possible just to drop in from round the corner; the distance of N6 sustains all the best illusions of W1 and WC2.

         But on the bad days, when the telephone’s dead and the post dull, N6 feels like a debtors’ spunging house. If nothing will go, I walk round Waterlow Park, a few hundred yards away, on the far side of Highgate Hill. There girls mind people’s children, calling, ‘Johnnie, where’s your other gumboot?’ across the ornamental lake whose bank is carpeted with duckshit. Serious-looking men read the Radio Times on benches, and retired ladies read Ruby M. Ayres up by the tennis courts. Tramps in raggy overcoats talk to the squirrels – an amazingly insolent and unafraid lot – and demented women carry religious literature across the grass in string bags. Below us all, London falls away behind the cemetery, a promise that didn’t quite work out.

         
             

         

         One is one’s own projectionist, making one’s environment amenable to metaphor, screening it with the complete fictional shape of a movie. A dinner party: with some fact and a measure of nightmare. It’s by candlelight; a precarious, anxious gesture, typical of my N6. The people are proud, uncertain, but above all, innocent. They’re bunched around that slippery-sided peak of partial success, and they talk overloudly, as if deliberately to be overheard.

         
                – Oh, he’s making it in the art world –

                – Still hard edges? –

                – Not made it yet, mind you, but he’s going to be a big name soon –

                – I’ve heard that disposables are the latest thing –

                – Darling! –

                – You won’t know him. He’s just got his divorce –

                – Do you know Ronnie Laing? –

                – I find New York so stimulating –

                – He’s got this marvellous idea –

                – Madness is a kind of … spiritual necessity –

                – Of course, in my job, you have to keep up with the trends –

                – The art world does sound fascinating –

                – The first time I turned on, nothing happened. Then –

                – Have you read Timothy Leary? –

                – Trends –

                – Richard Hamilton –

                – Fabulous idea –

                – My lovers are always finding out that they knew the one-before –

                – He’s so frightfully well-informed –

                – God, Alison, you are lucky –

                – It’s really because of my contacts, you see. I know all these showbiz people … and The Church –

                – Really the most brilliant man I know –

                – The latest thing. He burns them when he’s finished –

                – Leonard Cohen –

                – Do you think it’s valid, though? –

                – What I don’t quite understand –

                – But what do you think the psychology of it all is? –

         

         If this sounds too like a crude Trendy Ape parody, it is, I think, because my N6 is so much more naked and yearning than the Gloucester Crescent of the Stringalongs. So many of the people I’ve met here in the last few months live on the fine blade of their aspirations, tempered on the one side by their sense of how far they have already come, and on the other by their untarnished vision of the Jerusalem of London life. They suffer from the immigrant’s classic pains of assimilation. Their habitual tone, of slightly dated knowingness, is a mark of their good faith. They’re earnest believers, dreamers, innocents; hill people. A favourite phrase is ‘in London’: someone will talk breathlessly of ‘one of the top writers/analysts/reporters/photographers in London’. Behind the expression lurks the plea that the speaker has lost all his old, clinging connections to the provinces; he’s in the know, his only world is London, he’s unmarked by the humiliating stigmata of Northampton or Weston super Mare.

         So, guiltily, I identify with N6. At its worst it provides a kind of parodic theatre in which my own notions of coming to London, making my living by writing, sharing in an idealised metropolitan community, are played out in cruelly accurate caricature. The wording may be vulgar (Mark Boxer in Life and Times in NW1 would never have allowed his characters to be quite so direct), but the dream is real enough. So is the anxiety, the fear that there’s no further to go, that the provincial town lies in wait with its Cadena, its three cinemas, its endless talk of mortgages and gardening. Or, worse still, perhaps, we’ll stay in London; festering, unknowing and unknown, in a room without a view in N19.

         1969

         
             

         

         With a weekly circulation of close to ninety thousand copies, the New Statesman was the parish magazine of the English liberal intelligentsia (if such an entity can ever be said to have really existed). It was then edited by Paul Johnson, though with its political front half and literary back half it had always been famous as an unwieldy pantomime horse, with its two sets of legs tending to walk off in quite different directions. The back legs were being worked by Anthony Thwaite, who edited the literary pages from a pair of attic rooms in the Statesman building at Great Turnstile. The chief glory of the paper lay in V. S. Pritchett’s regular review-essays, which I sometimes saw Thwaite preparing for the printer when I went to his office.

         There was no mistaking a manuscript by Pritchett – it was overlaid with small embellishments in longhand, many of them crossed out and recorrected, to the point where the sheet of paper was in places blackened. Revisions on revisions on revisions. Pritchett (so Thwaite told me) first wrote his review in longhand, then gave it to his wife Dorothy, who typed it up, then Pritchett added the final highlights, erasions and qualifications. From a distance of several yards off, you could see that a review by Pritchett was a serious and intricate piece of work.

         It’s thought vaguely smart to denigrate ‘mere’ book reviews as writing done with the left hand, and it’s true that most people’s book reviews do read as if they’d been jotted down in the taxi on the way to an overrun deadline. But Pritchett’s reviews, even his most seemingly casual and brief ones, have never read like that. They are small, exquisitely paced narratives. The subtlety of their tone, their brilliant characterisation of the book in hand, their air of talking their way carefully through their own arguments, make them closely akin to Pritchett’s fiction.

