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For Nadine, the perfect partner in quarantine










Read in order to live.


Gustave Flaubert


 


I never travel without my diary. One should always have something sensational to read on the train.


Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest


 


I’m a writer. I’m supposed to understand what makes people tick. I don’t understand one damn thing about anybody.


Raymond Chandler, The Long Goodbye










Preface


‘You’re so lucky,’ my wife Nadine said to me once, in that hazy space sometime between our first and second child, ‘having that commute every day. You get to sit by yourself, listen to music and read a book. It must be heaven.’ And she was right. I moan, like most people, about the diurnal trudge of the working day, its colourless symmetry, the routine that always feels like a rut. But I do get time to myself as I travel, quite a lot of it, and tend to spend it happily, questioningly, improvingly engaged in the act of reading. You can get through an awful lot of books if you spend almost an hour every day of the working week doing little else. This one book is testament to that.


The average commute, to and from work taken together, is around fifty minutes in both the US and the UK, so I set myself the challenge of reading for that period on every working day of the year. Picture me then, if you can, sitting in the same corner of a scuffed and featureless train carriage, rattling through suburbs, those blood-orange seats, the indifferent horde of commuters pressing upon me, headphones on to shut out the world, quietly reading, in my own world and a world created by another.


I wrote this book in the year 1 BC (Before Coronavirus), but if some travel habits have changed as a result of fear of contagion, the importance of a regular relationship with books has not. Here are some things you probably need to know about me at the time of writing: I was thirty-nine, awoke each day with the bodily ache of middle age and the existential dread of failure, and went to work as the editor of the TLS, a cultural magazine of some heritage. Every week, I also presented Front Row, a cultural magazine show on BBC Radio 4; and talked about politics late at night on Sky News. It was – and is – a profoundly anti-heroic existence. On my commute from a minor London suburb, I left behind Nadine, Nelly (ten), Teddy (seven), our latest, and surprise final,1 addition, Phoebe (one) and – for the beginning of the year at least – our dog Biscuit too. My family and my work will crop up from time to time in the diary, so it is as well that you have them in mind from the beginning.


Each month I read a different type of book: English classics, comic fiction, crime writing, poems, Shakespeare and so on. And then I wrote about them, and any other thoughts about what might be broadly termed culture, in the diary. So one way of you using this book would be to spend a year reading along with me, and get – like me – a broad literary education from Anthony Powell and Marcel Proust, Nancy Mitford and Oscar Wilde, Lord Byron and Zora Neale Hurston, and the like. I hope some of you try that, but don’t worry if that does not appeal. For each month’s category, I also recommend a further twenty-odd books, so you could instead pick one area and spend the year reading just in that particular world: a year of American classics or a year of modern literary fiction, for example. Or you could just read this one book, perhaps buy a couple more for your friends, and leave it at that.


You don’t need to be a commuter to do this. I am simply advocating spending a happy chunk of time on regular reading.2 I think it is a boon to mental health, and an act of self-improvement. The world has changed since I began my diary; but in essence it is the same: a place of uncertainty and anxiety, in which escape into the words of others is more necessary than ever. If, when you finish my book, you have found one or five or twenty-five more books (previously unknown; possibly intimidating) to read, then I will be very happy. Please do tell me on Twitter what you’re reading: talking about books is, after all, one of the few pleasurable and joyful things about that cloacal place. Indeed, one of the central pleasures in life is sharing what you’ve read, finding common ground, pressing a heartfelt recommendation upon somebody else. If nothing else, I hope this commuter’s guide will offer some new suggestions for you.


A word on the canon, and this book’s relationship to it. I have picked books throughout – and there are references to more than five hundred in the pages that follow – that I think are important, are meaningful to me, and I feel I know something about. This is inevitably conditioned by who I am, and where I grew up. There can never be an exhaustive list, and it will omit – by accident and ignorance – writers who have been historically undervalued, even as it tries to identify some of them. My overall list will skew towards European males, because they have dominated much of the literary discourse over the centuries. But over the course of the year, I will read books written in broadly equal numbers by men and women, and will think about the question of diversity and write about it quite a bit. Identity is an important issue, though it is not – and I think this point worth emphasising amid today’s culture wars – the only one.


Without wishing to overstate it, reading for me is one of the central facets of existence. I cannot spend a day without a book.3 I have – in common with everybody – regular moments of mental unrest, roiling disquiet, uncertainty and anxiety. I manage them with a sedative, an analgesic: the escape into worlds created by other people. The invention of the novel, it seems to me, is one of the true triumphs of human endeavour. It codifies something magnificent within all of us: the act of empathy. When we read, we forge a connection with an author, and often then a common culture or tradition that is greater than us. Reading is an act of enlarging, of expansion. It makes our ‘I’ bigger than just ourselves; it stretches our sense of identity and experience.


Reading is also, of course, a diversion, about which I shouldn’t get too breathy and serious.4 This year of commuting for me has been, above all other things, fun. And you do not hear that very often. I experience a tingle of expectation as I approach the train platform in the watery morning light, even more so when I know I am starting a new book, which may or may not turn out to be something I remember for ever. All this literary work has given me joy, distraction, meaning and – above all – repose. It was a troubled year, 2019, especially in politics (though, as we now know, it had nothing on 2020). As in an Austen novel, world events will loom and hover in these pages, but never quite obtrude. Brexit is mentioned, as is Donald Trump, but soon passed over.


So here it is, a year in the life of a commuter, a year in books that encompasses continents and millennia, compressed into a few hundred pages. ‘I guess there are never enough books,’ said John Steinbeck. He was right. But this is an account of a few to be getting on with.










