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            Introduction

         
 
         Books such as this often come with a daunting or gloomy introduction in which the condition of the novel is put under a microscope. Is the novel read? Is the novel dead? Has anything worthy been written since Austen, Dickens, Melville, Joyce? How can the novel compete with satellite and cable television, video, films, CD roms, the internet, sport, rock music and other forms of what is known as mass culture? We live today, in the famously miserable words of the American critic Harold Bloom, in the ‘Age of Resentment’ in which ‘devoted and solitary readers are now necessarily beleaguered’: culture is in irretrievable decline, the romance of reading gone for ever. We think otherwise. Merchants of cultural doom are hostile to change. We are not: we embrace it, were brought up with it, wallow in it rather, fighting political correctness with one paw, and gloomy ideologies with the other.
 
         For the novel survives and flourishes: there are more bookshops than ever before, and wider choice; late twentieth-century marketing methods have been skilfully used by publishers; novels continue to be a source for film, television and the theatre. As anyone who has worked in the business of publishing, or who has been published, however fretfully, knows, the second fifty years of this century – the years we two have lived through – have been a period as sublime and exciting as any other for the novel. The mass market paperback came into its own during these fifty years. Books have benefited from a revolution in publishing and printing and selling methods; the computer has waved a magic wand over most publishing processes; authors have more rights, and many, if still too few, earn more money.
         
 
         Enthusiasm is the driving force of this book. Its purpose is to celebrate the writers we have loved best, and to proselytize on behalf of their novels: sources of entertainment and enjoyment as satisfying as any Hollywood movie, football match, computer game or rock video. We recommend these novels, not for their academic interest, or their illustration of the theory of the death of the author (an invention, in Carmen Callil’s opinion, of academic literary critics with not enough to do to pass the time of day), but for precisely the opposite reason, for their illustration of the very life of the author, the power of the live voice, the passion to tell a story, invent characters and find a form.
         
 
         The Modern Movement in literature – as represented by, say, Eliot, Joyce, Pound and Woolf has been seen as a great revolution which swept everything else away, or, on the other hand, as an insurrection, a rebellion, which seemed like a revolution until everything went back to the state it was in before the insurgents began. The novels written in English over the last fifty years manage to illustrate both of these theories.
 
         Novels have appeared: William Gaddis’s The Recognitions, for example, or Alasdair Gray’s Lanark or Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow or Angela Carter’s Wise Children or Iain Sinclair’s Downriver – which take their bearings from Joyce and Woolf, which remain massively ambitious and complex, in which language and form are fluid and under pressure, in which notions of characters, dialogue, plot, action are open to question.
         
 
         But other novels have appeared alongside them, such as John Steinbeck’s East of Eden or Anita Brookner’s Family and Friends or Sam Hanna Bell’s December Bride or Patrick Hamilton’s The West Pier or Elizabeth Jenkins’s The Tortoise and the Hare or Margaret Laurence’s A Jest of God, which seem to take their bearing from a much earlier tradition, which treat character and plot and dialogue as not open to question at all, and insist successfully on an earlier narrative style, a system in which things are slowly revealed and objects in the landscape are described in some detail.
         
 
         And then there is a third way in which novelists have worked – and this is the most common. They have attended to all the lessons which Joyce and Woolf taught about language and form and especially voice and tone, but they have refused to abandon completely lessons learned from other novelists who adhered to more traditional methods. Thus the revolution did not cause the destruction of the novel in which character and voice and plot play a non-revolutionary role; instead, it refined the idea of character and voice and plot, it made novelists more self-conscious, more careful, and the language of the novel more precise, snappier and richer. Thus the battle between Modernism and tradition has been enabling and useful for the individual talent and the individual reader: it allows us not to take sides, but to reap the rewards of what is various and multi-faceted.
         
 
         Over the past fifty years the map of the novel has changed. There are countries where English is seen as both a plague inflicted on the population and at the same time as a language which they have come to possess more sonorously than the English themselves. In this way, we have studied the novel in English, and not the English novel. And so, here is a choice from India, Pakistan, New Zealand, England, Ireland, Scotland, the USA, Australia, Canada, Africa, the Caribbean, Hong Kong and more.
 
         An example of the joy to be found in this worldwide flowering of the novel in English is the sheer pleasure of coming across, say, the fiction of modern India, in which all the familiar narrative genius of the traditional novel – the eighteenth-century confessional novel, the nineteenth-century Dickensian novel – is completely transformed into a vehicle for dramatizing the sprawl, variety and sense of infinite possibility which is modern India. At the other end of the scale, the Scottish novel in the 1980s and 1990s has become a sharp weapon in the battle for Scottish identity and autonomy.
         
 
         The period from 1950 is characterized by a change in those who wrote and read fiction too. Women have moved to the centre of the novel, so that if you look at the list which we have made today and compare it with an equivalent list from the first half of the century, the new power of women as writers is obvious, though the tradition in which they write is not new at all. Anyone who has read the work of Jane Austen and looks then at the work of Penelope Fitzgerald, Ivy Compton-Burnett, Elizabeth Taylor, Elizabeth Jolley, Beryl Bainbridge will notice a definite continuity of tone and theme, and the abiding presence of wit. The silent history of certain human experiences was made public for the first time in a number of influential novels – not only by women, but by writers from parts of the world which had never produced writers before. And these became vital for people, not only as books which they enjoyed, but as books which changed their lives – Toni Morrison’s Beloved, Doris Lessing’s The Golden Notebook, Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, Frank Hardy’s Power Without Glory, John McGahern’s Amongst Women.
         
 
         Another reason for this book is to represent the novelist as a person who performs a function essential to the soul of every community: the secret conscience of the tribe. Some of us live in societies in which our governments support and celebrate sportsmen and sportswomen, film stars, opera singers and pop singers and ignore more or less completely their writers. This is particularly true of England and the USA where the gap between those who are aware of their literary inheritance and those who are not is uncomfortably large. Other countries are different. In societies such as Ireland or Scotland, as we have already said, the novel has come to fill in certain gaps, spaces between the public and the private, and the novelist – whether he or she likes it or not – has seemed to strengthen a fragile identity. In Nigeria, the novelist has become a dangerous opposition to those in power. In Canada, they produce only geniuses. In other societies where whole communities have been marginalized and impoverished, the novel has yet to enter its heroic phase.
         