         His presence in the back pages of the New Statesman set an intimidating, encouraging and unfollowable example. It left one in no doubt that writing a review was worth doing for its own sake and that a well-written book review might be a more estimable thing than a poorly written story. It made one work harder, and sharpened one’s pride in working for the Statesman’s literary pages.

         A reviewing job carries with it a licence to read more freely and widely than any academic, whose set books crop up year after year on the same courses and for whom keeping up with one’s field tends to mean reading the same words, or minor variations of them, a hundred or a thousand times over. I once knew a man who staked an entire academic career on his reading of two novels – The Golden Bowl and Giles Goat Boy. Scavenging freelances, sorting through the piles and shelves in the office (a more productive arrangement than the one in which the literary editor commissions a review of a particular book over the phone), can go off on sprees, immersing themselves in Trollope one month, Ted Hughes the next, the architecture of cities the month after, Philip Roth the month after that. The literary framework in which they live is necessarily provisional and in a state of continuous expansion and alteration. No depth to it, says the academic; yet the reviewer, working like a bowerbird to spin a web of connections between the different bits and pieces of his reading, is in a position to gain a sense of the broad proportions of things that few academics can rival. So long as he’s not exclusively confined to sampling last week’s second-best novel (the literary editor’s version of a furlough in quarantine), but can cart off volumes of letters, diaries, biographies, books of criticism, he’s being maintained in full-time education, a perpetual graduate student. A happy fate.

         He is as much a writer as a reader. After the chimes, the amiable Dr Jekyll emerges as the malevolent Mr Hyde. For a review, though it must of course be a report and an appraisal, is also a literary entertainment in its own right, and its first duty is to be a ‘good piece’ – which, from the point of view of the author of the book, is quite often synonymous with a ‘bad review’.

         W. H. Auden once wrote that every reviewer ought sometimes to be able to confess that ‘this book is more important than anything I can say about it’, but it’s not as easy as that. Most books, even rather bad ones, are more important than what their reviewers say of them: their sheer length and longevity, compared with the sparrow-flight of a review across a single page in a newspaper, guarantees them their pre-eminence, and Auden’s remark sounds a useful warning note about the chronic vanity of book reviewers in general. Yet it’s a lousy prescription for actually writing a review. It has the authentic alloy ring of a puff written by someone commending a friend’s book that he hasn’t yet had time to read. The reviewer is there to write, not to melt away from the book in tongue-tied wonder.

         As a writer, then, and not just as a penner of notices, the reviewer has a form in which to work that closely resembles that of the cartoon. He has to capture a good likeness in as few strokes as possible, with the stamp of his own style in every line, to be vivid, intelligent and impossibly concise. A tall order, and one which is rarely if ever executed in full.

         It’s as hard to bring a book convincingly to life on the page as it is a landscape or a character. You have to tweak it into being from a handful of scattered details and build a story round it to dramatise its particular worth in the world. At least, that’s the idea, and the blank page of the unwritten review is a promising space to be approached by the writer in the same apprehensive way, fearing failure and hoping for unexpected shafts of light and luck, as that in which he sits down to his more obviously ambitious productions. When reviews are written with the left hand, it shows.

         As with cartoons, there’s a congenital streak of cruelty in the form of the review: it’s easier to tell good stories about bad books than it is about good ones, easy to seize on small deformities and make much of them, easy to fall back on the big red nose and the tombstone teeth as the handiest method of conveying personality. The reviewer, especially if he’s new to the job and trying to make his name, finds a style of pert mockery ready and waiting for him like an off-the-peg suit.

         The style is boisterously smartyboots in tone and fake-Augustan in its grammar. The surest way to sound as if your vast learning is tempered by sturdy common sense is to go in for showy latinisms; a mastery of sarcastic inversion, circumlocution and the ironic negative is the official mark of a superior intelligence at work. Here is Clive James reviewing a book about T. S. Eliot by Donald Bush:

         
            Eugenio Montale once said that there is a danger that scholarship and criticism will act together to shed ‘too much light’ on a work of art. Only the captious would accuse Donald Bush of having shed too much light here … Deafness to tone is not among Mr Bush’s drawbacks … Too appreciative of his subject to be completely fooled by his own theories about it …

         

         This (though you wouldn’t guess it) is from a broadly ‘favourable’ review, and James here comes nowhere near the heights of condescension that he used to scale in his TV columns – but the tricks, or tics, of style keep on nudging the reader to remember that the reviewer is a sight more clever than the man he’s reviewing. He’s also one of the boys. The fake-Augustan is carefully offset, at least once a paragraph, by touches of jocular saloon-bar:

         
            The poetic moments are the real McCoy, but the overall pattern is a put-up job … It is lucky that the body of the book contains nothing to match a lulu in the notes at the back: ‘My gesture towards Finnegans Wake is deliberate’. My own gesture, upon reading this, was equally deliberate: a hand pointing toward the door. Get out, sir, and come back when your tongue is clean …

         

         The dialect in which James is writing here is as recognisable as Mummerset; at once donnish high-falutin and come-off-it-mate low slang, it is the received standard accent of the smart English book review.