Winter










January


Crime


Rebecca (1938) by Daphne du Maurier


The Tiger in the Smoke (1952) by Margery Allingham


Watchmen (1987) by Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons


2 January


The first journey of January is always burdened by gloom. I sit in an empty train carriage, well before daybreak, with night seeping away. London in the dank dark always reminds me of Dickens. This is from Oliver Twist (1839): ‘Morning drew on apace. The air became more sharp and piercing, as its first dull hue, the death of night, rather than the birth of day, glimmered faintly in the sky. The objects which had looked dim and terrible in the darkness, grew more and more defined, and gradually resolved into their familiar shapes.’


At such moments, it’s easy to feel weighed down by the elements, as if life were dissolving into one giant pathetic fallacy. Anthony Powell (who we’ll meet later) once wrote that ‘Early morning bears with it a sense of pressure, a kind of threat of what the day will bring forth.’ He, like me, was susceptible to a bit of ‘cosmic gloom’. But gloom is just gloom, isn’t it? Just darkness decaying into light; unconnected to what we feel inside.


3 January


Have you noticed that history books often begin with wintry weather? It is as if the past, as Powell also noted, is somehow signified by the sensation of cold. Perhaps historians want us subconsciously to be reminded of times when we were less removed from the elements, were not surrounded by the warm prophylaxis of modern comforts.


Elmore Leonard’s first rule of writing was ‘Never open a book with weather’, and he is right that it has become a cliché. The forgotten novelist Edward Bulwer-Lytton began a novel in 1830, Paul Clifford, with this clunker: ‘It was a dark and stormy night; the rain fell in torrents.’ And it has now become the epitome of bad, weather-based opening lines.1 There is even a contest in his name in which writers compete to offer atrocious openers. This was the winner in 2018, by seventeen-year-old Tanya Menezes:


 


Cassie smiled as she clenched John’s hand on the edge of an abandoned pier while the sun set gracefully over the water, and as the final rays of light disappeared into a star-filled sky she knew that there was only one thing left to do to finish off this wonderful evening, which was to throw his severed appendage into the ocean’s depths so it could never be found again – and maybe get some custard after.


 


The first book on my reading list has one of the most famous opening lines in English literature: ‘Last night I dreamt I went to Manderley again.’ A bit better, I think we can all agree.


Rebecca begins my month of crime fiction, although there may be a debate about whether it should be classed in this genre at all. I think it shares many characteristics of a crime novel: fast-moving plot, a sense of mystery, a threatening atmosphere, a pulpish pleasure in the act of storytelling itself. In common with many crime novels, as we shall see, it was undervalued by critics too.


Back in 1938 the TLS, with its common high-handedness,2 dismissed Rebecca as a ‘low-brow story with a middle-brow finish’, but then rather helplessly went on to show why it has gone on to be so successful as an ‘ingenious, exciting and engagingly romantic tale’. The review’s conclusion is magnificent in its snobbery: ‘It is fair, no doubt, to call this type of fiction “dope”. But it is no good pretending that everybody would read Tolstoy or Proust if there were no dope literature.’


And I love dope literature unequivocally: books that energise, or sedate, make the pupils dilate, or soothe the spirit; are filled with the narcotic of compulsive narration. Genre novelists have been undervalued because they are thrilling; and du Maurier certainly felt this: ‘You don’t know how hurtful it is to have rotten, sneering reviews, time and time again throughout my life. The fact that I sold well never really made up for them.’ Rebecca sold more than 3 million copies by 1965, and its total global sale today is closer to 30 million. We’ll see if we can understand why.


6 January


Today I feel anxiety, like a chill, deep within me. Sometimes, I can control it by pushing my feet into the ground, so I can feel a physical sensation that must be real, but today I find it hard to manage. Dread is not an uncommon feeling for me; my first emotion is worry about the future, about fucking up a life upon which my family, their home and wellbeing rely. I carry it like a weight inside. Reading is an escape from it. And Rebecca is a novel about impostor syndrome, about being judged a failure, about impossible expectation. It is also a fantasy, I know. But it is not very soothing at seven thirty in the morning as a means of managing existential dread.


It certainly had a difficult beginning. It was du Maurier’s fourth novel, and she was trying to write it in Alexandria, where her soldier husband Frederick ‘Boy’ Browning3 had been posted. She was missing her beloved Cornwall ‘like a pain under the heart continually’, and struggling to transmute that pain into prose. She wrote an apology to her publisher, saying that ‘the first 15,000 words I tore up in disgust and this literary miscarriage has cast me down rather’, and even when the manuscript was completed was concerned that it was ‘a bit on the gloomy side’ with an ending ‘a bit brief and a bit grim’.


The gloominess, the Gothic tinge, is at the heart of its charm. The story is told by a nameless narrator – ‘You have a lovely and unusual name,’ says Max at one point; but nobody tells the reader what it is – who begins the novel far away from home, missing Cornwall intensely. There she meets a Byronic man called Maxim de Winter, who is mourning his mysterious dead wife Rebecca.