 
         On the other hand, the way the novel has developed has not always been appreciated by the publishing industry. Publishers in London or New York, still the two centres of power in English language publishing, continue to display very little interest in the writers of, say, Australia or India. There are the Whites and Maloufs and the Mistrys and Desais, of course, but in Britain and the United States it is hard to find the books of Elizabeth Jolley or Jessica Anderson, and much of Narayan is out of print. With the continuing demise of the power of the editor within publishing, there is even less chance that the true richness of English-language fiction will be internationally known. We have used bookshops and scholars all over the world to help us track down hidden treasures, and it seems to us amazing, having done this work, that writers such as Eugene McCabe, Frank Sargeson, Alistair MacLeod and Bapsi Sidwha have not won the international fame that they deserve. They belong to an international secret canon which this book seeks to disclose. 
         
 
         What we have noticed and appreciated in these books is the sense of the individual voice at work and sometimes at play, the individual will, the individual choice, the individual talent, the direct relationship between the writer and the reader. (No wonder governments are suspicious of writers.) But there are fascinating national myths and mores, aspects of heritage and history, to which many writers subscribe.
 
         It is, of course, not possible to talk about a National Style for novelists, but some themes have endured: from the Indian novels chosen here you will learn a great deal about Partition, the British Raj, the caste system, the influence of mass poverty and religion on India; there are a good number of novels in this list about racial tension in the United States (Morrison, Baldwin, Harper Lee, Styron, Pete Dexter, Doctorow); other Americans, men only, attempt a sweeping, ambitious history, as though no other version existed (Pynchon, DeLillo, McCarthy, Heller, Mailer); other Americans manage to dramatize the individual’s isolation, eccentricity and sense of not being part of the official version (Flannery O’Connor, Cheever, Marilynne Robinson, Salinger, Edmund White, Plath, Easton Ellis). In Africa, the conflict between colonized and colonizer remains a theme which no one can escape. In Ireland, the Troubles haunt some contemporary writing, but then other writers (Beckett, Roddy Doyle, John Banville) refuse to deal with them, and their work becomes all the richer and stranger for that. In Britain, the rise of Margaret Thatcher (Mrs Torture in Salman Rushdie’s phrase) has animated a number of novelists (Martin Amis, Angela Carter, Jonathan Coe, Alasdair Gray), and the class system has provided novelists with much material (Pat Barker, Elizabeth Jenkins, Agatha Christie, Maureen Duffy, Bruce Chatwin, L. P. Hartley). In England novelists have also played with a storytelling tradition, producing novels that have a solidity and beauty (Alan Hollinghurst, Julian Barnes, Anthony Powell, Sylvia Townsend Warner). In Australia, the creation of the new nation itself, the arrival of the whites and their efforts to make a society out of that vast country, and to come to terms with its original inhabitants, has been a large theme. It is impossible to make generalizations about Canada: the connection between Michael Ondaatje, Alice Munro, Mavis Gallant, Margaret Atwood, Robertson Davies, Mordecai Richler, Alistair MacLeod and Margaret Laurence is only that they are writers whom everyone should read.
         
 
         This idea of a national inheritance is complicated by the great migrations of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Was Brian Moore Irish or Canadian? Is Amy Tan American or Chinese? Is V. S. Naipaul Trinidadian or English? Is Oscar Hijuelos Cuban or American? The answer is all are both.
 
         While we differ in our response to literary theory – one of us is hostile to it, the other cannot have enough of it – we were as one in our determination to ignore the distinction between so-called popular fiction and literary fiction (also so-called). This false distinction which is prevalent in literary prizes, in academia and in our educational mores, has been responsible for the treacherous suggestion that reading is a chore, and that the best writing is always difficult and obscure.
 
         For us, the debate as to whether Interview with the Vampire is of greater intrinsic merit than Oscar and Lucinda is irrelevant, because any decision on the subject – and a decision can be made – alters not at all the fact that both are splendid feats of the human imagination, explains nothing of the pleasure experienced as the novelists’ words lock into the reader’s imagination, but simply reveals a great deal about those arguing. The critical dividing line between popular and literary also ignores the reader and the writer, who rarely contemplate the novel in this way.
         
 
         There are novelists, of course, who are not interested in the reaction of their readers, who would write for a seagull if that bird praised such a novelist’s self-absorptions. We have, generally, avoided them effortlessly. Not altogether, of course, because some, albeit few, are great writers who have created complex and difficult novels, which require concentration but are worth it.
 
         We chose these books together on the basis that the idea of two people disputing – hotly at times, not at all on other occasions – is always preferable to one person laying down the law. We come from different places. Both of us come from the Free World, i.e. neither of us is English or American, and we have not the slightest interest in political correctness. We have different prejudices and preferences. Any list such as this is entirely personal, but in every choice we’ve looked for the same quality – a certain (or sometimes even an uncertain) genius in the work, a certain (always certain) excitement in the reading, and a feeling that you would love to hand this book to someone else to read. Most of us, these days, are almost imprisoned by choice, as anyone examining the fiction shelves of a large bookshop will notice. We have used our prejudices and preferences to cut a path through this rich jungle, using as our final point of judgement that touch of genius and sense of excitement which connect Patrick White with Ruth Rendell, Georgette Heyer with Don DeLillo, Daphne du Maurier with Katherine Anne Porter, J. D. Salinger with Irvine Welsh.
         
 
         A large part of the list is common to both of us; some choices, while admired by both, more passionately belong to one or the other. In only two cases we could not agree: V. S. Naipaul and Saul Bellow have two entries, not because we consider them greater than any of the other novelists we have chosen, but because one of us considered A Bend in the River and Herzog to be the masterworks of Naipaul and Bellow, while the other disliked Herzog but argued passionately for Bellow’s The Adventures of Augie March and could not feel A Bend in the River to be the equal of A House for Mr Biswas. For the rest, and for arguably greater writers, only one entry was necessary. It was often difficult to decide which work by a single writer to include: in the case of Nabokov, for example, between Ada, Pnin, Pale Fire or Lolita; in the case of Nadine Gordimer between The Conservationist, July’s People and Burgher’s Daughter. We also chose to ignore the ghetto into which short stories are often placed.
         
 
         Only books published in 1950 or afterwards and only books written in English qualified. We have included some collections of stories but mainly novels. We have included trilogies and single books from trilogies. There are no translations except those done by the author. We did not consider novels which were written in the earlier half of the century, but not published, for various reasons, until the second half. (These include E. M. Forster’s Maurice, Hemingway’s The Garden of Eden and Flann O’Brien’s The Third Policeman.) Many of the novelists we have chosen flourished also in the earlier half of the century – Faulkner, Waugh, Lehmann, du Maurier, Welty, Hemingway, Agatha Christie, P. G. Wodehouse, Patrick Hamilton, Graham Greene, Elizabeth Bowen: we hope to send readers back to earlier years and so trace an enduring tradition.
         