         There’s no doubt that the ruck of reviews do belittle books. At one level, they have to. Large and complicated books are miniaturised to fit the available space of one thousand words or so, and much of the reviewer’s craft goes into reducing their description to a deft and pretty paragraph; and it is this paragraph, this genius of abridgement, which is subsequently argued with, praised, derided; even, sometimes, cravenly admired. What actually gets reviewed is not the book itself, but the reviewer’s fiction, based on the book he or she has read. No wonder, then, that the terms of the prep-school master, or the nanny, or the disappointed parent (‘Get out, sir, and come back when your tongue is clean’) come so readily to hand, for the books themselves have shrunk to pint-size in the process of transfiguration inside the reviews. 

         Given the verbal equivalent of an oval sliver of ivory on which to work, the miniaturist reviewer often finds that he must paint not just one, but four or five likenesses on it. Though almost any political memoir, however dull, is accorded two columns, most fiction and most poetry gets lumped together in rag-bag reviews, whose chief interest lies in the shaky Bailey-bridges constructed by the reviewer to enable him to scramble across from one book to the next.

         
            The past which haunts Jakov Lind’s The Inventor is partly this same dark modern history. But …

            China, on the other hand, has more history than most of us can grasp, something which Bei Dao presents, in one of the stories from his collection Waves …

            John Mole inhabits, in a more lyrical manner, territory contiguous with Brownjohn’s …

         

         There’s a plangency in that last quote which bespeaks the small-hours desperation of the reviewer, faced with a river as wide as the Amazon and equipped only with a coil of rope, six planks and a pogo stick. The one sure thing about the far side of the river is that it is contiguous territory, though always more lyrical/mountainous/boggy/fever-ridden/snake-infested than the bank one is standing on.

         Yet it is in the reviews, more than in seminar rooms or in Foundation-funded colloquia, that the main dialogue about modern literature is sustained, that new writers are discovered, old ones revalued, that standards of comparison are established and the essential small-talk of a literary culture goes on, often at a much more sophisticated level than was the case fifty years ago. Then, books of formal criticism like those by Empson and Leavis had a far wider currency than they do now, while book reviewers were drawn from a rather narrower spectrum of the writing world. The senior reviewer on the Sunday Times today is the Merton Professor of English at Oxford; his counterpart on the Observer is the most prolific, and probably the best-read, of all living English novelists. The reviewing professors (Carey, Kermode, Ricks, Davie, Donoghue) and the reviewing novelists (Burgess, the two Amises, Angela Carter, William Golding, Peter Ackroyd), together with the reviewing poets (James Fenton, Peter Porter, Tom Paulin, Douglas Dunn), keep up a level of discourse about writing which is pitched far higher – at least on its good days – than the journalistic commentary which passes for criticism of the other arts. Lucian Freud and Francis Bacon don’t write reviews of new exhibitions; Harold Pinter doesn’t review new plays, and Harrison Birtwistle doesn’t review concerts. Yet book reviewing is a craft dominated by book-writing practitioners. That’s no guarantee of fairness but it does mean that book reviews in general are more interesting as pieces of writing than other kinds of reviews.

         In 1938, Cyril Connolly saw book reviewing as the first stage of the downfall of promising young Walter Shelleyblake:

         
            The most Shelleyblake can expect is that, by reading two books a day and writing for three papers, he may make about four hundred a year. During this time he will incur the hostility of authors, the envy of other reviewers, and the distrust of his friends against whose books he will seem invariably prejudiced; the public will view him with indifference or accept him as an eccentric on whom they will launch their views and their manuscripts while old friends will greet him with, ‘Are you writing anything now?’ – ‘Apart of course from your articles,’ they will add.

         

         Connolly ended up by writing nothing else except reviews (though he wasn’t half as hard-worked, or as ill-paid, as Shelleyblake), and Enemies of Promise is an accurately prophetic book about Connolly’s own disappointed future; but his black picture of the hack in harness has dated badly (if it was ever a fair portrait in fact).

         First, Shelleyblake now would have to be an ass to consider reviewing as a possible career. If he were extravagantly famous, he might be paid twenty thousand pounds a year to contribute a dozen or so reviews to one of the Sunday papers, on condition that he wrote for them exclusively; but such a price could only be justified by the continuing appearances of Shelleyblake books, Shelleyblake television programmes and Shelleyblake opinion pieces on the state of the nation. Most of the twenty thousand pounds would be a bribe to persuade Shelleyblake not to write reviews while he added lustre to his name in other ways. But Shelleyblake is supposed to be a young and relatively unknown writer, and the cheques he’ll get for his first half-dozen reviews will be enough to shake him out of any illusions about making reviewing his full-time job.

         His reviews will necessarily be more infrequent than they might have been in 1938, and he’ll almost certainly write them more for love than for money. (It’s hard to corrupt anyone now with seventy pounds.) The worst that’s likely to happen to him is the discovery that he very much enjoys writing book reviews for their own sake. Waking to the flop of the jiffybag on the mat, he knows it as the sound of the beginning of a good day. This morning, he can read in bed and tell himself he’s working. The fact that the book in the typewriter is stuck fast at page fifty-nine (the same page that Shelleyblake was on this time last week) can be forgotten for a spell. He tears the book out of the bag and settles down to hog it. The first reading (unless the book is maddeningly bad) is for pleasure only. No notes in the margins. No prudish exclamation marks and squiggles. Thus Shelleyblake in his Dr Jekyll phase, curled up with a good read.