7 January


Manderley is really one of the main characters in Rebecca. I try to think of other fictional houses that impinge on our consciousness quite as much. There’s Darcy’s beautiful home in Pride and Prejudice (1813). Elizabeth Bennet is asked, near the end, when she had fallen in love with him and answers, with enough truth in it to be funny: ‘It has been coming on so gradually, that I hardly know when it began. But I believe I must date it from my first seeing his beautiful grounds at Pemberley.’ There’s Miss Havisham’s Satis House in Great Expectations (1861), which is based on a real place in Rochester,4 or Bleak House. I’ve always been fond of Gardencourt, the country mansion owned by the Touchetts in The Portrait of a Lady (1881) by Henry James: ‘A long gabled front of red brick, with the complexion of which time and the weather had played all sorts of picturesque tricks, only, however, to improve and refine it, presented itself to the lawn, with its patches of ivy, its clustered chimneys, its windows smothered in creepers.’


We first see it in a perfect afternoon, when ‘the flood of summer light had begun to ebb, the air had grown mellow’, and it has stood – as it is supposed to – in my mind for ease and comfort. Other places that occur on my journey, although I am sure you could add many of your own: Gatsby’s mansion (‘a colossal affair by any standard – it was a factual imitation of some Hôtel de Ville in Normandy, with a tower on one side, spanking new under a thin beard of raw ivy, and a marble swimming pool, and more than forty acres of lawn and garden’); Thoreau’s cabin by Walden Pond (a real place, I suppose, so it may not count); Blandings Castle, as populated by Wodehouse’s kindly gang of aristocrats and servants; Baskerville Hall, once Sherlock Holmes has cleared out that pesky hound (I could live there at the weekends, and spend the weekdays at 221B Baker Street, smoking shag tobacco and taking cocaine).


10 January


I put my phone in my bag while I read. In a thirty-minute journey, I take it out twice, first to tweet something desultory and strikingly whimsical, and second to gauge the world’s minimal reaction, and use it somehow to calibrate my ongoing account of self-worth. I have my phone out as the doors of the train open at Waterloo, because it would be a shame not to inconvenience people behind me with my walking and screen-watching, even as I harrumph at the slowness of those in front, themselves preoccupied elsewhere.


Reading presents a pause and a break, and an opportunity to escape. Howard Jacobson once referred to the ‘infinite distractions’ of a screen, ‘so deceptively alluring compared to the nun-like stillness of the page, whose black marks you can neither scroll through nor delete’. And the stillness of books – Proust happily called them ‘children of silence’ – is what makes them appealing, and has always done so.


12 January


I don’t eat breakfast, so I’m always hungry when I’m reading on the train. Rebecca doesn’t help. Here is high tea at Manderley: ‘Those dripping crumpets, I can see them now. Tiny crisp wedges of toast, and piping-hot, floury scones. Sandwiches of unknown nature, mysteriously flavoured and quite delectable, and that very special gingerbread.’ I can see them too, alas. Descriptions of food were especially evocative in the first half of the century, becoming more so when the impact of war meant that fantasy nourishment was all that was available. Evelyn Waugh talked about Brideshead Revisited (1945) in that context: ‘A bleak period of present privation and threatening disaster – the period of soya beans and Basic English – and in consequence the book is infused with a kind of gluttony, for food and wine, for the splendours of the recent past, and for rhetorical and ornamental language, which now with a full stomach I find distasteful.’


I think of some of my favourite acts of consumption in literature: the chowder at the beginning of Moby Dick (1851) (‘made of small juicy clams, scarcely bigger than hazelnuts, mixed with pounded ship biscuits, and salted pork cut up into little flakes; the whole enriched with butter, and plentifully seasoned with pepper and salt’); the ice-cold wine ‘tasting faintly of rust’ in Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises (1926); the picnics, the sweet cocoa, in Enid Blyton (and how disappointing it was when I tasted cocoa for the first time, my expectations raised by reading dashed by the bitter sludge); the cooking of French chef Anatole in the Jeeves and Wooster stories by P.G. Wodehouse (‘Consommé aux Pommes d’Amour, Sylphides à la Crème d’Écrevisses, Mignonette de Poulet Petit Duc’, and so on). Food in real life to me has become little more than the concealed threat of ill-health, calories to be worked off or despised; it is healthful to think of a time when that sort of mentality was little known and ignored. The truly guiltless meal exists only in the pages of a book.


13 January


Rebecca’s characters are boldly drawn, and unforgettable. The narrator stands for every awkward teenager, ‘the raw ex-schoolgirl, red-elbowed and lanky-haired’, desperately in love with someone who (quite wrongly) is judged to be her superior. She is mordant, and thus very modern, on her own feelings of inadequacy: ‘the wind blowing my dull, lanky hair, happy in his silence yet eager for his words’. Max himself is anti-modern, the very model of a Gothic bastard; here he is in one of the narrator’s fond imaginings: ‘He would stare down at us in our new world from a long-distant past – a past where men walked cloaked at night and stood in the shadow of old doorways, a past of narrow stairways and dim dungeons, a past of whispers in the dark, of shimmering rapier blades, of silent, exquisite courtesy.’


We can hear the masochistic tremble, the simplistic romanticism of bad movies and airport fiction, which Rebecca never truly escapes. But the sexual tension remains suppressed and largely unresolved, so it enlivens the novel throughout. Max’s proposal is perhaps the most charmless in all fiction. Sitting in a bleak, empty hotel at breakfast (‘all the while he ate his tangerine, giving me a piece now and then’), he says this: ‘No, I’m asking you to marry me, you little fool.’


This sets the tone for much of the relationship: older man and infantilised wife: ‘I was like a child brought to her first school, or a little untrained maid who has never left home before.’ Max treats her like an inferior, to be petted (‘Good dog then, lie down, don’t worry me any more’) or disciplined: ‘And now eat up your peaches, and don’t ask me any more questions, or I shall put you in the corner.’ There is the sense of unwholesomeness, even paedophilia, as when Max tries to dress her up like Alice in Wonderland with a ribbon in her hair.


