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  Introduction by John Boyne


I first met Malcolm Bradbury in autumn 1994 in a place where I believe he felt most at home: a university campus. I had been accepted as a student on the Creative Writing MA that Malcolm and Angus Wilson set up in 1971, the year that I was born, at the University of East Anglia, Norwich. The reputation of the course had grown quite considerably due to the number of graduates who had gone on to successful careers in publishing and there was a sense in the media that Malcolm had a good eye for new talent. For a young man of twenty-three, to be part of the ’94/’95 intake felt like the beginnings of something thrilling, particularly since it had already been announced that Malcolm was due to retire at the end of our academic year. We would be his last students.


There were twelve of us and we ranged in age, experience and ability. Some had completed unpublished novels and were ready to begin new ones; others, myself included, were still intimidated by the long form and were learning to write fiction through the short story. Each one of us however was passionate about writing and desperate to be good at it; Malcolm’s approval was the touchstone for our self-belief.


I spent the summer before Norwich reading Malcolm’s novels in chronological order, beginning with Eating People is Wrong (1959) and finishing with Doctor Criminale (1992) on the plane over from Dublin. Looking back, it feels like a great shame that only one more novel would be added to his body of work, the time-shifting To the Hermitage, but of course his career was nothing if not busy and varied: he wrote novels, screenplays, literary criticism, television plays, and of course he taught.


My first impression of Malcolm was that he fulfilled my every expectation of what Malcolm Bradbury (or a Malcolm Bradbury-type) would be. He wore tweed jackets, smoked a pipe (in class), glanced around the room every Wednesday afternoon as if he wasn’t entirely sure why any of us were there, smiled at us in an avuncular fashion and nodded while we poured scorn on each other’s work or showered it with extravagant praise. He was often rather quiet at the beginning of a discussion, not wanting to influence us one way or the other with his opinion, but letting us set the tone of the debate, forcing us to be better readers and critics, abilities which would ultimately make us more talented writers. But there was always a moment during class when it felt as if he had heard enough and then his voice would rise, cutting through whatever rot we were spouting, and he would carefully, considerately, but quite clinically explain why a particular story or extract from a novel in progress was not quite working, or why it was, or how it could be improved, or why it should be abandoned entirely. And we twelve would stop, listen, take it in and realize, of course, that he was absolutely right. Because the thing about Malcolm was, and I do not mean this unkindly, that he didn’t really care much about any of us – several hundred students had passed through his course over the years, after all, and he was long past making attachments; some had gone on to greatness, some to mediocrity, the majority had returned to their former non-writing lives – but he cared passionately about fiction, about the novel itself, about the idea that each of us should try to elevate the form and say something in it. He respected fiction in the way that a true novelist must; he understood how thrilling a well-turned sentence or brilliantly executed plot turn could be, how important stories were, how much they could say about the human condition. Above all else, I suppose, he simply wanted us to write the very best novels that we could.


Almost twenty years later, upon being invited to write an introduction for one of Malcolm’s novels, I chose Eating People is Wrong because it was his debut and every student who has ever attended the creative writing course at UEA, before or since, has wanted to produce their own debut and for it to prove good enough to be published.


Returning to a novel one has read many years before changes the memory of it considerably. Eating People is Wrong had certainly stayed in my mind for I hold affection for the now largely unexploited form of the campus novel but I was surprised by how funny the book still is. On almost every page, there’s a laugh-out-loud joke. (For some reason, I had recalled it as being a little more determinedly political and perhaps dour, but actually it’s quite hilarious.) ‘Did you have an unhappy childhood?’ a lady in a flowerpot hat asks Professor Treece, the forty-year-old Head of English, during an uncomfortable gathering. ‘I had an unhappy maturity,’ comes the immediate reply. Later in the same scene, Treece remarks that he’s not married. ‘I think that’s disgusting,’ she replies brightly. (It’s the ‘brightly’ that does it for me; the perfect word to make the line funnier than it already is.) Even the university itself is established in a building that used to be a lunatic asylum. (‘There were still bars over the windows; there was nowhere you could hang yourself.’)


The campus novel grew in popularity during the 1950s, not least because of the success of Kingsley Amis’ Lucky Jim (1954), but naturally enough most of the young writers attempting the form chose students as their protagonists. Malcolm, who was only in his mid-twenties when he wrote Eating People is Wrong, took a rather different approach, centring his story around a man who is entering middle age, when the frustrations of unfulfilment in every aspect of his life – career, relationships, the part of England in which he lives – are dominant.


