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PREFACE


When I produced books of Great Modern Artists and Great Film Directors a couple of years ago, I fretted about how to reduce the list of entries to the required length. It’s been even more difficult with Great Modern Writers and frankly, it would have easier to produce 520 names than 52. Caroline Taggart, our editor Hannah Knowles and I started by defining ‘modern’, very roughly, as ‘flourishing in the 20th century’. The oldest writer here is Proust, born in 1871; the youngest Ishiguro, born in 1954. So no Hardy, no Conrad, no H G Wells. We also insisted that our writers had been around long enough to show that they would have a lasting influence: that they would still be read decades if not centuries on. That meant leaving out contemporary stars such as Hilary Mantel and Alan Hollinghurst, both of whom would almost certainly make the cut if we were to revise this book in ten years’ time. And we wanted to make our list as ‘inclusive’ as possible, in terms of both international scope and of not being dominated by straight white men.


There are some names here that I’m sure no one would argue with – Atwood, Camus, Joyce, Updike – and some that are more contentious. That’s partly because I wanted the subjects to be graphically interesting. You may argue that Haruki Murakami would have been a more worthy representative of Japan than Yukio Mishima, but I was fascinated by Mishima’s samurai connections and extravagant personality. I also wanted to include some personal favourites – hence Philip K Dick and Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn.


My ideas sent Caroline to read new authors and ones she hadn’t read for years; her enthusiasm inspired me to do the same and we were excited by Zora Neale Hurston and Clarice Lispector, new to both of us. But I was pleased to find how many authors I was familiar with, even if I hadn’t read Ford Madox Ford since school.


The ‘works to read’ are suggestions only: there were times (notably with Gabriel García Márquez and Graham Greene) when reducing the list to five was a real struggle, so the book is a jumping-off point. My son was born when I was working on the previous A to Zs: he’s three now, and I’m looking forward to introducing him to these authors (though perhaps not D H Lawrence just yet). I hope you too will find old friends, forgotten passions and new acquaintances.


Portrait of the Artist as a Turn-of-the-Century Writer, 2016
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CHINUA


ACHEBE


It is hard, in the 21st century, to imagine a time – little more than 50 years ago – when the English establishment believed that the English language could express only English ideas. It was partly to dispute this that Chinua Achebe chose to write his seminal novel, Things Fall Apart (1958), in English rather than in his native Igbo. But he wrote in a particular kind of English, one that a Nigerian reader would recognize as the way Nigerians spoke. In so doing, he showed that an African writer could adopt English and make it his (or her) own. He also, on a continent that boasted many indigenous tongues, chose a language that was familiar to vast numbers of people.


Things Fall Apart is, quite simply, the first great African novel written by an African. As such, it was and is of monumental importance. It was written at a time when Nigeria, along with much of the rest of Africa, wase emerging from the colonial era into independence, and Africans across the continent were experiencing a crisis of transition. In rebuttal of the disparaging view of Africa portrayed in the novels of Europeans such as Joseph Conrad and Joyce Cary, Achebe wanted to give his people a sense of identity and emphasize that African civilizations and cultures had existed and flourished before the arrival of the Europeans.


The novel’s setting is the Igbo village of Umuofia, where the warrior Okonkwo – a powerful but flawed figure who has been likened to a Shakespearean tragic hero –


NIGERIAN 1930–2013


WORKS TO READ


• Things Fall Apart (1958) and the other two in the African trilogy: No Longer at Ease (1960) and Arrow of God (1964)


• A Man of the People (1966)


• Anthills of the Savannah (1987)


• Hopes and Impediments: Selected Essays 1965–87 (1988)


• Collected Poems (2005)


DID YOU KNOW?


Things Fall Apart almost never made it into print. Achebe posted the only handwritten copy of the book from Nigeria to a typing agency in London, where it languished until his boss at the Nigerian Broadcasting House Service, Mrs Beattie, went in person to London and demanded a copy be typed.
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CHINUA ACHEBE CONTINUED


lives in fear of failure and weakness and is unable to cope with the changes that are threatening the way he looks at the world. Chief among these is the arrival of Christian missionaries, the first of whom is gentle and conciliatory, respectful of the values of the people he has come to convert, while the second is uncompromising and confrontational in a way that inevitably leads to violence and tragedy.


Achebe in 1970


Achebe followed Things Fall Apart with two further novels, in what has become known as The African Trilogy: No Longer at Ease (1960) shows Okonkwo’s English-educated grandson clashing with the ruling elite in Nigeria, while Arrow of God (1964) focuses on a local priest’s battles with the missionaries.