 
         Why 194 choices, and not 200 as in the title of the book? As we chose and wrote, and agreed and disagreed, we came across novels, often famous novels, which we did not appreciate: Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings for instance, science fiction and fantasy novels, and most historical novels. We read and rejected them knowing that even two omnivorous readers cannot represent every taste. Indignation, as well as pleasure, will, we hope, be among the first reactions to this book. We are well aware of our omissions, and want the reader to spot them. This is a book which requires action on the part of the reader, and so six novels have been chosen by the book-reading public and added to this book for all future editions.
         
 
         We have chosen these novels for readers, readers of every age and taste, for those who have never read a novel before and for experts who want to quarrel with our choice; for school students and undergraduates, grandfathers, priests and nuns, Antarctic explorers. There are short novels and long novels, each kind providing a different kind of pleasure. A twelve-year-old could read Harper Lee’s To Kill A Mockingbird, a ninety-year-old Anne Tyler’s Breathing Lessons and be very happy; Thomas Flanagan’s historical masterpiece The Year of the French and Thomas Harris’s startling Red Dragon offer other pleasures, as indeed do Hubert Selby Jr’s Last Exit to Brooklyn and William Burroughs’ Naked Lunch.
         
 
         For surrealists, there is Henry Green and Ivy Compton-Burnett, for romantics Rosamond Lehmann, Louis de Bernières and Sybille Bedford, for wits Muriel Spark, J. G. Farrell, for murder fiends Agatha Christie and Elmore Leonard, Carl Hiaasen and Donna Tartt, Roy Heath and P. D. James, not to speak of Bret Easton Ellis; for Cold War fanatics there is Graham Greene and Don DeLillo; for lovers of Dickens and Eliot there is Mistry, Byatt, Smiley, Storey. There are many crime novels and thrillers. Some of the greatest writers of the period are represented by their short stories – V. S. Prichett, Alice Munro, Mavis Gallant, Mary Lavin, Raymond Carver. Most exciting was the discovery that some novels loved first twenty or thirty years ago have improved with age. For instance, Olivia Manning’s Balkan trilogy, B. S. Johnson’s The Unfortunates, Evelyn Waugh’s Sword of Honour trilogy, John O’Hara’s From the Terrace feel ready for reassessment. However good we thought them before, they seem finer now.
         
 
         There were no quotas for men, women or race in choosing these books. The only constraint on our choice was the lack of availability of books from certain countries. Otherwise, we began and ended with open minds, and the books we chose are here because we loved them.
 
         
             

         
 
         We both have memories from childhood and adolescence of being wrapped up in books. Books were a way of escaping the world, and also of entering it in a way that was more intense; a way of discovering feeling; a working out of how to live. Both of us were constantly reminded, as we did our research, of moments from childhood and adolescence – finding a book we hadn’t read or had forgotten, and after a few pages, suddenly being enclosed, cocooned, absorbed and totally involved in its world; finding ourselves anxious and dispossessed until we took it up again.
 
         Books were happiness. We were brought up in places where reading was a passion and a joy. It still is for us. And so here they are: books which we offer wholeheartedly to the reader as you would give to a friend going on a journey; 194 examples of the best novels and stories in English published during the last half of the twentieth century.
 
         How to use this book
 
         All entries are alphabetical under the name of the author. Sometimes we have chosen a novel within a sequence, sometimes the sequence itself: the full work is detailed in both cases.
 
         A note on this edition
 
         Our readers, all over the world, sent us thousands of entries for the final six titles for this book. The four most popular are included here. In order of popularity they read as follows: Sebastian Faulks’ Birdsong, Charles Frazier’s Cold Mountain, John Fowles’ The Magus – which beat his French Lieutenant’s Woman by a whisker – and Vikram Seth’s A Suitable Boy.
         
 
         We used our rights as authors to choose the last two: William Maxwell’s So Long, See You Tomorrow because it was a grave omission and authorial mistake of ours in the hardback edition, and Helen Garner’s The Children’s Bach because she topped the poll outside the world of British and American writers, who seem to dominate our readers’ tastes.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            List of titles in order of publication

         
 
         
            
                    
                           
                                  
                        	
1950
                                     
                        	
A Murder is Announced Agatha Christie 
             Nothing Henry Green 
             Power Without Glory Frank Hardy 
             The Grand Sophy Georgette Heyer
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1951
                                     
                        	
December Bride Sam Hanna Bell 
             My Cousin Rachel Daphne du Maurier 
             The West Pier Patrick Hamilton 
             The Ballad of the Sad Café Carson McCullers 
             A Dance to theMusic of Time (1951–75) Anthony Powell 
             The Catcher in the Rye J. D. Salinger
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1952
                                     
                        	
Invisible Man Ralph Ellison
             The Old Man and the Sea Ernest Hemingway
             The Natural Bernard Malamud
             The Financial Expert R. K. Narayan
             Wise Blood Flannery O’Connor
             East of Eden John Steinbeck
             The Sword of Honour Trilogy (1952–61) Evelyn Waugh
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1953
                                     
                        	
Private Life of an Indian Prince Mulk Raj Anand
             Go Tell it on the Mountain James Baldwin
             The Adventures of Augie March Saul Bellow
             The Long Good-Bye Raymond Chandler
             The Go-Between L. P. Hartley
             The Echoing Grove Rosamond Lehmann
             The Palm-Wine Drinkard Amos Tutuola
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1954
                                     
                        	
Lucky Jim Kingsley Amis
             Lord of the Flies William Golding
             The Tortoise and the Hare Elizabeth Jenkins
             The Flint Anchor Sylvia Townsend Warner
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1955
                                     
                        	
The Molloy Trilogy (1955–58) Samuel Beckett
             The Recognitions William Gaddis
             The Talented Mr Ripley Patricia Highsmith
             Lolita Vladimir Nabokov
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1956
                                     
                        	
A Legacy Sybille Bedford
             Train to Pakistan Khushwant Singh
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1957
                                     
                        	
Owls Do Cry Janet Frame
             On the Road Jack Kerouac
             Angel Elizabeth Taylor
             The Fountain Overflows Rebecca West
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1958
                                     