It is acutely done, perhaps not least because of du Maurier’s complicated relationship with her own father, and with her sexuality. Gerald du Maurier was an actor-manager,5 who clearly felt an uncomfortable closeness to his daughter. He died after her second novel, The Progress of Julius (1933), was published – the year after she got married – and it is actually about a father who drowns his daughter rather than losing her to another man. It has descriptions like this of him watching her play the flute, aware of ‘an odd taste in his mouth, and a sensation in mind and body that was shameful and unclean’.


Du Maurier’s marriage to Browning, though long-lasting, was not entirely happy. They both had affairs, both with women. Du Maurier today may have been described in more fluid gender terms than was possible in the 1930s: she called herself a ‘half-breed’, outwardly female ‘with a boy’s mind and a boy’s heart’. And it is striking that the narrator of Rebecca says to Max:6 ‘I’ll be your friend and your companion, a sort of boy. I don’t ever want more than that.’


All that sense of unrewarded, unrewarding sexual longing gives the book its suppressed tension, its prolonged sense of agony.7 It is indicative that, in the du Maurier family, the slang word for attractiveness was ‘menacing’, a neat conflation of desire and recoiling fear. The most overt expression of love in the novel is terrifying in its passion, and occurs between two women: Mrs Danvers for the dead Rebecca. The former is the star of the novel, with her ‘dead skull’s face’, and controlled contempt. At one point she confronts the narrator with some of Rebecca’s possessions, and commits metaphorical assault: she ‘forced the slippers over my hands, smiling all the while, watching my eyes . . . I shall never forget the expression on her face, loathsome, triumphant. The face of an exulting devil.’


14 January


I come to the end of Rebecca, and reflect on its unsubtle virtues. It values atmosphere over realism, in a way that resolutely looks back to the extravagance of Gothic fiction. Rebecca is a madwoman in the crypt8 rather than the attic, a figure of exuberant sexuality not allowed her place in life, nor peace in death. When evidence of her murder is uncovered, the plot quickens relentlessly: information comes from telephone messages,9 there’s a coroner’s finding, a trip to London, an uncovering of medical records. It is the combination of narrative movement and wallowing in atmosphere that makes Rebecca so eminently readable; all the action is surrounded by moments of pause and reflection. It begins and ends with a dream, and the narration is often in the conditional mood, reflecting on how things might be, but are not: ‘We should grow old here together, we should sit like this to our tea like old people’; or ‘We would have children. Surely we would have children.’


They do not. We know from the opening that the de Winters are childless and rootless, staying in foreign hotels, shifting about without joy. He is a murderer, she an accomplice after the event; there is no real resolution. That is relatively rare for a crime novel, which tends to end with revelation and answers, but it is one of the crucial complicating factors that makes Rebecca impossible to dismiss, as the TLS did, or Alfred Hitchcock did when he said it was merely representative of ‘a whole school of feminine literature of the period’. His movie version famously ducks the real moral dilemma, as his Max only kills Rebecca accidentally. In the book, not only do we know his guilt, it is actually the one thing that brings husband and new wife together in passionate embrace, ‘feverishly, desperately, like guilty lovers who have not kissed before’. Rebecca is a novel without a true hero or heroine, of difficult sexuality, of narrative daring and authorial unease, and thus a novel well worth reading in the twenty-first century.


15 January


There has always been snobbery about genre novels, and it has been applied to crime fiction especially, because of its violence, the guiltiness of its pleasure (all that sensation, the thrill of the transgressive) and the standardisation of its form (puzzle being met by solution). The forebears of detective fiction arrived in the nineteenth century in Edgar Allen Poe and Charles Dickens. Dickens was a writer who liked big reveals, but also – as Edmund Wilson put it – ‘invested his plots with a social and moral significance that made the final solution of the mystery a revelatory symbol of something that the author wanted seriously to say’. Dickens arguably wrote the first literary detective, Inspector Bucket, in Bleak House, and then inspired his friend Wilkie Collins to write a book with such a figure nearer to its centre, Sergeant Cuff in The Moonstone (1868). T.S. Eliot called it ‘the first, the longest, and the best of the modern English detective novels in a genre invented by Collins’.


Eliot loved crime fiction, and indeed once told Virginia Woolf he might be described as ‘a person who specializes in detective stories and ecclesiastical history’. Like everyone else, he recognised that Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes series at the turn of the century marked both the formation of the genre and its high watermark: stories whose sole point was to introduce a mystery, and then to have somebody clever solve it. After Holmes came the so-called ‘Golden Age of detective fiction’, which stretches from the 1920s to the 1960s with writers such as Georges Simenon in Belgium, Raymond Chandler and Dashiell Hammett10 in America, and the great British exponents Agatha Christie and Dorothy L. Sayers. And Margery Allingham, whose Tiger in the Smoke I’m now reading.


It is striking how their genre has sparked so much debate, as snobs wrestle with its status. Are the books literary enough? Do they embrace thrills over quality? Edmund Wilson wrote two pieces in the New Yorker in the 1940s on the subject (with the exasperated titles, ‘Why Do People Read Detective Stories?’, and, lampooning Christie, ‘Who Cares Who Killed Roger Ackroyd?’), concluding that reading them ‘is a vice that, for silliness and minor harmfulness, ranks somewhere between crossword puzzles and smoking’.