         Hyde emerges on the second reading, which may happen on the same afternoon, or may (preferably) be delayed for a week or ten days. This time Shelleyblake has one eye for the book and the other for his review of it. The questions of ‘what does it do?’ and ‘what can I write?’ jostle for precedence in his head. He scribbles in the margins, on the review slip and in the endpapers (though, if he wants to sell it for half its cover price to the knacker’s yard, he has to make these marks in pencil and rub them out afterwards). He looks at other books by the same author, and tries to see where this one fits in to the sequence of the writer’s work.

         The problem of his piece, its approaching deadline, its slyly combative opening sentence, its running allusion to an idea culled from one of Henry James’s prefaces, looms larger now than the book itself does, which is why Shelleyblake has taught himself to read every book twice. As he writes he can keep on testing what he writes against the memory of his first, innocent reading. If it rings true to his enjoyment, or irritation, or disbelief then, it’s probably on the right lines; but his main concern is with his own words on his own page.

         The review is delivered. The proofs arrive two days later. On Friday, or Sunday, Shelleyblake is back in print, boosted by the reassurance that he can still write something that’s worth publishing, even if the review has set him five days back on his sluggishly moving novel. Two friends call to say how much better his piece reads than Gissingwaugh’s effort in the Sunday Times does. On Monday, the novel suddenly begins to move less sluggishly, and Shelleyblake feels better than he’s done for a month.

         Shelleyblake counts reading, and being able to write about his reading, as one of the major joys of his various occupations as a freelance. His reviews earn less, proportionately, than anything else he does, but give him a disproportionate private satisfaction. They come as heavensent distractions (mostly). They make him learn and think about writers and topics that are new to him. They get him writing when he seems to have run clean out of words. His last book came out two years ago (and it looks as if his next won’t be out for eighteen months at least), and the magically rapid passage of his reviews from the typewriter to the printed page cheers him through the dog-days. During this betweenbooks period the name of Walter Shelleyblake can seem as dusty as that of his progenitor, Walter Savage Landor; and his occasional reviews at least prove his survival, tap-tapping away somewhere up in the garrets of the literary world. To finish something, however short, to post it off and see it printed, all in the space of a few days, is balm.

         The literary editor in Enemies of Promise was called Mr Vampire, because he sucked Shelleyblake’s young blood and diverted his talents to the manufacture of ephemera. Today Shelleyblake prefers to think of him as an Uncle Bill or an Auntie Flo – one of those cherished courtesy aunts and uncles who breeze in out of the blue with surprise dispensations and excursions.

         
             

         

         The literary editor is more important than any reviewer. He or she (and the conventional masculine pronoun is tiresomely inappropriate in this context, as in so many others) decides which books will be discussed, and at what length. Every week he will have space to print perhaps ten reviews plus a column of short notices; every week, fifty books will come into the office with some claim to serious attention. The biggest critical decision, and the one most likely to blight the careers of authors, is this weeding-out process. No room for the ‘outstanding debut’ (Mr Blurb), for ‘a first novel written with singular zest and perceptiveness’, for ‘a memorable novel of America today’, for ‘this haunting memoir’ or ‘this important new study’. All out. All callously sold to the library supplier off Chancery Lane.

         Of the few that are chosen, some will get four hundred words and be set at the bottom of the page among the publishers’ ads. Some will be bundled together for a piece about This Week’s New Fiction. Two or three will be selected for ‘lead’ reviews of one thousand one hundred to one thousand four hundred words. The week’s book pages have a ghostly layout long before any of the reviews are actually written, or the books even sent to their reviewers. The literary editor has determined that the important books are a political biography, the letters of Edward Marsh and a new novel by Doris Lessing. 

         He knows his reviewers. Nine times out of ten he can predict whether he’s commissioning a generally warm or generally cold piece. As it happens, the last Lessing to be dealt with in his pages was treated sourly, by a writer who took issue with her politics, her prose and the structure of her story. Talking to Shelleyblake a few weeks ago, the editor heard him mention how much he admired Briefing for a Descent into Hell, and stored the remark (and it was a very glancing remark) for future reference. Now he scribbles ‘Up to one thousand three hundred words, please’ in the Lessing review-slip and sends the book to Shelleyblake. This is the art of critical predestination.

         The book pages inevitably mirror the taste of their literary editor. If he is indifferent to poetry, or foreign literature in translation, or women’s studies, the degree of his indifference can be exactly measured by the number of column inches he gives, or fails to give, to these subjects.