Occasionally, it feels very much like a novel of its time. Women are not perceived as highly intellectual creatures – the fact that the graduate student Emma Fielding is writing her thesis on fish symbolism in Shakespeare is played rather for laughs – and marriage, like in Jane Austen’s novels, is still seen as the preferred state. Dr Viola Masefield, one of Treece’s colleagues, is forced to stop wearing dresses with low necklines as they excite one of the students, ‘a matter of pain to her, because she still had a husband to catch’. Similarly, the representation of Mr Eborebelosa, a visiting student from Africa, the son of a chief who is in possession of four wives and an apparently endless supply of goats, borders on the uncomfortable at times for the modern reader. However, Malcolm Bradbury always balances any such concerns with a sharp and sceptical eye at the mores of the era. It’s clear that he’s poking fun at racial stereotypes rather than adding to their number. Emma regrets having lied to Eborebelosa about her relationship status, as he is ‘a member of a race which had been lied to too much already’. Asides like this, placed judiciously throughout the text, suggest a novelist who is dissatisfied with the society in which he is living and is writing about it in the hope that the fiction will subvert the status quo.


One of the more intriguing characters in the book is Louis Bates, a pompous, self-regarding student, uncomfortable with social gatherings, a man whose idea of breaking the ice is to ask how many of the ladies present are virgins. One can’t help but wonder how many Bateses Malcolm encountered over his years teaching in Norwich; at times it must have seemed as if his creations were jumping off the page and applying for places, not in his fiction, but in his real life.


Malcolm Bradbury’s death at the end of 2000 was a great loss to the literary world. He died too soon; there were more novels that should have been written, more young writers who might have benefited from his kindness and generosity. But, for all that, he left us this novel, and The History Man and Rates of Exchange, important books that remain vivid, provocative, funny and moving, novels that will continue to be read.


The benefit (or not) of creative writing courses continues to be debated and, when it is, Malcolm Bradbury’s name is always invoked as the originator, the prime mover behind the notion that fiction is something that can, if not be taught, be nurtured, honed and offered a safe environment in which to flourish. And yet for all that, it seems from this debut novel that even that idea was one that was amusing to him. ‘The question really is,’ asks Professor Treece, ‘are universities the best places for geniuses to prosper? I’m not sure they are . . . they overreach themselves, or they write one of those satirical novels about university life that people keep writing. I hope no one’s writing one of those about us, is he?’


 

John Boyne is the author of ten novels, seven for adults and three for younger readers. He was a student on the Creative Writing MA at UEA during 1994/95.











  




  TO MY MOTHER AND FATHER




  



  




  Do I say man is not made for an active life? Far from it. But there is a great difference between other men’s occupations and ours. A glance at

  theirs will make it clear to you. All day long they do nothing but calculate, contrive, consult how to wring profit out of foodstuffs, farms, and the like. But I entreat you to understand what the

  administration and nature of the world is, and what place a being endowed with reason holds in it; to consider what you are as a person, and in what your good and evil consists.




  

    

      – Epictetus
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  I




  TERM HAD just begun. Professor Treece, head of the department of English, sat at his desk, his back to the window, with the cold, clear October light

  shining icily over his shoulders on to the turbulent heaps of papers upon his desk, on to the pale young faces of his three new students. As the rain rattled against the panes behind him, and the

  students stared speculatively out at the last leaves falling damply from the trees, Professor Treece spoke sonorously. His comments were academic and solid. To speak in this mode had meant, over

  the last years, a certain settling down, a certain closing in of interests, a certain assumption of weighty mannerisms. It was not that he had ever been what was called, disparagingly, in the

  Senior Common Room ‘a bohemian’, or ‘a bit of a wild man’; if he had affectations, they were all permissible ones. The matter of it was really that for this appointment he

  was a very young man. Not too many years behind him were the wet and lonely days of post-graduate research, which persisted for him in the image of walking, with a briefcase full of books, among

  cold Bloomsbury houses, near the British Museum, breathing in the odour of the Underground Railway and of teashops that smelled always of weak tea. He had been born during the First World War and

  had, as he sometimes put it, just missed seeing the old England. Believing himself essentially hostile to the ambitious, expansive England of the years before his birth, he had in fact in full

  measure all the native nostalgia for it. He felt now essentially passé; generations, it seemed to him, don’t last very long nowadays. His generation was the one between the

  wars; the thirties were his stamping ground, and his predominant emotion was a puzzled frustration in the face of the fact that all the passions he had held then almost but not quite fitted the

  situation of the present time. The middle fifties kept dissolving, curiously, under his grasp. He was constantly in speculation as to what he might really catch hold of; life now was full of traps.

  Thus his political affiliation was socialist, but the socialist party never seemed to be on about the right things nowadays, and, further, it was curiously hard to determine what the right things

  were. The whole quality of injustice had changed now. Prime Ministers said, ‘You’ve never had it so good’; but intellectuals, surely, had never had it so bad. Where were things?