W.H. Auden also conceded the narcotic delight of the genre (‘For me, as for many others, the reading of detective stories is an addiction like tobacco or alcohol’), but then tried to dress up his delight in rather too flashy literary terms: ‘The interest in the thriller is the ethical and eristic11 conflict between good and evil . . . The interest in the detective story is the dialectic of innocence and guilt’; ‘the detective story probably should, and usually does, obey the classical unities’. Such froth of pretension perhaps conceals his sense of disquiet about taking simple pleasure in rather simple pleasures.


The detective story attracted many attempts to rationalise and compartmentalise it. The novelist S.S. Van Dine called the genre a ‘game’, and in 1928 wrote twenty rules for it, including things like ‘There must be no love interest in the story. To introduce amour is to clutter up a purely intellectual experience with irrelevant sentiment’; and ‘A detective novel should contain no long descriptive passages, no literary dallying with side-issues, no subtly worked-out character analyses, no “atmospheric” preoccupations.’ In the same year, another author called Ronald Knox, also a Catholic priest, offered his own ‘ten commandments’, including the perhaps understandable ‘the detective must not himself commit the crime’ and the frankly baffling ‘no Chinaman must figure in the story’.


16 January


I immediately want to take issue with Van Dine’s contention that detective fiction should not concern itself with ‘atmosphere’ or character. The Sherlock Holmes canon, as Chandler put it, ‘is mostly an attitude’; and The Tiger in the Smoke has its force thanks to the sense of dank, concealed, creeping violence.


The story is complicated and rather weak: an army major hides treasure during the war and leaves it for his wife (aptly described as a ‘Queen Nefertiti in a Dior ensemble’); one of his men, the villainous Jack Havoc, tries to track it down, killing as he goes. We know whodunnit almost from the beginning; the howdunnit is the interesting part. And the context is key: a post-war London immured in vile fog that conceals a multitude of sins.12 The climate is – as in Dickens – a central character of the novel itself: ‘the ancient smell of evil, acrid and potent as the stench of fever, came creeping through the gentle house to him, defiling it as it passed’; the fog that ‘crept into the taxi where it crouched panting’13 or ‘slopped over its low houses like a bucketful of cold soup’.


Havoc himself has an ‘extraordinary atmosphere’, as does his fellow conspirator, Mrs Cash, of whom it is said: ‘The air is always a little cooler where she is.’ As we shall see, this is less a detective novel than a villain novel: they are the unforgettable figures that lurk in the imagination. Mrs Cash, ‘looking like a pottery figure designed to hold mustard’, is a usurer, who preys on the impoverished and hoards their valuables ‘like petrified morsels hacked out of living pain’. They are joined by a band of street musicians, freaks and cast-offs, the ‘rags of humanity’, led by an albino caperer called Tiddy Doll. Havoc is a genius of sorts: he escapes prison by falling sick on the thirteenth and twenty-seventh of every month (‘thirteen letters in twenty-seventh’) until his behaviour attracts the attention of a doctor whom he can bump off. But he is also a tortured, attenuated figure, almost painful to perceive. This is him dropping into the lair of the street band: ‘ “Dad’s back,” he said, and his voice was smooth and careful. Only the shadow flitting like a frown across his forehead, and his pallor, which was paperlike, betrayed his weariness. His spirit danced behind his shallow eyes, mocking everything.’


18 January


On the way home from work, I read Raymond Chandler’s ‘The Simple Art of Murder’, first published in 1944. It is his response both to the maundering, highbrow criticism of detective fiction, and the rather staid English tradition within the genre itself, books ‘with such a title as The Triple Petunia Murder Case or Inspector Pinchbottle to the Rescue’. He does a pitch-perfect pastiche of the country-house murder:


 


It is the same utterly incomprehensible trick of how somebody stabbed Mrs Pottington Postlethwaite III with the solid platinum poniard just as she flatted on the top note of the ‘Bell Song’ from Lakmé in the presence of fifteen ill-assorted guests; the same ingénue in fur-trimmed pajamas screaming in the night to make the company pop in and out of doors and ball up the timetable; the same moody silence next day as they sit around sipping Singapore slings and sneering at each other, while the flatfeet crawl to and fro under the Persian rugs, with their derby hats on.


 


That burn still scorches seventy years later.14 Chandler prefers writers like Dashiell Hammett, because – like all novelist-critics – his criticism is actually making the case for his own art. After all Hammett, like Chandler himself, ‘took murder out of the Venetian vase and dropped it into the alley’; and created the macho hero who sneaked seamlessly into Hollywood too: ‘Down these mean streets a man must go who is not himself mean, who is neither tarnished nor afraid.’ 


Chandler is prone to parody himself. Anyone with such a sense of style is. But I have a chapbook of Chandler’s best lines, which I dig out when I get home. What other writer could produce a book of cracks and quotations like this? I wonder. I can think of Wilde, Shakespeare and Dorothy Parker, and nobody else. Here are a few lines to roll around the mouth, like cheap Scotch:


 


•‘It was a blonde. A blonde to make a bishop kick a hole in a stained glass window.’

•‘He was a guy who talked with commas, like a heavy novel.’

•‘I was as hollow and empty as the spaces between the stars’; or ‘The sunshine was as empty as a headwaiter’s smile.’

•‘I’m a writer. I’m supposed to understand what makes people tick. I don’t understand one damn thing about anybody’.

