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Introduction


In early August 1920, Ronald Firbank, aged thirty-four, arrived in Marseille, at the start of what he planned as a winter-long absence from England. He wrote to his mother: ‘This morning I took a little Victoria and drove far along the Corniche stopping at a Bathing Place and enjoying a divine bathe in the bluest and warmest of Seas. The brilliance of the sunshine here is almost too much after six years in English gloom.’ From the South of France he went to Tunisia. ‘It is the sunshine and colour that makes the charm here’, he wrote to his sister Heather. The sense of release is palpable, of escape from England and a renewed embrace of the freedom and stimulus of travel that had become impossible for him during the Great War. Later on, urging his sister to find a companion and travel too, he says, ‘I know from the dreary Oxford winters what one suffered from lack of sun.’ Firbank, who had been comprehensively exempted from military service, had spent four years, from 1915 to 1919, in rooms at the bottom of the High Street in Oxford, a highly creative period, in which he’d written three astonishing novels, but also a time of extreme isolation and evident depression. It wasn’t only the lack of sun. ‘You seem to run the risk of becoming like me in Oxford’, he writes to Heather, ‘– the thought of London or anywhere among people quite paralised me [. . .] Solitude I adore but I do not think without a very definite object it is good for one, as all isolation unfits one for “society” making it very difficult to return.’


Well, Firbank did have a definite object, beyond the nurturing of his weak respiratory system: he was looking for the subject of a book, something that henceforth would always spring from a brief and concentrated period of travel, as it were a research trip, staying in hotels, followed by a much longer period writing the book, in a series of rented apartments in a different country. He was to spend the remaining six years of his short life in warmer climates, moving through southern Europe, the Caribbean and North Africa, in cultures generally more congenial to a homosexual aesthete, making only brief returns, for business reasons, to ‘this squalid London that I hate’. Always a restless and unknowable outsider, who never settled down, never had a place of his own, never, it seems, had a love affair, he remained ‘unfitted for society’ – over which, none the less, he cast an eye both mocking and longing. The four novels Firbank had published between 1915 and 1919 had been fundamentally English in setting and subject, however disorienting the fictional treatment. They had found little favour or understanding in his home country. The five books he published after 1919 were all set abroad, and the British characters who appear in them exemplify, as a rule, the hypocrisy of British life and the philistinism of British culture.


His first novel Vainglory was also our first Modernist novel, and perhaps the most original English novel since Sterne. In 1915, when it appeared, very few people paid any attention to it, or realized that Firbank had performed a revolution in technique, reimagining the form through a process of drastic compression and omission. A telling comparison to his method might be made with that of Proust, an artist with whom Firbank has close affinities of temperament and point of view: where Proust, at just the same time, but in middle age, was expanding the novel to unprecedented length to do justice to his narrator’s complex world and his complex consciousness of it, Firbank, in his early twenties, had arrived at an aesthetic which required almost everything to be omitted. Where Proust, a fellow observer of upper-class society and sexual ambivalence, worked by the endlessly exploratory and comprehensive sentence, the immense paragraph, the ceaselessly dilated book, Firbank laboured to reduce – not merely to condense but to design by elimination. ‘I am all design – once I get going’, he wrote. ‘I think nothing of filing fifty pages down to make a brief, crisp paragraph, or even a row of dots’. He constructed in fragments, juxtaposed without any cushioning or explanatory narrative tissue. The resulting books display an extraordinary economy: after Vainglory he found his length, which was generally about 25,000 words: not the 25,000 of a Jamesian conte, but a fully articulated novel, not compressed but aerated: Firbank’s textures allow a lot of white space between the glittering fragments; they feel, page by page, paradoxically expansive.