                        	
Things Fall Apart Chinua Achebe
             Anecdotes of Destiny Isak Dinesen
             From the Terrace John O’Hara
             Saturday Night and Sunday Morning Alan Sillitoe
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1959
                                     
                        	
Naked Lunch William Burroughs
             A Heritage and its History Ivy Compton-Burnett
             The Little Disturbances of Man Grace Paley
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1960
                                     
                        	
To Kill a Mockingbird Harper Lee
             The Balkan Trilogy (1960–65) Olivia Manning
             The Rabbit Quartet (1960–90) John Updike
             Jeeves in the Offing P. G. Wodehouse
             (US: How Right You Are, Jeeves)
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1961
                                     
                        	
Catch-22 Joseph Heller
             A House for Mr Biswas V. S. Naipaul
             The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie Muriel Spark
             Riders in the Chariot Patrick White
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1962
                                     
                        	
That’s How it Was Maureen Duffy
             The Reivers William Faulkner 
             The Golden Notebook Doris Lessing
             The Lonely Girl Edna O’Brien
             (renamed Girl with Green Eyes 1964)
             Ship of Fools Katherine Anne Porter
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1963
                                     
                        	
The Little Girls Elizabeth Bowen
             The Spy Who Came in from the Cold John Le Carré
             The Group Mary McCarthy
             The Bell Jar Sylvia Plath
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1964
                                     
                        	
Herzog Saul Bellow
             Heartland Wilson Harris
             Last Exit to Brooklyn Hubert Selby Jr.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1965
                                     
                        	
Memoirs of a Peon Frank Sargeson
             The Interpreters Wole Soyinka
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1966
                                     
                        	
The Magus John Fowles
             A Jest of God Margaret Laurence
             Wide Sargasso Sea Jean Rhys
             The Jewel in the Crown Paul Scott
             Cotters’ England Christina Stead
             (US: Dark Places of the Heart 1967)
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1967
                                     
                        	
The Confessions of Nat Turner William Styron
             A Grain of Wheat Ngugi Wa Thiong’o
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1968
                                     
                        	
In the Heart of the Heart of the Country William H. Gass 
             The Nice and the Good Iris Murdoch
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1969
                                     
                        	
The Unfortunates B. S. Johnson
             Happiness Mary Lavin
             The Godfather Mario Puzo
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1970
                                     
                        	
Fifth Business Robertson Davies
             Master and Commander Patrick O’Brian
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1971
                                     
                        	
The Day of the Jackal Frederick Forsyth
             St Urbain’s Horseman Mordecai Richler
             Black List, Section H Francis Stuart
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1972
                                     
                        	
The Optimist’s Daughter Eudora Welty
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1973
                                     
                        	
The Siege of Krishnapur J. G. Farrell
             Gravity’s Rainbow Thomas Pynchon
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1975
                                     
                        	
Ragtime E. L. Doctorow
             Heat and Dust Ruth Prawer Jhabvala
             Changing Places David Lodge
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1976
                                     
                        	
The Lost Salt Gift of Blood Alistair MacLeod
             Interview with the Vampire Anne Rice
             Saville David Storey
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1977
                                     
                        	
Injury Time Beryl Bainbridge
             Falconer John Cheever
             A Book of Common Prayer Joan Didion
             The Ice Age Margaret Drabble
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1978
                                     
                        	
Tirra Lirra by the River Jessica Anderson
             Plumb Maurice Gee
             The Human Factor Graham Greene
             The Murderer Roy A. K. Heath
             The Cement Garden Ian McEwan
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1979
                                     
                        	
The Year of the French Thomas Flanagan
             From the Fifteenth District Mavis Gallant
             Burger’s Daughter Nadine Gordimer
             Sleepless Nights Elizabeth Hardwick
             The Executioner’s Song Norman Mailer
             A Bend in the River V. S. Naipaul
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	 1980
                                     
                        	
Earthly Powers Anthony Burgess
             The Transit of Venus Shirley Hazzard
             Riddley Walker Russell Hoban
             Lamb Bernard MacLaverty
             So Long, See You Tomorrow William Maxwell
             Housekeeping Marilynne Robinson
             A Confederacy of Dunces John Kennedy Toole
             Puffball Fay Weldon
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1981
                                     
                        	
Lanark Alasdair Gray
             Red Dragon Thomas Harris
             Midnight’s Children Salman Rushdie
             A Flag for Sunrise Robert Stone
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1982
                                     
                        	
On the Black Hill Bruce Chatwin
             Schindler’s Ark Thomas Keneally
             (US: Schindler’s List)
             The Color Purple Alice Walker
             A Boy’s Own Story Edmund White
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1984
                                     
                        	
Money Martin Amis
             Empire of the Sun J. G. Ballard
             Flaubert’s Parrot Julian Barnes
             In Custody Anita Desai
             The Children’s Bach Helen Garner
             Nation of Fools Balraj Khanna
             Machine Dreams Jayne Anne Phillips
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1985
                                     
                        	
Family and Friends Anita Brookner
             Blood Meridian Cormac McCarthy
             Lonesome Dove Larry McMurtry
             Black Robe Brian Moore
             Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit Jeanette Winterson
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1986
                                     
                        	
The Sportswriter Richard Ford
             An Artist of the Floating World Kazuo Ishiguro
             A Summons to Memphis Peter Taylor
             A Dark-Adapted Eye Barbara Vine (Ruth Rendell)
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1987
                                     
                        	
Ellen Foster Kaye Gibbons
             Double Whammy Carl Hiaasen
             Misery Stephen King
             Beloved Toni Morrison
             In the Skin of a Lion Michael Ondaatje
             The Other Garden Francis Wyndham
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1988
                                     
                        	
Oscar and Lucinda Peter Carey
             Where I’m Calling From Raymond Carver
             Paris Trout Pete Dexter
             The Sugar Mother Elizabeth Jolley
             Forty-Seventeen Frank Moorhouse
             Ice-Candy-Man Bapsi Sidhwa
             Breathing Lessons Anne Tyler
             The Bonfire of the Vanities Tom Wolfe
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1989
                                     
                        	
The Book of Evidence John Banville
             The Mambo Kings Play Songs of Love Oscar Hijuelos
             The Joy Luck Club Amy Tan
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1990
                                     