20 January


Margery Allingham’s books feature, like so many of the period, an amateur sleuth: Albert Campion. But he is absent for much of The Tiger in the Smoke, which seldom shifts its attentions towards the act of detection itself. When the forces of the law are required, they come in the form of ‘a living question-mark’, Inspector Charlie Luke, whose ‘diamond-shaped eyes’ or, later, ‘diamond eyes live as coals’ glint amid the penetrating murk. Havoc’s murderous mission is destined to destroy itself, so there is little necessary focus on the operation laid against him.


The TLS, needless to say, didn’t love The Tiger in the Smoke when it was first published, likening it to an ‘unevenly baked cake in which there are too many different kinds of fruit’. I nearly understand what it means: the story is rather shapeless and messy; things loom and then shrink, dwindling like presences in the fog. But that is what has made it linger so long. It is not a trite piece of plotting that could meet certain preordained rules; it is a post-war treatment of angst and uncertainty. Life then, as Allingham noted, was a ‘sea of muddles and unsatisfying things’. Campion lived in an age ‘which had never known illusion, the grimly humorous generation which had both expected and experienced the seamier side’. Allingham is closer to Chandler’s mean streets than she gets credit for; and a fine companion for our own unsatisfying, muddled age.


21 January


To Front Row today, where we’ll be debating whether the representation of sex is changing in culture. There is very little sex in crime fiction, which is probably a good thing. This was Marlowe’s response to a romantic offer in The Big Sleep (1939): ‘The imprint of her head was still in the pillow, of her small corrupt body still on the sheets. I put my empty glass down and tore the bed to pieces savagely.’


In general there is very little good sex on the page. Perhaps because it is mostly men who have chosen to write about sex and who cannot do so without letting intrusive fantasies pervade the prose. The blood tends to go to the wrong organ as they write. As women take more creative control in the various industries, we will get more sex without the male gaze – perhaps more honest, more sceptical; or perhaps eventually more prone to their own distortions too.


Each year the Bad Sex in Fiction Award is dominated by men; last year it was all men. The winner, James Frey, had one scene which featured ejaculate eight times (always a telltale sign of prose getting out of control). Here’s a sample, as it were: ‘Blinding breathless shaking overwhelming exploding white God I cum inside her my cock throbbing we’re both moaning eyes hearts souls bodies one. One. White. God. Cum. Cum. Cum. I close my eyes let out my breath. Cum. I lean against her both breathing hard I’m still inside her smiling.’


If we are being charitable, we can see what he is trying to do here: capture an essence, a rush, a feeling of inescapable overwhelming. It’s just that repeating the word ‘cum’ isn’t a very good way to do it. People say and do things during sex that might seem embarrassing when the moment has faded; committing them to the unfading memory of prose is a dangerous thing to do. We see this with Hemingway too, in For Whom the Bell Tolls (1940), in the famous ‘did the earth move for thee?’ passage:


 


For him it was a dark passage which led to nowhere, then to nowhere, then again to nowhere, once again to nowhere, always and forever to nowhere, heavy on the elbows in the earth to nowhere, dark, never any end to nowhere, hung on all time always to unknowing nowhere, this time and again for always to nowhere, now not to be borne once again always and to nowhere, now beyond all bearing up, up, up and into nowhere, suddenly, scaldingly, holdingly all nowhere gone and time absolutely still and they were both there, time having stopped . . .


 


Again, we see the rhythmic repetition, that grasp towards something ineffable (the nonsense sequence ‘suddenly, scaldingly, holdingly’ is particularly jarring). And the argument should perhaps be that if it is ineffable, the best thing to do is not to effing try to say it. So many books would be improved with a simple, factual reference to sex, and then the story moving on. But for some reason the lure to explain, to anatomise takes over. John Updike15 is guilty of this especially. I once reviewed a book of his called Villages (2004), with lines like ‘her dear known sex in its gauzy beard of fur’, ‘that rosy badge of her authority to service the male’, ‘those livid wrinkles looking like lava folds’. Or this on ejaculation: ‘an astonishing release, a clench that took him back to infancy, its tight knit of newness before memories overlaid the bliss of being’.


Jonathan Gibb, writing on the subject in the TLS, once quoted James Salter as describing a man ejaculating ‘like a drinking horse’: ‘so falling foul of Gibbs’s Law of Reversible Similes: if you can describe something as being like something else, then that comparison should work equally well in reverse. I am yet to see a horse drink “like a man coming”, and hope I never will.’ Similes and sex are a hard combination to manage.


I shouldn’t criticise too much. The first sustained piece of creative writing I ever wrote were pornographic stories16 for my wife: there the detail and the passion were serving more than just an artistic purpose, though. And yes, I hope they never surface anywhere.


23 January


I have been inside the houses of three authors on my reading list, and only one of them invited me in. Charles Dickens and Henry James had me over in the capacity of casual tourist, prodder of stationery and fond imaginer of ghostly genius. Dave Gibbons, illustrator of Watchmen, once welcomed me to his ‘Dave Cave’, a drawing studio crammed with books and memorabilia, when I made a radio programme on the rise of comic book movies.


It is inescapable that the world of comic books has gone mainstream in the last decade, especially thanks to the efforts of Hollywood. Dave told me that, as a child in the 1950s, American comics were frowned upon and seen as subversive in the UK. They were confiscated at his school and burned before his eyes, a formative experience if ever there was one.


Gibbons went to America in the 1980s and met fellow Brit Alan Moore, a beaver-bearded anarchist, occultist and comic book writer of genius. Together they revolutionised the form. Watchmen – in common with the other breakthrough title of the era, The Dark Knight Returns (1986) by Frank Miller – turned the medium in on itself: it reflected upon the very nature of heroism, costumes and comic book writing; they grounded fantasy in hard-boiled grim reality.