In so far as Vainglory has a plot it concerns the attempts of a widow, Mrs Shamefoot, to have a memorial window erected to herself in an English cathedral while she is still alive. The idea is absurd, feverish, poignant, vainglorious: she wants to become colour and light, a supreme aesthetic transfiguration, and her wish is a first announcement of the Firbankian theme that much of human behaviour is governed and given meaning by caprice, impulse and yearning, whether erotic, aesthetic or mystical.


If the modern novel seems often to be finding alternatives to the conventional heterosexual marriage plot, Firbank’s approach is none the less highly individual. From the start his is an intensely feminine world. It surely draws in part on his absorption in the milieu of his mother and sister; with his MP father often away on business or in his constituency, young Arthur (as he was until he became a novelist, when he adopted his third Christian name) lived much in his mother’s domestic sphere, and the texture of female conversation in a generally well-heeled but under-educated sector of society is something he catches throughout his work. Certain female preoccupations predominate – surely no other male novelist has shown such fascination with and knowledge of women’s dress, hairstyles, and accessories. And this singular emphasis determines a view of social life that is, in conventional terms, lopsided. His casts are mainly made up of unmarried women of all ages, and widows, or grass widows, who refer with pity or disdain or horror, but very rarely with regret, to the absence of lovers and husbands. Married life is glimpsed as a state of suffocating tedium. The segregation of society into male and female realms had become highly institutionalized in Victorian upper-class life, and it is something which continued to fascinate Firbank and to act as a model in much of his fiction. Nowhere does he describe matrimonial harmony, and in The Flower Beneath the Foot the King and Queen of Pisuerga, along with the British Ambassador Sir Somebody Something and his unfortunate wife, are rare instances in his work of married couples seen, in their case unavoidably, together.


All this has interesting consequences for a novelist as outlandishly determined as Firbank was from early on to acknowledge and celebrate homosexuality. The Inclinations of his second novel are of two kinds, one that of the bovine young Mabel Collins to marry and reproduce, the other of her mentor Miss Geraldine O’Brookomore to educate and expand her and in some way claim her for herself. Miss O’Brookomore’s feelings are expressed in the celebrated chapter which consists simply of the exclamation ‘Mabel!’ repeated eight times, and of course susceptible to any number of readings, from rapture to dismay, and reproof to heartbreak. The complex and disorienting techniques of Modernist writing seem often to be a way of concealing difficult matter, or of expressing it in a way accessible only to initiates. In Henry James’s late works, the brutalities of sex and money are dealt with through a fine obscuring mist of discriminations and indirections, and Firbank, who went far further than the Master in sexual matters, undoubtedly absorbed from him the technique of showing by mere intimation the ‘shocking’ undercurrents of a situation in which even the participants are unable to say quite what they mean. Firbank went further technically too: by making the novel a structure of bright fragments, he aestheticized it, and in the aesthetic realm the normative claims of morality are relaxed. His sometimes difficult and apparently inconsequential manner is part of a bigger subversion of the novel, and what is in many ways a homosexualization of the novel. In his early books in particular his way of dealing with the homosexuality that wrong-foots and undermines the conventional marriage plot is not to write the kind of ‘gay novel’ that E. M. Forster, for instance, had recently attempted in Maurice, novels in which the homosexual condition is itself the subject, but to write about a world of women, in which lesbianism inevitably lurks as a subversive possibility. Where male homosexuality had been identified and stigmatized in spectacular fashion by the Wilde trials, female homosexuality enjoyed the peculiar privilege of being supposed not to exist. Maurice could not be published, Forster said, ‘until my death and England’s’. But by the 1920s Firbank’s lesbianism would seem something to proclaim. Setting up Firbank for his first American publication in 1924, Carl Van Vechten summarized his work in a string of chic epithets: he is ‘Aubrey Beardsley in a Rolls-Royce. Sacher-Masoch in Mayfair. Jean Cocteau at the Savoy. Ronald in Lesbosland.’