                        	
Possession A. S. Byatt
             Age of Iron J. M. Coetzee
             A Home at the End of the World Michael Cunningham
             The Snapper Roddy Doyle
             Get Shorty Elmore Leonard
             Amongst Women John McGahern
             The Great World David Malouf
             Friend of My Youth Alice Munro
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1991
                                     
                        	
The Regeneration Trilogy (1991–95) Pat Barker
             Wise Children Angela Carter
             A Strange and Sublime Address Amit Chaudhuri 
             American Psycho Bret Easton Ellis
             The Redundancy of Courage Timothy Mo
             Mating Norman Rush
             Downriver Iain Sinclair
             A Thousand Acres Jane Smiley
             Reading Turgenev William Trevor
             Cloudstreet Tim Winton
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1992
                                     
                        	
Death and Nightingales Eugene McCabe
             The Butcher Boy Patrick McCabe
             The Secret History Donna Tartt
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1993
                                     
                        	
The Virgin Suicides Jeffrey Eugenides
             Birdsong Sebastian Faulks
             A River Sutra Gita Mehta
             The Shipping News E. Annie Proulx
             My Idea of Fun Will Self
             A Suitable Boy Vikram Seth
             Trainspotting Irvine Welsh
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1994
                                     
                        	
What a Carve Up! Jonathan Coe
             (US: The Winshaw Legacy)
             Captain Corelli’s Mandolin Louis de Bernières
             (US: Corelli’s Mandolin)
             The Folding Star Alan Hollinghurst
             Original Sin P. D. James
             How Late it Was, How Late James Kelman
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1995
                                     
                        	
The Tortilla Curtain T. Coraghessan Boyle
             The Blue Flower Penelope Fitzgerald
             A Fine Balance Rohinton Mistry
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1996
                                     
                        	
Alias Grace Margaret Atwood
             Asylum Patrick McGrath
             Last Orders Graham Swift
             The Night in Question Tobias Wolff
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1997
                                     
                        	
Quarantine Jim Crace
             Underworld Don DeLillo
             Cold Mountain Charles Frazier
             American Pastoral Philip Roth
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
1998
                                     
                        	
The Lady From Guatemala V. S. Pritchett
                        
                     

                  
               

            

         

      

      

    


  

    

      
      
 
         
            THE MODERN LIBRARY
            

         
 
         Chinua Achebe 1930–
 
         1958 Things Fall Apart 
         
 
         This short novel, written in short chapters, tells the story of the end of one era of civilization in a remote part of Nigeria, and the beginning of colonialism and Christianity. Achebe’s touch is so light, however, and his skill with character and pacing so brilliant, and his sense of detail and nuance so delightful, that you barely realize as you turn the pages that you are being steeped in the atmosphere of a crucial moment in history. The novel focuses on the character of Okonkwo, strong, stubborn and hard-working, locked into the traditions he has inherited. It tells the story of his wives and his children, village life, local traditions, including the story of a boy who is taken from another village as retribution; he comes to live with Okonkwo’s family, and slowly Okonkwo grows to love him, but the reader knows that he will eventually have to be sacrificed. The scene where he is killed is magnificently stark, almost unbearable to read. It is clear now that Okonkwo’s strength is a sort of weakness. The arrival of the English is seen first as a small, insignificant event, and there are moments towards the end of the book where Achebe presents what the reader knows will be a tragedy with a mixture of irony, sadness and a sort of anger. When this novel was first presented to Heinemann, the reader wrote ‘the best first novel since the war’. Forty years later, it is still the best first novel since the war.
 
         
            Chinua Achebe was born in eastern Nigeria and divides his time between Nigeria and the USA. Things Fall Apart has sold over two million copies and been translated into thirty languages. It is the first book of the Africa trilogy; the others are No Longer at Ease (1960) and Arrow of God (1964). He was awarded the Man Booker International Prize in 2007.
            
 
            Age in year of publication: twenty-eight. 
            

         
 
         
 
         
 
         
         
 
         Kingsley Amis 1922–1995
 
         1954 Lucky Jim 
         
 
         This is the story of Jim Dixon, who finds himself lecturing in Medieval History in a provincial university. Jim’s prospects are grim; he knows hardly anything about his subject. His real skills are making funny faces behind people’s backs and disguising his complete contempt for those around him (especially his dreadful boss) – but the second of these fails him when he meets Bertrand, his boss’s bearded and pretentious artist son. Jim is half in love with mad Margaret who teaches at the university; she throws him out of her room when ‘he made a movement not only quite unambiguous, but, even perhaps, rather insolently frank’. In one set scene the boss gives a really awful party, and our hero manages to burn the bedclothes.
 
         The writing is constantly funny; Dixon’s ability to cause calamity all around him and then make things much worse, his mixture of innocence and pure malice, make you laugh out loud and follow his antics and his fate with amusement and great interest. Amis is brilliant at stringing out a joke, at twisting and turning the plot, and at never making Jim either ridiculous or stupid, but somehow right to get drunk when he does, or put on funny voices, or curse his boss, or hate the Middle Ages and an appalling student called Michie. The comedy is brilliantly sustained in the book, and the conflicts well articulated, so that the narrative becomes a picture of the post-war age when a new generation – the Jims of this world – grew up having no respect for their elders and betters.
 
         
            Kingsley Amis was born in South London and taught at the University of Swansea and then Cambridge before settling again in London. He was the author of more than twenty works of fiction. Lucky Jim was filmed in 1958. He won the Booker Prize for The Old Devils in 1986.
            
 
            Age in year of publication: thirty-two.
            

         
 
         
 
         
 
         
         
 
         Martin Amis 1949–
 
         1984 Money
         
 
         John Self is one of those young men who sprang up in Thatcher’s England in the 1980s, savouring money and using it like tomato sauce. A thirty-five-year-old director of TV commercials, Self is about to make his first real movie. With his devotion to alcohol and nicotine, pornography and video nasties, and sufficient fast food to ensure his hideous pot belly a life of its own, it’s only money keeping the wolves of excess from Self’s door. He jets between New York and London encountering a misbegotten collection of narcissistic and exquisitely named stars – Butch Beausoleil, Caduta Massi, Spunk Davis – panting alternately after his English girlfriend Selina Street and his American muse Martina Twain.
 
         Self’s story is a corrosive moral tale about England’s recent past – ‘The skies are so ashamed. The trees in the squares hang their heads, the evening paper in its cage is ashamed.’ With the mordant thud and rhythm of his startling prose, Martin Amis beats the greed and venality of that decade into submission. The verbal rainstorm that Amis pours through Self’s repellent mouth – the dialogue acid, perfectly pitched – is a rousing example of the Amis style which has made his work in general and Money in particular so important to his contemporaries, and so splenetic a mirror of late twentieth-century England.
         