         He has to bridle his power. Luckily for literature, literary editors work in a generous and catholic tradition. Desmond MacCarthy (on the New Statesman), Connolly himself (on Horizon), John Lehmann (Penguin New Writing and the London Magazine), J. R. Ackerley (the Listener), Terence Kilmartin (the Observer), Karl Miller (the New Statesman and the Listener) and John Gross (The Times Literary Supplement) managed to set standards of fairness and disinterestedness remarkable considering how small the snakepit of literary London was and is. Literary editors spend a lot of time going against the grain of their own preferences. They invite contributors to nominate books they would like to review. Quite often, books that have been earmarked for oblivion by the literary editor get saved by reviewers, nosing through the publishers’ lists or rummaging in the office piles.

         Yet there is a dangerous narrowness in the literary community. Too much power has become concentrated in too few hands. Only twenty years ago – let alone when Connolly was writing – there were more magazines, with far bigger circulations and more space for reviews, than there are now. A book’s critical ‘reception’ was a much more widely spread affair, involving dozens of reviews of more or less equal weight. A review in the New Statesman, the Listener or the Spectator counted for as much (in the case of, say, a ‘serious’ new novel) as a review in the Observer or The Times.

         It’s still true that many of the longest and best-written reviews appear in the weeklies and in magazines like the Literary Review and the London Review of Books. Yet that notion of the ‘reception’ has increasingly come to exclude these papers from the main event. More and more, the critical verdict is delivered by the national newspapers, led by the Observer and the Sunday Times, and followed by the Guardian, Financial Times, Telegraph and Independent, along with the Sunday Telegraph and The Times.

         Nine or ten literary editors effectively decide, between them, which books are to be given prominence (and how much) and, to a lesser extent, whether they should be honoured with generally ‘favourable’ reviews or put to the hatchet. It’s no wonder that authors head for the Valium bottle as they get near to publication day, or that they feel that their book has fallen into the hands of a jury as restricted and as unpredictable as an average year’s Booker Prize committee. When there’s nothing in the Sunday Times, nothing in the Observer, when the Guardian comes out and there’s still no mention there, the author starts thinking of switching from Valium to stronger stuff – Nembutal, whisky and a plastic bag.

         The situation is not good. Many first novels, carrying all their authors’ hopes with them, fail to get a single review. Many more get only a mention at the end of the weekly round-up (‘… There is much to admire in the way of imagery and mood …’). Could this have happened in Connolly’s day? Surely not to the same wholesale extent that it does now. Too few people, with too little space at their disposal, are responsible for recognising new writing, and, by recognising it, enabling the second, third, fourth novel to be written.

         It does have to be said that literary editors at present do form a reassuringly diverse group. As soon as one starts listing them – Blake Morrison on the Observer, Penny Perrick on the Sunday Times, Derwent May on the Sunday Telegraph, Bill Webb on the Guardian, Philip Howard on The Times, Jeremy Treglown on The Times Literary Supplement, David Holloway on the Daily Telegraph – it becomes obvious that one’s not dealing with a clique or a conspiracy. Their ages, their social and academic backgrounds, their known literary prejudices, are so different that it’s hard to imagine them in agreement about the merits of almost any book. They would compose the most quarrelsome prize panel imaginable.

         That diversity is increasingly reflected in their pages. Not long ago, the same list of books, chosen as if by a central committee, was reviewed in almost every paper in the same week. It doesn’t happen now. A book which is given enormous prominence in one paper will be ignored in another. Last Sunday, the Observer ran ten reviews, the Sunday Times six. Only one book – a political biography – inevitably  a political biography – was discussed in both papers. This is a new development, and in our current cramped literary circumstances it is a good one.

         
             

         

         However fair-minded the literary editor is, however capable and assiduous the reviewer, the complaint stands. The newspapers don’t review enough books, and they don’t review them at sufficient length or with sufficient seriousness. (How can anyone write a proper review of someone’s novel in three hundred words?) Vampire and Shelleyblake may be reasonably happy about things as they are, but publishers, authors and readers aren’t.

         Publishers effectively subsidise the book pages with their advertisements – the fewer the ads, the fewer the reviews. If new books, by writers whom the publishers believe to be important, are repeatedly ignored, or dismissed in a few lines, why bother with reviews at all? In the world of Enemies of Promise, books sank or swam on the basis of their critical reception, and the publishers were, on the whole, content to be spectators of the process. Books that were seen to swim led to offers of lunch, larger advances and bigger advertisements; books that sank led to apologetic rejection slips.

         We have now reached the point where most of the books published never get wet because there’s no room for them in the dwindling critical pool. The publisher can no longer afford to be a spectator, because there’s no process to spectate. So he turns his back on critical discourse as a waste of his firm’s money, and looks elsewhere for space in which the books he publishes will be discussed – in gossip columns, chat shows and the rest of the promotion and publicity circuit. ‘The reviews don’t matter – she’s going on Wogan.’ Or, ‘There’s a feature about her in Vogue.’

         This building frustration with the review pages is accompanied by the power to make them shrivel even further. So we get less close-reading, less critical comparison, less reassessment – less and less of the kind of writing about writing by which a literary community is sustained. So, too, we get more routine disparagement of the reviewer as a man who never reads the books he reviews, who copies out the blurbs, who’s too ill-read to formulate a worthwhile judgment, whose only genius is for missing the point, etc., etc. The irony of this particular de haut en bas tactic is that the abused reviewer also happens to be the same Walter Shelleyblake whose magnificent last novel was so incompetently mangled last year by ‘the reviewers’. Reviewers have never been very popular in society; they’ve always been seen to be stupider than they should be and always been seen to be living parasitically on other people’s talents. But they have had their place – and their space. They’ve kept up the debate.