When Firbank left England in 1920 he had another work already in the bag, one that forms a significant stepping-stone to the three final novels of his late thirties: this was his play The Princess Zoubaroff, written in a flat in Jermyn Street during a brief post-war period of attempted re-entry into social life. It is set in a villa outside Florence, and it forms a fascinating bridge between Congreve, to whom it has been much likened, and the early comedies of Noël Coward, who must certainly have known it; Private Lives, staged five years later, with its divorced couple honeymooning in the same hotel as their former spouses, is clearly a version of Firbank’s more radical and less sentimental scenario, in which a honeymooning English couple staying with recently married friends in their Florentine villa quickly discover they have made a mistake. But rather than staging a heterosexual realignment, Firbank separates the sexes, sending the two husbands off on a long and happy trip to the Alps from which they return in the third act ‘wonderfully recouped and rejuvenated’, and leaving the wives together, who are themselves drawn into the influence of the mysterious Princess Zoubaroff, a wealthy woman who after six unsuccessful marriages has decided to set up what is clearly a kind of lesbian convent on the other side of town.


Firbank dedicated his play to Evan Morgan, with whom he had something of an infatuation, perhaps indeed fell in love, and certainly enjoyed for some while an intimate friendship. The dedication read, ‘To the Hon Evan Morgan in Souvenir Amicale of a “Previous Incarnation” ’ – a private joke on the fact that shortly after their first meeting Firbank had dragged Morgan into the British Museum, claiming that he bore a striking resemblance to the mummy of Ramses II, and wanting to show him his ‘original’. Morgan, the only son of the third Lord Tredegar, rejected the dedication, though it seems the decision was the result of machinations by his family, who objected to Evan’s association with Firbank in general, and to moral and religious aspects of the play in particular, and who felt the dedication would compromise his chances of an expected diplomatic posting. Firbank, by then in Tunisia, was furious, with good practical reason, as the book had to be withdrawn, but also with the special scorn reserved for one’s own amatory mistakes. He wrote that it was a relief ‘not to have a cad’s name on the first page’ of his play, described Morgan as ‘a little fool’, and went on into one of the rare brief statements of his artistic position: ‘I imagine my writing must always bring discomfort to fools, since it is aggressive, witty and unrelenting!’


The word ‘aggressive’ could never for a moment have been applied to any of Firbank’s earlier works, but disappointments both personal and professional only hardened the steeliness of his artistic temperament. (At the personal level they made him ever more unsocial, suspicious and quick to take offence.) In The Flower Beneath the Foot he took his revenge on Morgan, depicting him as the Hon. ‘Eddy’ Monteith, a son of Lord Intriguer, a fatuous young versifier and former attaché to the British Embassy, now attached in some vague capacity to an archaeological expedition. If Firbank dropped Morgan in real life for several years, he disposed of him more permanently in his novel by forgetting all about him for ninety pages, and then merely noting his death in a footnote: ‘The Hon “Eddy” Monteith had succumbed: the shock received by meeting a jackal while composing a sonnet had been too much for him. His tomb is in the Vale of Akko, beside the River Dis. Alas, for the triste obscurity of his end!’


The Flower is set in what Firbank called ‘some imaginary Vienna’, though it is really a traveller’s montage of longed-for and remembered places, with touches of Madrid or of some Balkan capital, and with its palm-trees and Arab flower-sellers ‘half-way to the East already’. Its name, Kairoulla, is a close cousin of Kerouan in Tunisia, where Firbank had recently stayed, while the country of which it is the capital, Pisuerga, takes its name from a Spanish river. English and French forms co-exist at Court, and the titles of the Pisuergan nobility – Tolga, Yvorra, Varna – evoke places as far apart as Algeria, Portugal and Bulgaria. The narrative, given bolder exposition than in his English books, concerns the alliance between His Weariness Prince Yousef of Pisuerga and Princess Elsie of England, and the inevitable casting off of Yousef’s young lover Laura de Nazianzi, one of the Queen’s maids of honour, who enters a convent in what we are given to understand is the first stage towards sainthood (the setting of the novel is clearly contemporary, so this retrospective account of a determining episode in her early life is notionally written some years in the future). It is tonally the most complex of all Firbank’s books, the bitter private tragedy emerging at the last moment from a texture of social comedy sometimes sweetly observant, sometimes keenly satirical. ‘Vulgar, cynical and “horrid” ’ was Firbank’s own summary of it, ‘but of course beautiful here and there for those that can see.’ By putting ‘horrid’ in inverted commas, he was anticipating and also in a way embracing the kind of critical language that the book might provoke; when it was published he wrote with apparent satisfaction, ‘There have been some furious reviews of the Flower! I shall extract bits and advertise later.’