With still a week to go before February, I have time to read all of Watchmen, my first proper experience of a graphic novel.


25 January


Watchmen is set in an alternative version of America in the mid-eighties, in which Richard Nixon stays President for more than three terms and the war in Vietnam was won. Masked superheroes have been present for half a century, but gradually whittled away, and in 1977 formally banned by the government. This is a summary of their current plight: ‘The first Nite Owl runs an auto-repair shop. The first Silk Spectre is a bloated, ageing whore dying in a Californian rest resort. Captain Metropolis was decapitated in a car crash back in ’74. Mothman’s in an asylum up in Maine. The Silhouette retired in disgrace, murdered six weeks later by a minor adversary seeking revenge. Dollar Bill got shot. Hooded Justice went missing in ’55.’


The point throughout is that heroes all have feet of clay. Dollar Bill, for example, was killed in a bank robbery: ‘his cloak became entangled in the bank’s revolving door and he was shot dead at point-blank range before he could free it.’ Only a few have remained active. That includes Doc Manhattan, a naked blue figure who was the result of a nuclear experiment gone awry, and the only person in the whole book to have actual superpowers. He can control all matter, and experiences time ‘in a quantum fashion’, with past, present and future all available to him simultaneously. It is thanks to him that Vietnam was a victory, and that the US remains in control of the Cold War: ‘The Superman exists,’ someone observes, ‘and he’s American.’


Doc Manhattan is on the government payroll, as is the Comedian, a sociopathic, rapist vigilante who ‘saw the face of the twentieth century and chose to become a reflection, a parody of it’. Off the reservation completely is Rorschach, an unsanctioned vigilante, who gets many of the best lines. He is the type of bad good guy, who escapes the control of his creator and becomes the charismatic focus of the story: think Milton’s Satan.


28 January


Moore called Watchmen ‘a superhero Moby Dick; something with that sort of weight, that sort of density’. And it is hugely ambitious: a nine-panel grid of grim dystopian drawings, punctuated by journal entries, book extracts, an entire meta-comic and other cultural clutter. The tone is recognisably butch and noirish from the very beginning: ‘Dog carcass in alley this morning, tire tread on burst stomach. This city is afraid of me. I have seen its true face. The streets are extended gutters and the gutters are full of blood and when the drains finally scab over, all the vermin will drown.’


It is easy to dismiss the violence of Watchmen, but there is both self-conscious humour and cleverness at play to lighten and deepen it. The first Nite Owl is aware of the perilous relationship between reality and fantasy, and can pinpoint the ridiculousness of ‘all of us choosing to dress up in gaudy costumes and express the notion of good and evil in simple, childish terms while over in Europe they were turning human beings into soap and lampshades’. Time magazine put Watchmen in its top 100 novels since 1923, and it was the only comic to make the list. I can see why. But I also come to realise how unvisual my brain is: I struggle to follow a story in panels, struggle to identify characters and to pursue the chain of the conversation. I love prose, the orderly array of sentences advancing a narrative; on each morning of reading a comic, my tired eyes and mind feel the lurid jumble of narratives slowing the storytelling down.


30 January


I think very little about the train I get on each morning, from the same spot on the same platform, glowering at my fellow commuters. But as a mode of transport it has shaped the country, indeed the world, over the last 200 years: the sudden annihilation of distance and space meant that people, goods and capital became more mobile in the nineteenth century, and the economic system we now know became possible. Trains created the concept of Europe too, perhaps. At least that is the argument of a book by Orlando Figes called The Europeans, published in 2019, which tells the tale of the shrinking of the Continent in the 1840s, as capital cities became connected, and everybody was able to listen to the same music, watch the same plays, and read the same books all at the same time. These are the words of the German poet Heinrich Heine in 1843: ‘Space is killed by the railways . . . I feel as if the mountains and forests of all countries are advancing on Paris. Even now, I can smell the German linden trees; the North Sea breakers are rolling at my door.’


Solid rails actually existed in Europe 2,000 years ago: there was a track built across the Isthmus near Corinth, used to move heavy goods. But the nineteenth century was the revolution: the age of mobility; the age of connectedness; the age of trains. Think of Turner’s painting Rain, Steam and Speed: The Great Western Railway in 1844, or The Gare St-Lazaire by Monet or Landscape with a Carriage and a Train by Van Gogh, who called the train a sign of ‘desperately swift passing of things in modern life’.


Trains in novels are familiar things: possibly because they bring people together in proximity, move people with speed, but also allow moments of pause for plot to develop. I think immediately of Holmes and Watson in a first-class carriage, surrounded by mountains of newspapers, smoking and gleaning and planning. Or of the ‘excellent’ train from Paddington to Blandings, with the Earl of Emsworth snoring stertorously, his octopus-like legs manspreading with nonchalance. Or Agatha Christie’s Orient Express and the improbable conclusion of its mystery, or – involving the same train – Bond fighting an assassin in From Russia With Love (1957). There’s Hannay leaping off a moving train in both The Thirty-Nine Steps (1915) and Mr Standfast (1919); Mr Toad escaping; the adventures of The Railway Children (1906); and so on and on.