 
         
            Martin Amis was born in Oxford and lives in London. Amongst his most influential novels are the West London trio beginning with Money, and followed by London Fields (1989) and The Information (1996).
            
 
            Age in year of publication: thirty-five.
            

         
 
         
 
         
 
         
         
 
         Mulk Raj Anand 1905–2004
 
         1953 Private Life of an Indian Prince
         
 
         In 1947, the year of Indian independence from Britain, there were five hundred and sixty-two Indian princedoms. These princes were gradually stripped of their power and Anand, the great Indian chronicler of the humble poor, turned his attention to these ‘poor rich’. Anand’s fictional prince, the Maharaja Ashok Kumar, is one of those who preferred to believe Queen Victoria’s pledge – reaffirmed by subsequent British governments – that their rights would be protected in an independent India. Foolish man. Scion of a long line of equally foolish Maharajas of Sham Fur, Ashok is a charmer, but decadent, spoilt and politically incompetent. Having rid himself of two Maharanees, he is ruled by the whims and hysterics of his mistress, the spellbinding Ganga Dasi. He lives in disintegrating times: his greed and improvidence have led his subjects towards revolt; his assertion of independence is anachronistic and useless. There remains only his sexual obsession, and this survives betrayal and madness to take on an integrity of its own. Anand is a master of character and circumstance, and he recounts his prince’s story with a powerful mixture of psychological understanding, perverse humour and political insight. This is one of the best descriptions of sexual obsession: it is rare to find a portrait of a man bewitched, which is at once so ironic and lyrical, so profoundly affecting.
         
 
         
            Mulk Raj Anand was born in Peshawar and after many years in England, returned to India at the end of the Second World War. Untouchable (1935) and Coolie (1936) are amongst his famous novels.
            
 
            Age in year of publication: forty-eight.
            

         
 
         
 
         
 
         
         
 
         Jessica Anderson 1916–2010
 
         1978 Tirra Lirra by the River 
         
 
         ‘Tirra Lirra’ was the song Sir Lancelot sang as he rode by the river on his way to Camelot. Nora Porteous discovers this in a book of her father’s, who died when she was six. Camelot becomes a region of her mind, a retreat for her artist’s imagination from the dismal gentility of Australian suburbia. Seventy years later, after adult life in Sydney and London, Nora returns to the now empty family home and stretches her memory not only to recall, but to understand the past. In seven flashbacks she contemplates her marriage to the repulsive Colin – ‘Look, just lie still, will you? That’s all you have to do’; her artistic life as a skilled dressmaker and embroiderer; her female life – love, the lack of it, the presence of it in unexpected places, the trauma of an illegal abortion, acutely rendered. Jessica Anderson transforms this superficially simple story of an eighty-year-old woman’s quest for a sense of self into a fine novel. Often laconic, and very often funny, her intuitive understanding of the reek of futility that seeps through most people’s lives produces a telling account of the nobility of the everyday. Nora, ‘a woman of no consequence’, becomes a heroine in one of the very few novels in which an old woman is such a memorable character.
         
 
         
            Jessica Anderson was born in Queensland and lived in Sydney. She also wrote short stories, and her novel The Impersonators (1980) was highly praised. Tirra Lirra by the River won the 1978 Miles Franklin Award.
            
 
            Age in year of publication: sixty-two. 
            

         
 
         
 
         
 
         
         
 
         Margaret Atwood 1939–
 
         1996 Alias Grace 
         
 
         Grace Marks was imprisoned in 1843 as an accomplice to the murder of her employer Thomas Kinnear and his mistress, the housekeeper Nancy. Grace is a mysterious person, young, defenceless, not at all stupid, given to the odd remark that keeps her watchers guessing. Her sentence of death is commuted to life imprisonment, at which point she becomes fair game for the doctors and do-gooders who wish to analyse good and evil and women in general, and Grace in particular.
         
 
         Muffled ambivalences surround Grace, her life, her minders and her betters. The medical absurdities the professionals perpetrate, and the potent contribution of sex, greed and ambition, illuminate the manners of those times, and contrast piteously with the wretched condition of the lower orders in eighteenth-century Canada – as everywhere else.
 
         Alias Grace has the sharp flavour of Margaret Atwood’s formidable intelligence; her ability to control form and structure is always remarkable. Within her easy mastery of social realism she accommodates serious matters, crucial ideas. The battle for power represented by enigmatic sexual encounters shows men manipulating women, and vice versa, in all the ways that flourished then and linger now. Reading this novel is both a gleeful and an exciting experience, because Grace herself is the perfect subject for Margaret Atwood’s talents, embroidering intricate patterns of mystery, wit and paradox on the rough fabric of her story.
         
 
         
            Margaret Atwood was born in Ottawa and lives in Toronto. Among her internationally successful novels are Surfacing (1972), The Handmaid’s Tale (1986), Cat’s Eye (1989) and The Blind Assassin which won the Man Booker Prize in 2000. She is also a poet and critic.
            
 
            Age in year of publication: fifty-seven.
            

         
 
         
 
         
 
         
         
 
         Beryl Bainbridge 1934–2010
 
         1977 Injury Time 
         
 
         Simpson thought ‘how unfair it was that the nicer moments of life – a few drinks under the belt, good food, a pretty woman seated opposite – were invariably spent in the company of one’s wife’. This selflessness sets the scene for Injury Time, in which Simpson and his wife Muriel trot off to have dinner with Binny, Simpson’s mistress of several years, and with Edward, Simpson’s accountant. This is Binny’s first public dinner party; Edward has a wife, Helen, whose presence is always felt. All of them are in the injury time of life; little do they know that they are also about to enter the last chance saloon. Into Binny’s party, a dinner party from hell, erupts a gaggle of gunmen. Marriages and affairs, topsy-turvy before, disintegrate in the chaos that follows. One of Bainbridge’s specialities is her close inspection of women who are in love with useless men, generally also of dubious physical attraction. Binny is one of Bainbridge’s happiest creations, and Edward a prince of poltroons. There is a wonderful boldness about the works of Beryl Bainbridge, ably assisted by her conjuror’s timing and an enviable ear for the way people talk. Sentimentality withers under her ironic, detached gaze, but canniness and black comedy flourish, as does laughter in this wily account of the ungovernable precariousness of love.
         