The Flower’s satire is directed primarily against all things British, from the English ‘colony’ of old ladies, keenly observed but treated with proper comic generosity, to the heavy philistinism of the British Royal Family, ‘more at home in the stables than in a drawing-room’. The warmest commendation the Queen can muster for her son’s fiancée is, ‘They say she walks too wonderfully’. Firbank made a key for his mother, identifying the characters who stood, for example, for Harold Nicolson and Vita Sackville-West. From the more liberated Ruritanian viewpoint of Kairoulla the British contingent at the wedding is treated with weary contempt – indeed the applause falls silent at their approach: ‘And now a brief lull, as a brake containing various delegates and “representatives of English Culture”, rolled by at a stately trot – Lady Alexander, E. V. Lucas, Robert Hichens, Clutton Brock, etc, – the ensemble the very apotheosis of worn-out cliché.’ Not just cliché, you note, but worn-out cliché, and the very apotheosis of it too.


The Flower also boldly advances Firbank’s treatment of homosexuality – and in an idyllic ‘soul-trip’ chapter of the novel he suspends both males and females for a moment in their private spheres outside the world of the Court, the disgraced Count Cabinet and his young ‘secretary’ Peter Passer exiled on their island in the lake, and Olga Blumenghast and the Countess of Tolga, on their way to visit them with a volume of Uranian verse, becalmed in their boat into a rapturous discovery of each other. The moment of discovery, approached through a lengthy and exactly beautiful description of a sunset, is conveyed in a fantasia of ellipses and exclamation-marks, Firbank’s favourite punctuation. But elsewhere in the novel he plays a more complex game, and at a suggestive literary juncture. As far as I know he never mentioned having read Proust, but it may be significant that the first volume of Proust’s Sodome et Gomorrhe, with its account of the overheard sexual encounter between the Baron de Charlus and the tailor Jupien, and its extended metaphor of floral pollination for human sexual activity, was published only weeks before Firbank came to Paris and moved into the apartment at Versailles where he was to write much of his own florally metaphorical novel. It seems at least highly likely that he would have been drawn to this strikingly titled instalment of Proust’s ongoing work. When he reveals in the first chapter of The Flower that it is a pet project of the Queen of Pisuerga to ‘form a party to excavate (for objects of art) among the ruins of Chedorlahomor, a faubourg of Sodom’, the use of the biblical motif is as striking as his choice of the word faubourg, which means a suburb, but in society parlance meant especially the faubourg Saint-Germain, the milieu of Proust’s upper-class characters. Coincidence or not, it is striking that both authors should be propounding visions of counterbalanced male and female homosexualities at the same time.


When Firbank was later invited to write an introduction to an American edition of this novel, he told his editor he welcomed the opportunity to answer the prejudice about his ‘supposed depravity & lack of design’ – a noble aim in which few can have felt he succeeded. The design of his novels always rewards the closest scrutiny, but his supposed depravity was a key element in his appeal. In Paris in 1922 he had written to his mother about trying to buy a copy of Ulysses ‘by James Joyce who is supposed to be almost as corrupting to good morals as me!’ ‘Cynical and corrupting’ was indeed how Firbank’s work was described in the TLS when the five-volume Works was published by Duckworth in 1929, three years after his death: ‘pointless and often obscene’ in its indulgence in ‘certain repellent themes’ – themes too repellent, in fact, to name. It is only such a moral atmosphere, prevalent then but now (very nearly) lost, that can explain the otherwise strange commendation of Arnold Bennett in his review of the same publication: ‘It can be read easily and without shame or humiliation.’