Achebe himself was brought up as a Christian and went to a prestigious Nigerian university, yet he retained an understanding and esteem for the pagan way of life; its oral tradition had been an important part of his childhood and had nurtured his love of language. Things Fall Apart is full of the proverbs, stories and legends that had been passed from generation to generation. ‘Proverbs’, Achebe said, ‘are the palm oil with which words are eaten’.
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Things Fall Apart, 1958
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MAYA


ANGELOU


Maya Angelou’s first volume of autobiography, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1969), took the world by storm and became the first-ever bestselling book by a black woman. It was seen as a significant breakthrough for all women writers, whatever their ethnic origins.


It’s a memoir of her childhood in the segregated town of Stamps, Arkansas, where she and her brother, Bailey, were brought up by their strong-minded and religious grandmother, who ran the general store. From outside the store, white plantation-owners would collect black cotton-pickers at dawn and return them, dog-tired and downtrodden, at dusk. On Saturdays, Angelou reminisced later in life, the black people would gather to socialize in the store and they would be ‘sassy’; it was only when a white person appeared that they would assume the meekness she described as ‘the mask’. As a small child Angelou fantasized about being white, ‘so that I wouldn’t be looked at with such loathing’; and when she returned to Stamps in 1982 to make a documentary about her life, she was still unwilling to cross the railroad tracks to the white side of town, because of the evil memories it would awaken.


Raped by her mother’s lover at the age of seven, Angelou became convinced that her voice had later been responsible for the man’s death; as a result, for several years she refused, or felt unable, to speak, except to her brother. The influence of a local


AMERICAN 1928–2014


WORKS TO READ


• I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1969)


• Just Give Me a Cool Drink of Water ’fore I Diiie (poetry, 1971)


• Gather Together in My Name (1974)


• And Still I Rise (poetry, 1978)


• Singin’ and Swingin’ and Gettin’ Merry Like Christmas (1976)


• The Heart of a Woman (1981)


DID YOU KNOW?


Maya Angelou was probably the first black person to be employed as a streetcar conductor in San Francisco. She sat at the transit office for two weeks until they gave her the job, which she later said she wanted because she liked the uniforms and liked working with people.
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MAYA ANGELOU CONTINUED


woman, who encouraged her to read aloud and to recognize poetry as ‘music for the human voice’, eventually helped her to overcome this trauma.


In her 30s she worked as an actress, dancer and singer, then became involved with the civil rights movement, working closely with both Malcolm X and Martin Luther King, Jr. It was after these two men were assassinated (in 1965 and 1968 respectively) that she began writing seriously. She also became an academic, teaching American Studies at Wake Forest University in North Carolina. She advocated not Feminism but ‘womanism’, a quality she felt was embodied in black women and included the strength, love and humour that she had observed in the women around her during her childhood. She produced six further volumes of autobiography, every bit as frank as I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings. The first two of these – Gather Together in My Name (1974) and Singin’ and Swingin’ and Gettin’ Merry Like Christmas (1976) – focus on her experiences as a young single mother and the perpetual struggles of a black woman against all sorts of prejudice.


Angelou was also a prolific poet and author of children’s books. The many recordings of her performing her own poetry (‘reciting’ would be too bland a word) show her rich, warm, passionate voice bringing her work to life as no other reader could.


I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, 1969


Angelou posing for the cover of her album, Miss Calypso, 1957
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MARGARET


ATWOOD


With many authors, you pick up their new book knowing roughly what to expect. Not so with Canada’s foremost female novelist, short-story writer and poet. Her novels range from a comic romp about a woman who fakes her own death so that she can run away from her absurdly complicated life (Lady Oracle, 1976) to the magical realism of The Robber Bride (1993), in which three women encounter an old friend they had believed dead, and find that she has had an affair with all their husbands (but does she really exist?). There’s true crime in Alias Grace (1996), about a woman convicted of murder in 19th-century Canada; a post-modern ‘novel within a novel within a novel’ in The Blind Assassin (2000); and a reworking of Homer’s Odyssey in The Penelopiad (2005). Common – indeed, defining – features are strong female protagonists and, often, a setting in Atwood’s native Ontario.


That said, Atwood is probably best known for her ‘speculative fiction’, featuring her sometimes gloomy but still life-affirming views of the not-so-distant future. In The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) lower-caste women bear children for members of the elite, while the MaddAddam trilogy – Oryx and Crake (2003), The Year of the Flood (2009) and MaddAddam (2013) – follows the outcome of an environmental meltdown that wipes out most of the human race. In The Heart Goes Last (2015) the meltdown has been a financial one, with job opportunities now being created through a


CANADIAN BORN 1939


WORKS TO READ


• The Handmaid’s Tale (1985)


• The Robber Bride (1993)


• Alias Grace (1996)


• The Blind Assassin (2000)


• The Heart Goes Last (2015)


DID YOU KNOW?