How about Dickens, who was himself to survive a train crash in 1865, in which ten were killed and forty injured, and Dickens spent time at the scene tending the wounded.17 He had written beautifully about the thrilling, damaging cost of the new technology in Dombey and Son (1848). Look at (listen to) the mimetic thundering of the prose here:


 


Away, with a shriek, and a roar, and a rattle, from the town, burrowing among the dwellings of men and making the streets hum, flashing out into the meadows for a moment, mining in through the damp earth, booming on in darkness and heavy air, bursting out again into the sunny day so bright and wide; away, with a shriek, and a roar, and a rattle, through the fields, through the woods, through the corn, through the hay, through the chalk, through the mould, through the clay, through the rock, among objects close at hand and almost in the grasp, ever flying from the traveller, and a deceitful distance ever moving slowly with him: like as in the track of the remorseless monster, Death!


 


Then we must remember Anna Karenina and her final act of oblivion too: ‘And all at once she thought of the man crushed by the train the day she had first met Vronsky, and she knew what she had to do. With a rapid, light step she went down the steps that led from the tank to the rails and stopped quite near the approaching train.’


That’s enough trains – ed.
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Further Reading


The Complete Sherlock Holmes (1887–1927) by Arthur Conan Doyle


The Amateur Cracksman (1899) by E.W. Hornung


Mr Standfast (1919) by John Buchan


The Maltese Falcon (1930) by Dashiell Hammett


Murder Must Advertise (1933) by Dorothy L. Sayers


Murder on the Orient Express (1934) by Agatha Christie


Brighton Rock (1938) by Graham Greene


The Big Sleep (1939) by Raymond Chandler


The Killer Inside Me (1952) by Jim Thompson


Kiss Me, Deadly (1952) by Mickey Spillane


The Talented Mr Ripley (1955) by Patricia Highsmith


Black Money (1966) by Ross MacDonald


In Cold Blood (1966) by Truman Capote


The Godfather (1969) by Mario Puzo


The Choirboys (1975) by Joseph Wambaugh


A Morbid Taste for Bones (1977) by Ellis Peters


Harlot’s Ghost (1991) by Norman Mailer


The Secret History (1992) by Donna Tartt


American Tabloid (1995) by James Ellroy


Death in Holy Orders (2001) by P.D. James


The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo (2008) by Stieg Larsson


An Uncertain Place (2011) by Fred Vargas










February


English Classics


The Female Quixote (1752) by Charlotte Lennox


A Question of Upbringing (1951) / A Buyer’s Market (1952) by Anthony Powell


1 February


I burrow into a book, as ever, to escape reality, and it’s an unfamiliar one: The Female Quixote by Charlotte Lennox. The novelty of the name feels appropriate for my new project in this still new year.


The eighteenth century, when Lennox was writing, was the primordial period of the novel in Britain. It was a giant, fizzing, burping, enswamping soup of ideas waiting for its moment to be given form. Print was getting cheaper, the social order was slowly beginning to relax, and there was an opportunity for writers to rise up and grab attention.


They were mostly men, of course. And the big beasts of the period wrote big intimidating novels: Henry Fielding, Thomas Sterne, Samuel Richardson and Tobias Smollett (what a name redolent of his century old Tobias has). These novels today manage to feel both archaic – they are filled with ramshackle punctuation, seemingly random capitalisation of nouns, and sentences allowed to spread unchecked – yet very new-fangled: the eighteenth century brought us postmodernism before modernism even existed. All the authors, a bit like the playwrights of Shakespeare’s generation, were incredibly conscious of the novelty of the form, so they kept mentioning it, musing on it, playing with it. It can get tiresome, but it is also rather thrilling. Sterne’s Tristram Shandy (1759), which Ezra Pound thought was the only novel in the language equal to Joyce’s Ulysses (1922), is perhaps the most obvious example. It is full of digressions, sharp turns, its footing laid in the very rubble of the fourth wall it has destroyed. At one point, it leaves a blank page and asks the reader to draw a version of a character, ‘as like your mistress as you can – as unlike your wife as conscience will let you’.


3 February


The second day of reading The Female Quixote, and I am starting to get into the swing of the prose already. That is the thing to do with ‘difficult’ or archaic writing, as we will see with Shakespeare: read into the pace and feel of it, and it gets more comfortable each day.


Charlotte Lennox was one of the leading writers of her time, but died in penury, struggling to earn money as an author and freelance journalist. Though born in Gibraltar, she spent much of her childhood in New York State, before the death of her soldier father, and so has been dubbed – disingenuously – the first ever American novelist. When she came to live in England, she married badly to a man who seems to have been something of a shit (she called him ‘a most unnatural father’, which could conceal a whole multitude of sins) and flung herself into literary life.


Lennox was welcomed by no less a figure than Samuel Johnson, the great man of letters of his age. He supported her work, and when her first novel, called The Life of Harriet Stuart (1751), was published, held a party at the Devil Tavern for her, including a ‘magnificent hot apple-pye’ served with bay leaves.1 A year later, at the age of just twenty-four, she produced The Female Quixote, which is agreed to be her most striking and best work.


We do not know much more about Lennox of significance. Horace Walpole said she was a ‘poetess and deplorable actress’, and she launched a magazine called, like something out of Wodehouse, Lady’s Museum. It was a hodgepodge of stories and letters, edited by Lennox in the persona of a woman who is ‘young, single, gay, and ambitious of pleasing’. Lennox also had the supreme self-confidence to take on Shakespeare in a book that was less than reverent, criticising him for his ‘Poverty of Invention’ and ‘want of Judgement’. Johnson, speaking oddly in the manner of a twenty-first-century tweeter, said that she had ‘demolished’ the playwright, and promptly nicked her idea in the Preface to Shakespeare he went on to write.
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