         Now, with reviewing space diminishing and publishers failing to support the literary pages, the language of reviewing has become noticeably more telegraphic. The four-hundred- or six-hundred-word notice is taking over from the one-thousand-five-hundred- or one-thousand-eight-hundred-word essay, with a corresponding loss of argument, qualification and definition. More and more reviews only have time to say ‘Hooray!’ or ‘Boo!’ before they’re gone; and British publishers, authors, reviewers, literary editors and readers must look equally wistfully across to the United States, with their New York Times Book Review and Washington Post Book World, where reviews are far longer and more detailed, and there are more of them.

         
             

         

         Anthony Thwaite on the Statesman made me an addict of the book review as a happy form to work in. He was generous with space, with books and with the time he took to vet my efforts when I brought them in. He was good at chuckling aloud when he got to the jokes, and I spent three years trying to write reviews that would make Thwaite laugh. He encouraged me to rummage freely, to ride my own literary hobbyhorses and to return books that, once read, didn’t promise to be fun to write about. There was no question that writing reviews should be fun. The dutiful review, the review written more in sorrow than in anger, was not worth writing. I took the lesson to heart, and returned roughly half the books given to me. It wasn’t until several years later, when another literary editor wrote, on the verge of his retirement, to say that I was the most troublesome reviewer he’d ever dealt with, that I learned that Thwaite’s precept was not universally accepted. Sending the review copies back, I’d thought I was doing the literary editor a favour by sparing him a dull and nit-picking piece. I still think Thwaite was right and J. W. Lambert quite wrong. Reviewers ought to return books unless the reviews they write of them are going to give them pleasure. You should be able to read the book at leisure, come to the end and know it’s not for you without risking the wrath of an editor too busy to reassign it elsewhere.

         The pieces that follow were all written as book reviews, though some do more reviewing than others. 

         BYRON

I

         In 1813 Byron was twenty-five. Childe Harold had been published the year before and at last it seemed as if the albatross of Newstead Abbey had been transferred to Thomas Claughton. Bar a few formalities, Claughton’s one hundred and forty thousand pounds was almost in Byron’s pocket. Annabella Milbanke had said no; Caroline Lamb had been more or less satisfactorily ditched; the obliging Lord Oxford had rented him a dower house on his estate, from which convenient distance Byron could make love to his landlord’s wife. Lady Melbourne – an engaging, sophisticated, powdered bitch of sixty-two – had become Byron’s adopted aunt and confidante, and was playing banker for him with her younger female relations … withdrawing Caroline, and setting up Annabella. As Byron’s affairs went, things had never been in better order. By the end of the year, however, he had managed to turn all this into a turmoil of proportions unprecedented even for him – a situation which causes more genuine distress to his biographers than it ever really did to Byron. He had a genius for making the outside world conform to the state he imagined his own mind to be in: anything he touched he could turn into chaos.

         Doris Langley Moore’s book on Byron’s finances is not laundry-bill scholarship.* For Byron was, in the fullest, most richly metaphorical sense of the word, a spender. To follow the amazing sweeps and tidal movements of his income and outgoing is to see the Byron who spent himself and his great fortune of language just as he spent his money. The rhymes in Don Juan, like his love affairs and his grandiose projects abroad, are extravagant and conspicuous: they offer up a heroic, doomed challenge to the parsimony of the world. Money was a way of making life real by turning feelings into things. In the February of 1813, his obscure entanglement with Lady Oxford became a little less so when he went to Love & Kelty, the crown jewellers, and bought her one hundred and sixty guineas’ worth of baubles. In March, aching to be abroad, but with no real prospect of going, he bought enough uniforms and underwear to clothe an as yet quite imaginary expeditionary force. By July, furiously frustrated at the delays caused him by Claughton’s failure to pay up for Newstead, he was buying camping equipment on a scale that makes William Boot’s spree at Harrods in Scoop look cheeseparing. Beds, trunks, camp kettles, canteens, came to four hundred pounds. Nine days later he added telescopes, field glasses, a sextant, compasses and a thermometer to his pile of gear. Everything was on account. The more surely the hundred and forty thousand pounds evaporated away into a legal hassle over a broken promise, the more Byron bought. The mere purchase of these expensive toys, and the spiral of debt in which they enmeshed him, were action enough for the time being. 

         I think Mrs Langley Moore is wrong to come down as hard as she does on the friends and hangers-on at whom Byron capriciously flung his cheque book and by whom he was very rarely paid back – especially on poor Leigh Hunt. Anyone who came into contact with Byron’s economy – hardly the best word for the financial operations of this one-man banana republic – was bound to be infected by its mad prodigality. He had elevated accounting to the realm of heroic fiction, and who keeps a proper reckoning with a Corsair or a Giaour? That he was in fact often wriggling on the pins of the money-lenders while he distributed his largesse can only have added to its air of unreality.