In 1987 Margaret Atwood published the fundraising cook book, CanLit Foodbook. At the time, she said to CBC News ‘Canadian literature is rolling in food, a lot of it fish’. You can find Atwood’s Baked Lemon Custard Pie recipe on the online magazine, Bon Appétit, where it´s currently rated 3.5 out of 4 by Epicurious reviews.
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MARGARET ATWOOD CONTINUED


for-profit penal system, which means that there is a constant need for prisoners to keep the prisons full.


Atwood has described speculative fiction as ‘when you are just ahead of reality but sometimes reality is just ahead of you…By the time I got to the third book [of the MaddAddam trilogy], reality had caught up with the first one in quite a few of the instances…so this is not twisted old Margaret making this stuff up.’


Speculative fiction, she says, ‘allows you to take things to their next logical conclusion step’. If she’s right, be warned – the sex robots she describes in The Heart Goes Last could be the next big thing.


When things are really dismal, you can laugh, or you can cave in completely.


Atwood at the Edinburgh International Book Festival in August 2005
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The Heart Goes Last, 2015


21









[image: image]





JAMES


BALDWIN


At the tender age of 14 James Baldwin became a preacher in Harlem, New York City, in part, he later realized, to escape the dangers of being a proud, strong-willed, black man in the US at that time. When he was 17 he left the church, having begun to see that he was ‘hiding behind the pulpit’. Like the heroine Margaret in his play The Amen Corner (1954), Baldwin discovered that he was using faith as a way of avoiding the terrors and responsibilities of love and life. One of the things he was hiding from was his own homosexuality.


In 1948, increasingly angry at the hostility with which black people were treated, he moved to Paris. There, he would have the freedom to become a writer, not just a ‘black writer’. ‘If you’re not French in France, you simply don’t exist,’ he later recalled. ‘I was invisible in France and that was what I needed.’


A few years later he became seriously ill and was taken to stay in the Swiss Alps to recuperate. He took with him his typewriter and two records. Listening to these records – the music of Bessie Smith and Fats Waller – is what gave him ‘the key to the language’ that he needed to complete his first novel, Go Tell It on the Mountain (1953), based on his experiences as a young preacher in Harlem.


Issues of race pervade much of Baldwin’s work, and from an early stage he was an outspoken supporter of the civil rights movement. But these themes are noticeably


AMERICAN 1924–87


WORKS TO READ


• Go Tell It on the Mountain (1953)


• Notes of a Native Son (1955)


• Giovanni’s Room (1956)


• The Fire Next Time (1963)


• Going to Meet the Man (short stories, 1965)


• No Name in the Street (essays, 1972)


DID YOU KNOW?


Along with approximately 10 per cent of the global population, Baldwin was left-handed. In his writing hand he suffered mild arthritis, with more frequency when the weather was wet and humid. Regardless of the arthritis, he never typed, and always preferred to write in long-hand.
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JAMES BALDWIN CONTINUED


absent from his best-known novel. Giovanni’s Room, published in 1956, when homosexuality was still illegal in the US, centres on a passionate gay love affair and was, for its time, shockingly explicit. Yet Baldwin maintained that the book was not about homosexuality per se; it was, like much of his work, about loneliness and ‘what happens when you’re afraid to love anybody’. It is, however, not insignificant that the central character, David, is a white American Protestant, who behaves despicably and destructively rather than face up to the challenges demanded by love.


In addition to writing novels, plays and short stories, Baldwin was an essayist of great power and invention. Notes of a Native Son (1955), a collection written when he was only in his 20s, shows him at his most unabashed, his most vocal, in his investigation of what it means to be black and American.


Giovanni’s Room, 1956
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Baldwin demonstrating in Paris in support of the March on Washington, August 1963
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SIMONE de


BEAUVOIR


There had been ‘feminist writers’ before Simone de Beauvoir, but she was perhaps the first to take the concept of male domination by the throat and shake it until it rattled. In her massive and ground-breaking work The Second Sex (1949), she took the view that men imposed on women an ideal of femininity, and that both sexes were then disappointed when women didn’t measure up. She also made a distinction between a female human being (one who happened to possess a womb) and a woman, with all the cultural and emotional baggage that that entailed. She wrote frankly about sex (inside and outside marriage), orgasm, lesbianism, contraception and abortion, and criticized the institution of marriage itself. This was heady stuff in hungry post-war Paris, just five years after French women had been given the vote.


Supremely intelligent, de Beauvoir was born into a repressive Catholic family from which education seemed her only escape. She met Jean-Paul SARTRE while studying at the Sorbonne and graduated second in their class, behind him. They became lifelong (though frequently unfaithful) lovers and intellectual partners, working together on his magazine Les Temps Modernes, and achieving celebrity in philosophical and literary circles.
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