 
         
            Beryl Bainbridge was born in Liverpool and lived in London. The Bottle-Factory Outing (1974) won the Guardian Fiction Prize, Injury Time the 1977 Whitbread Novel Award, and Every Man for Himself the 1996 Whitbread Novel Award.
            
 
            Age in year of publication: forty-three. 
            

         
 
         
 
         
 
         
         
 
         James Baldwin 1924–1987
 
         1953 Go Tell it on the Mountain 
         
 
         This is a great novel about restriction and freedom, the urge to control versus the urge to love, the battle within each person between pride and vulnerability, weakness and religious zeal. It is written with a superb rhythmic energy and flow; the rich cadences in the prose are light and effortless. It tells the story of young John Grimes, who is sensitive, clever and religious; we watch the world of fraught family life and serious sexual temptation through his eyes, much as we do through Stephen’s in James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist. But then the novel moves into the consciousness of three older members of the family: his aunt, who is dying; the man he believes is his father, a preacher in Harlem; and his mother. The portraits of the older members of the family are full of complexity and heart-rending loss and regret. Both his stepfather and his mother are hauntingly aware of a deep sensuality in themselves, much more fundamental than any religious feeling. Their stories give you a sense of the weight which John must carry, how his family and his religious heritage are burdens rather than gifts. Baldwin has a brilliant range of sympathy, an ability to create an intriguing and memorable web of relationships and stories. This, his first novel, remains one of the great books about family and religious bonds.
         
 
         
            James Baldwin was born in New York. His other novels include Giovanni’s Room (1956) and Another Country (1962). He was also an influential essayist and polemicist. He lived for many years in France.
            
 
            Age in year of publication: twenty-nine.
            

         
 
         
 
         
 
         
         
 
         J. G. Ballard 1930–2009
 
         1984 Empire of the Sun 
         
 
         ‘“It might be a bit strange,” Jim admitted, finishing the last of the weevils.’ Jim is eleven in 1941, lost in Shanghai when Pearl Harbor and invasion by the Japanese separate him from his parents. He spends the war in an internment camp and on death marches. Straightening his tattered blazer, a Just William kind of boy, he uses every means in his power – servility, deviousness, expert scrounging, ferocious negotiations for food – to survive through years of starvation, disease and physical disintegration, described mesmerically by Ballard in a novel which is one of the truly great novels about war.
         
 
         As Jim gets hungrier, his open sores festering, the words Ballard chooses to describe the horrific last days of the war in Shanghai become brighter and brighter, almost incandescent. In his words of fire, the sun, the light, the sky, the beams in the air become as translucent as the human beings disintegrating into death in front of Jim. Ballard’s description of the chaos of war, the way men and women look as they wither from starvation, the way minds behave as they keep their bodies company, moves brilliantly through small human events – minutely recorded and heartwrenchingly moving – to take on large meaning. War is a young Japanese kamikaze pilot flying to death, unnoticed, unremembered; war is suicide, nothing more.
 
         
            J. G. Ballard was born in Shanghai, came to England in 1946 and lived in Teddington, Middlesex. This autobiographical novel has a sequel, The Kindness of Women (1991). A prolific and apocalyptic novelist, Ballard was also widely acclaimed for his many science fiction novels which explore ‘inner space’.
            
 
            Age in year of publication: fifty-four.
            

         
 
         
 
         
 
         
         
 
         John Banville 1945–
 
         1989 The Book of Evidence 
         
 
         John Banville is one of the best prose stylists writing in English now. His tone is aloof and mandarin, subversive and slyly comic; the voice in his work is close to that of the Beckett of the Molloy trilogy and the Nabokov of Lolita and Ada. His second novel, Birchwood (1973), represents a watershed in contemporary Irish writing: it is a novel in which history becomes a rich black comedy full of land agitation and Gothic characters, and a sense of bewilderment at the nature of the universe fills the pages.
         
 
         The Book of Evidence, however, is the book where his skills as a stylist and his macabre vision come best together. It is written as a speech from the dock by one Freddie Montgomery – Banville loves playing with posh Anglo-Irish identities – who tells the story of how he came to murder a servant girl in a big house. Banville clearly relishes the voice he has created – versions of the same Freddie appear in Ghosts (1991) and Athena (1993) – which deals in perfectly crafted sentences and images, and has a narrative thrust which is dark and utterly free of guilt. Banville also loves the idea of invention, and enjoys playing with notions of evil. In this novel, all this comes together with a murder story which is moving, gripping and totally absorbing.
         
 
         
            John Banville was born in Wexford, Ireland, and now lives in Dublin. He has published eleven works of fiction. The Book of Evidence won the Guiness Peat Aviation Award in 1989. The Untouchable (1997) won the Los Angeles Times Book Prize. The Sea (2005) won the Man Booker Prize. He has also written a series of crime novels under a pseudonym Benjamin Black.
            
 
            Age in year of publication: forty-four.
            

         
 
         
 
         
 
         
         
 
         Pat Barker 1943–
 
         1991–1995 The Regeneration Trilogy
 
         
Regeneration (1991), The Eye in the Door (1993), The Ghost Road (1995)
         
 
         This is a rich and complex retelling of the story of British combatants in the First World War. It uses as a focus and centre the work of a real (as opposed to fictional) character, Dr William Rivers, whose job it is to deal with men who have been traumatized by their time in the trenches at a period when little was known about trauma. Other real characters appear in the books, notably Siegfried Sassoon and Robert Graves.
 
         The trilogy also dramatizes the life and times of one Billy Prior, a triumphantly buoyant and brilliant creation, working class but an officer, and bisexual. The opening of the second volume has one of the best descriptions ever of sex between men. The third, which is plainly written, using short scenes and a large number of subplots, deals with divisions within the characters themselves, including the doctors, and within the governing ideologies. Ideas of bravery, fear, recovery, madness, the unconscious, masculinity, friendship, leadership, pacifism and the class system, to name but a few, are examined in terms that are deceptively simple.
 
         Barker is in full control of her material: she understands her characters and their dilemmas, she has an enormous sympathy with people, and an astonishing range. These three books establish her as one of the most talented English novelists of her time.
 
         
            Pat Barker was born in Thornaby-on-Tees and lives in Durham. Regeneration was made into a film by Gillies Mackinnon; The Eye in the Door won the Guardian Fiction Prize; The Ghost Road won the Booker Prize.
            