         In September, Byron went to stay at Aston Hall, the home of a silly man of his own age called James Wedderburn Webster. Webster had recently married and, between bouts of unsuccessfully pursuing one of Byron’s girl servants at Newstead, was fond of comparing his wife’s forbearing temperament with that of Jesus Christ. Within a couple of days of arriving at Aston, Byron wrote to Lady Melbourne, ‘I shall have some comic Iagoism with our little Othello’. Lady Frances Webster – ‘She is pretty but not surpassing – too thin – & not very animated – but good tempered’ – was duly propositioned over a game of billiards. Byron passed her a billet-doux ‘in tender and tolerably turned prose’ which she had just hidden ‘not very far from the heart which I wished it to reach’, when her husband walked in. ‘It was a risk – & all had been lost by failure.’ But then comes the real excitement:

         
            My billet prospered – it did more – it even (I am this moment interrupted by the Marito – & write this before him – he has brought me a political pamphlet in MS to decypher and applaud – I shall content myself with the last – Oh – he is gone again) – my billet produced an answer …

         

         The action has shifted to the writing of the letter itself. Byron’s hectic, hiccuppy epistolary style, with dashes scattered like peppercorns between the phrases (was he parodying Clarissa?), comes into its own and quite takes over from whatever lingering interest we may have in the bloodless Lady Frances. The symmetries are surely deliberately over-refined: the twin entrances of the husband, the pairing of the tender prose of the billet-doux and Webster’s bilious pamphlet, the two anticipated answers to the documents. When Byron says ‘Oh – he is gone again’, the again must mean ‘again in my letter’, as if all life was happening here where the ink is still wet on the page. This is spending, too; a cascade of brilliant tokens, a substitute for real events and actions which outdoes them in splendour at the same time as it robs them of all moral and emotional depth.

         But Byron wasn’t content with just fleshing out these delicious complications in letters to Lady Melbourne. Two days after his letter about the billet-doux, he authorised a loan of one thousand pounds to Webster – another thread in Byron’s devious, sticky web. A month later, by which time Byron had all but forgotten Lady Frances and was busy selling himself to Annabella again, Webster was beginning to sweat. He wrote to Byron about repaying the loan, and Byron noted in his journal:

         
            Mem. I must write tomorrow to ‘Master Shallow, **, who owes me a thousand pounds,’ and seems, in his letter, afraid I should ask him for it; – as if I would!

         

         To Webster, Byron was grandly dismissive: ‘even if my exigencies were pressing – I should not trouble you on the subject – and you know me well enough not to doubt me on such worldly matters —’. The underlining of ‘worldly’ suggests a sniggering private pun, particularly when set beside three phrases a little further on: ‘I suppose you will at least prefer me to a Jew. – I meant to write you a long letter on lighter topics – but talking of money materialises ones thoughts …’ It is a sustained flight of malicious double-entendre, gloating over Webster’s ignorance of Byron’s intrigue with his wife. Byron was getting his money’s worth; and it seems churlish to chide the cuckold – as Mrs Langley Moore does – for not honouring his bond. In fact, Byron did not even need to sleep with Lady Frances; ‘a few kisses’ was all he claimed he had from her. Her confession of love for him (it was, he reported to Lady Melbourne, ‘a little too much about virtue – & indulgence of attachment in some sort of etherial process in which the soul is principally concerned’) and the snares and deceptions which he was able to set for Webster were quite enough for him.

         For Byron, romantically in love with the idea of action as he was, the tokens were more than sufficient. Through the year, he piled ‘scrape’ on top of ‘scrape’, debt on debt, jollying himself along, like Feste, with frequent ‘Heigh-ho’s’ in his journal. In the mornings he boxed; in the small hours, scribbled furiously.

         
            Who would write, who had anything better to do? ‘Action – action – action’ – said Demosthenes: ‘Actions – actions,’ I say, and not writing, – least of all, rhyme.

         

         But the bills, the billets, the letters and the poems constituted a hysterical tumult of activity. Deprived of the Near East as a theatre on which to strut, Byron turned his private life, and private writing, into a battlefield. His ‘pagod’ Napoleon, exhausted by his campaigns and attacked by his political enemies, was heading for a dramatic downfall. Byron was giving himself every chance of going down too. In the spring of 1814, he wrote in the journal:

         
            The more violent the fatigue, the better my spirits for the rest of the day; and then, my evenings have that calm nothingness of languor, which I most delight in.

         

         He ached for stillness, for an end to spending. But it could only come about through exhaustion in action. His self-created chaos, his fanatical improvidence, his determination to live his life as a series of climactic scenes out of a Restoration comedy, were courted and cultivated because of the languorous nothingness which he believed might succeed them. He was trying to outstrip his own life-span.

         There is an odd remark in the journal:

         
            To be popular in a rising and far country has a kind of posthumous feel, very different from the ephemeral éclat and fêteing, buzzing and party-ing compliments of the well-dressed multitude.

         

         He was talking about his American reviews, but that phrase haunts his whole life. Pathologically committed to tokens, the nearest he could come to being posthumous was to get married. ‘One must end in marriage,’ he wrote to Thomas Moore, and the best he could say of matrimony was ‘I should like to have somebody now and then to yawn with one.’ Late in 1813, feeling that he had reached an appropriate degree of withered senility, he approached Annabella with the solemn decorum of a man inviting someone to join him in a double burial in the family vault.