Still, there is a sense of an outrageous new liberty in the American preface where Firbank writes about the first ideas he had had in Algiers for characters in the novel: it’s a high-camp performance, all the more extraordinary as the only public statement he ever made about his own work, and for the surprisingly candid glimpse it gives us of the vigilant, boozing, noctambulating author in a trance of voyeuristic excitement: ‘Later, in the radiant dawn, just outside, I beheld an Arab boy asleep beside the summer-sea, & to myself I murmured: “his Weariness the Prince!” . . . a short while afterwards, in another town, his Weariness I saw again. Everywhere in fact his Weariness, or his simulacrum, appeared; all Princes, all weary – wonderful boys – wearier, even, than me!’


Critical ambivalence about Firbank continues, and the importance of his technical innovations, first championed in an essay by Evelyn Waugh in 1929, and informing the work of many writers of the next generation and beyond, is consistently overlooked. The adjective ‘Firbankian’ is first cited by the OED in 1931, when Cecil Beaton refers to ‘Firbankian intrigues’ – and it has generally been a term for the camp, bejewelled, fantastical and sexually unorthodox, qualities the stern-minded writers of literary history find wayward, embarrassing or beneath consideration. But ‘Firbankian’ might as justly mean radical, rigorous and determined. The challenge of Firbank’s books is that their technical and moral subversions are so intimately fused. Their glory is that they are among the funniest and most beautiful of all twentieth-century novels.


ALAN HOLLINGHURST





The Flower Beneath the Foot





Draft preface to the first American Edition (1924)


I suppose the Flower beneath the Foot is really Oriental in origin, although the scene is some imaginary Vienna. The idea came in Algeria while writing Santal. One evening (or it may have been early morning) just as the lights were being extinguished of a supper-restaurant in Algiers, a woman, almost assuredly an American, sailed unconcernedly in, & sank down with charming composure at a table not far from mine, & to myself I murmured: ‘her Dreaminess, the Queen!’ Later, in the radiant dawn, just outside, I beheld an Arab boy asleep beside the summer-sea, & to myself I murmured: ‘his Weariness, the Prince!’ And from these two names the Flower just came about. It did not occur to me, at the time, I believe, to fabric a story from so singularly little; but a short while afterwards, in another town, his Weariness I saw again. Everywhere in fact his Weariness, or his simulacrum, appeared; all Princes, all weary – wonderful boys – wearier, even, than me! And his Weariness recalled her Dreaminess, & then, quite naturally, & quite cosily, figures & objects composed themselves about them. The Queen’s Ladies – her hectic Maids, the Palace, the Furniture, the Gardens &, above all, the ambitions of her Dreaminess the Queen for his Weariness the Prince – an alliance with England, poor woman, was the nadir of her dreams! Thus, gradually, characters & dialogue came together in my mind, & my tale of Islam began to bore me unutterably, & I longed to begin the Flower. A kind of nostalgia (which may only have been waywardness,) turned all my thoughts towards Vienna. And it was a veritable craving for Vienna, too. I remember it was at Touggourt in mid-Sahara while assisting at a sunset from the minarette of a Mosque, that I found the Duchess of Varna’s court-dress – the green of Nile water. ‘Vi’ & Olga’s little soul-trip on the Lake, chapter, (I think,) eleven, suggested itself while watching two shed rose-leaves in a Moorish fountain. Such clinging, tender, courageous little rose-leaves they were – curious ones as well. Other elements, of course, went towards the shading & formation of my Flower, which really is as much a country-buttercup as a cattleya-orchid!
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