 
            Age in years these books were published: forty-eight – fifty-two.
            

         
 
         
 
         
 
         
         
 
         Julian Barnes 1946–
 
         1984 Flaubert’s Parrot 
         
 
         In this book Julian Barnes turns his attention to the great French writer Gustave Flaubert (1821–1880), author of Madame Bovary. The result is a novel like no other, in which Barnes himself jostles with Flaubert and with the narrator of the novel, a fussy sadsack called Dr Braithwaite, for centre stage. Braithwaite is a widower; his wife has committed suicide – she was unfaithful to him. Flaubert advances and retreats before our eyes: in France, in Damascus where he eats dromedary, on trains, at home, in love or not as the case may be, unfaithful, syphilitic, affectionate, writing with a stuffed parrot on his desk.
         
 
         Braithwaite’s biographical pursuit of Flaubert alternates between the ponderous, the comic and the revealing – ‘Louise is puzzlingly unable to grasp that Gustave Flaubert can love her without ever wanting to see her’ – presenting us with an intriguing if elusive Flaubert, a man who issues pensées which crack the heart. Behind both Flaubert and Braithwaite lurks Barnes himself, playful and astute, his encyclopedic intelligence always surprising the reader into laughter or astonishment. Flaubert’s Parrot is a novel to be read again and again for its sardonic wit and biographical eccentricities, for the precision of Barnes’s use of language and for its enigmas. It is, as was Flaubert’s parrot, ‘a fluttering, elusive emblem of the writer’s voice’.
         
 
         
            Julian Barnes was born in Leicester and lives in London. A prizewinner in England, France and Germany, among his other acclaimed novels are A History of the World in 10½ Chapters (1989), Talking it Over (1991), England, England (1998) and Arthur and George (2005).
            
 
            Age in year of publication: thirty-eight.
            

         
 
         
 
         
 
         
         
 
         Samuel Beckett 1906–1989
 
         1955–1958 The Molloy Trilogy
 
         
Molloy (1955), Malone Dies (1956), The Unnameable (1958)
         
 
         Samuel Beckett’s trilogy, published first in French in the early 1950s, and then translated by the author (with Patrick Bowles as a collaborator on Molloy) and published in English some years later, remains his monumental achievement in prose fiction, although some of his later short prose fiction is magnificent.
         
 
         Beckett is concerned in his prose, and in his plays, to deal once and for all with the idea of narrative and character and plot. His characters think and remember, but this does not help them; they are sure that Being is a sour joke inflicted on them. They know they are alive because their bodies tell them so, and they are constantly humiliated by their bodies. The drama is between action and inaction, between the possibility that the next sentence will lead us nowhere, or further back, or forward into a joke, or a snarl, or a nightmare, or a terrible darkness. Some of the writing – the sentence construction, the rhythms, the pacing and timing, the voice – is exquisitely beautiful, not a word out of place, but at the same time every word out of place, every word (and, indeed, action and memory) open to constant interpretation, revaluation, negation. The tone in the last volume becomes more dense and difficult, and at times more simple and stark. ‘This silence they are always talking about, from which supposedly he came, to which he will return when his act is over, he doesn’t know what it is, nor what he is meant to do, in order to deserve it.’
         
 
         
            Samuel Beckett was born in Ireland. He lived most of his life in France. He won the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1969.
 
            Age in years these books were published: forty-nine – fifty-two.
            

         
 
         
 
         
 
         
         
 
         Sybille Bedford 1911–2006
 
         1956 A Legacy 
         
 
         ‘I spent the first nine years of my life in Germany, bundled to and fro between two houses.’ This is the voice of seven-year-old Francesca, recounting the story of the life of her father and his two German families before the beginning of the First World War.
 
         The first are the von Feldens, Bavarian Catholic barons in Baden in southern Germany, culturally more French than German. The story of her uncle, Johannes von Felden, forced into the German army, and of how his fate affects his three brothers, is one which Bedford uses to shocking effect to reveal the chasm between old Bavaria and the brutality of northern militaristic Prussian ways. The other family are the Merzes, Jewish upper bourgeoisie, living in Berlin on money made from banking and trade. The lives and marriages of these two dynasties provide the rococo structure of this history, always presaging German terrors to come.
 
         A Legacy is unique. Sybille Bedford’s recollections of the houses, travels, animals and eccentricities of these excessively wealthy people are perfectly matched with her style, which is elegant, evocative, even dispassionate. The quizzical tone of this novel, too, is entirely individual. Sybille Bedford takes us within the bosom of these families, teasing them out of hiding, providing a witty elegy to – and a celebration of – a world long gone, and in English little recorded.
         
 
         
            Sybille Bedford was born in Charlottenburg, Germany, and lived in London. Biographer, novelist and travel writer, she drew on the experiences of her family for this famous novel.
 
            Age in year of publication: forty-five.
            

         
 
         
 
         
 
         
         
 
         Sam Hanna Bell 1909–1990
 
         1951 December Bride 
         
 
         In the second half of the century, a few writers continued to work as though the modern movement in fiction – Joyce, Woolf, Faulkner – and the Industrial Revolution had never existed, as though they were still living in the eighteenth century. Yet there is a strange beauty and intensity about some of these books, as though the authors were well aware that they were working against the grain, telling old-fashioned stories with a dark Freudian self-consciousness.
 
         December Bride is set on the coast of County Antrim in Northern Ireland in a small, tightly knit Presbyterian community. After their father’s death in a drowning accident, two brothers, Hamilton and Frank, continue to employ Sarah Gomartin and her mother as servants. When the mother leaves, Sarah stays on, and to the horror of those around her she begins to consort with both brothers; no one knows which of them is the father of her children. She is an immensely selfish and bigoted woman – her hatred of a local Catholic family is extraordinary – but there’s a sort of innocence about her in the book, and her involvement with the brothers is so lovingly described, so slow and uneasy in its development, that she becomes oddly sympathetic, her independence and stubbornness seem like gifts. There are scenes towards the end of the book, when the new generation has grown up, that are heartbreaking. The writing is plain, deliberate and flawless. This is a book which everyone interested in modern fiction should read: it shows what can still be done.
         
 
         
            Sam Hanna Bell was born in Scotland and brought up in Northern Ireland. He worked for more than twenty years as a producer for BBC Radio in Belfast. His other books include Summer Loanen (1943), A Man Flourishing (1973) and Across the Narrow Sea (1987).
            
 
            Age in year of publication: forty-two.
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