         He had never behaved in a more cool and businesslike fashion. His letters to her are inventories of himself, phrased in a language of legal deadness and precision. His bids are hedged and cautious. Had he only managed to put Newstead on the market in the same efficient way, he might have been happily living it up in Turkey. At the end of November, just as he was preparing the customer for the final offer, he wrote in his journal:

         
            What an odd situation and friendship is ours! – without one spark of love on either side, and produced by circumstances which in general lead to coldness on one side, and aversion on the other.

         

         Cold and clever, Annabella was to be the conclusion of Byron’s life. Thinking of marriage as a termination, he does not seem to have speculated on what might happen beyond the altar – all he saw was the calm and silence of a life beyond the grave. On 1 December he asked himself with an uneasy mixture of mockery and heroism: ‘Is there anything in the future that can possibly console us for not being always twenty-five?’

         The last words of Byron’s first journal are ‘O fool! I shall go mad.’ At twenty-six, Byron was trying on Lear’s wrinkles, and finding that they fitted him perfectly. Then he tore the rest of the pages out of the book, as if – tokens again – he could thus tear out the remaining years of his life. That gesture was in character: absurd, vainglorious and, to Annabella if to no one else, unspeakably cruel. It was also tentative and experimental in a way that only Byron knew how to be. He would buy all the fripperies and accessories first, then see whether the reality of the expedition would follow in their wake. We of course have the posthumous view he craved for: he didn’t know what was going to happen – we do. Annabella Milbanke got the living grave he wanted for himself, while for Byron the whole crazy mouse-wheel was to start up again almost as soon as it had seemed to stop. One wishes that Leslie Marchand and John Murray could bring the forthcoming volumes out a little faster: at the current rate, we shall be dead before he is.

         1974

         II

         Byron would have enjoyed seeing his life on exhibition at the Victoria & Albert Museum. An avid collector of old letters, lockets and sentimental keepsakes, he liked to preside as the curator over the museum of his own immediate past. At fifteen, in a premature valedictory to Newstead Abbey, he was mooning indulgently over the bits of armour which hung in the draughty hall of his family seat: 

         
            
               
                  Of the mail-cover’d Barons, who, proudly, to battle,

                  Led their vassals from Europe to Palestine’s plain,

                  The escutcheon and shield, which with every blast rattle,

                  Are the only sad vestiges now that remain.

               

            

         

         Now it is the sad vestiges of Byron himself which are on show – a pair of rotting surgical boots under glass, a shirt with a faint rime of Byronic sweat still shadowing its collar and armpits; letters from various ladies, set among pink wax roses. Coiled snips of their hair are numbered and catalogued. A Spanish girl appears to have scalped herself for Byron; he parcelled up the switch and sent it to his mother for safe-keeping.

         Lady Frances Webster, whom Byron casually seduced for the amusement of his friend Lady Melbourne, is here – a shabby trophy. ‘Oh! My Byron I am dead between hope & fear – What can I imagine when I said when I candidly confessed how much depended upon my hearing from you what can I imagine from your silence!’ Her syntax sobs and heaves; her handwriting is a characterless, finishing-school copperplate. At the top, some anonymous twentieth-century penciller has labelled it ‘Despairing Letter’ to distinguish it from ‘Letter enclosing verses’. Her hair, one notes as one passes on to the next victim, was mousy.

         Even the smell of the exhibition seems right: a whiff of must, brocade and camphor, like an unused room in the house of an elderly aunt. Alan Tagg has designed it as a series of peepshows; as one follows the arrows through the labyrinth one is turned into a trespasser, made to feel both the pleasure and the heartlessness of peeking at these long-dead intimacies. Tagg has mounted two brilliant, confidently vulgar set-pieces. One is the gloomy interior of a Venetian palazzo, full of chandeliers, folio volumes, and stuffed cats and dogs. Beside it there’s a back-lit bright blue window from which you can hear the simulated gurgle of a canal swilling around the piles of South Kensington.

         Further on, passing through the corridor to ‘Byron’s Death’, you find yourself peering through a mosquito net at an empty bed whose occupant has apparently just been removed, leaving only a bloody bandage behind him, along with a trunkful of ineffective medicines. A clever piece of circuitry produces a candlelight so dim and sputtering that one expects it to go out as one watches. That stroke of ravishingly bad taste sets the tone of the whole exhibition.

         The immensely interesting collection of portraits, letters, manuscript drafts and personal curios and memorabilia is coloured throughout by a sturdy sentimentality, alternately gushing and cruel, which brings us closer to Byron himself than most of his biographers have succeeded in doing. 

         For Alan Tagg and the V & A have completed an enterprise which Byron started in his own adolescence. Almost as soon as he had lived through a moment, he got busy turning it into something from a legendary Past; it was as if nothing were real for him until it was over, marked by a new sad memento in his collection. At twenty-one, he commissioned a group of miniatures of his friends from the painter George Sanders. Quite aside from the fact that he was flat broke at the time, it was an odd thing to do, and one wonders how the sitters must have felt, being asked to pose, in the first flush of their friendship, for the keepsakes by which Byron would remember them when they were gone.
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