  People got angry but there didn’t seem to be anything to be angry about; perhaps that was why they were angry. It was as if his motive power, his sense of identification with the advancing

  movement of the world, had run short. Living in the provinces intensified the feeling. New terms and new students did not depress or excite him; he was hardly conscious of the renewing of the

  seasons. A routine was now established; he had been at the university long enough to know what to expect, not to demand too much.




  This tutorial, the first of the new academic year, had already assumed a characteristic tone of embarrassment and uncertainty. Learning lay heavily in the air like pipe-smoke. Treece leapt up

  jerkily from time to time to pull books suddenly from off their shelves, and it was like throwing stones into a pool; the students jumped visibly in their seats, as if they expected to be attacked.

  The cold light shone on the pupils of their eyes. Students (it was at Oxford and Cambridge that one called them undergraduates) were not at all cast in the heroic mould when it came to the study of

  literature; they plodded along the towpath like barge horses. And, for the teacher, the desire to mould the great spirit, along with the search to lead one’s own life on the heroic level, was

  soon defeated by the pressures of a heavy routine. Thus these three sat before him, the usual unpromising examination material which three years of tuition and, more importantly, self-discipline,

  concentration, good influences, would bring to degree level – gauche youths, shuffling their feet, opening and shutting their new briefcases, noting down with ostentation the

  not-always-valuable points, turning red when spoken to, propounding the too-glib possibility (‘Wouldn’t you say that was because of the influence of Marlowe?’), furtively

  inspecting their new watches to see how much longer this was going to continue. You couldn’t help wondering about their sex life; did they like it, would they get it, what would they do with

  it? It was with thoughts like these that Treece gave an extra-mural gloss to the academic man. That the place of knowledge was with experience he had no doubt, and the endeavour to attain to the

  former when one had so little access to the latter always seemed to Treece a hopeless and foolhardy proposition.




  Cumulo-nimbus stacked up outside; Treece always associated it with the provinces. Three weakly marigolds stood in a jar on his desk. Treece peered over the top of them and spoke on. He was

  saying nothing very interesting and no one was saying anything very interesting back. He had become disabused with his own sparks of passion. It was difficult to engage, in the issues he felt to be

  interesting, students who didn’t even buy books, who didn’t read the books they were invited to read, who had a scanty grasp of the contemporary or any other scene, who were

  unacquainted with the principles of logic and straight thinking. ‘Mind, a wasp,’ said one of them, pointing at a seedy-looking, tired wasp that was making forays at Treece from a refuge

  in the marigolds. It was as if their eyes sought out and fixed on objects as an antidote to Treece’s abstractions; their gaze flitted emptily about the air and focused on wasps, raindrops

  coursing down the pane, the decorated spines of books in the bookcase. And as, with the clearer formulation in his mind of the impressions gained from passing glances, the students each began to

  assume their own individuality, it became obvious to Treece that two of them at least were persons for whom statements about creativity meant exactly nothing. They were youths straight from some

  grammar school sixth form, rejects of Oxford, Cambridge, and the better provincial universities, whose course could be charted easily enough; one could name almost the haphazard collection of books

  that they would read, one could sketch out beforehand the essays they would write, indicate simply their primary values. They appeared each year, to eat for three more years in the university

  refectory, to join sports clubs, and attend the students’ union dances held each Saturday night, sliding gracelessly through weekly waltzes and tangos, drinking down beer at the impromptu

  bar, tempting girls out into the grounds in order to kiss them on damp benches; to throw tomatoes at policemen on three successive rag days, to go out in three years with perhaps as many

  girlfriends, and finally to leave with a lower second or third class degree, passing on into teaching or business seemingly untouched by what, Treece thought, the university stood for –

  whatever that was. Each year he wondered, is it worth it? Each year he planned to send out into the world, at last, a little group of discontented men who would share his own disgusts, his own firm

  assurance in the necessity for good taste, honest feeling, integrity of motive; and each year the proposition came to seem odious as he foresaw the profound weariness and depression of spirit that

  would overcome such people when, with too few vacancies in the faculties of universities, they would find themselves teaching in grammar schools in Liverpool or working in the advertising

  department of soap factories in Newcastle. The trouble with me is, Treece thought, that I’m a liberal humanist who believes in original sin. I think of man as a noble creature who has only to

  extend himself to the full range of his powers to be civilized and good; yet his performance by and large has been intrinsically evil and could be more so as the extension continues.




  At this point Treece began, covertly, to inspect the third member of the tutorial group. He came as a slight shock of surprise. Unlike the others, he was not a youth and clearly had not come

  straight from school. He had an extremely large head, moulded in great pocks and cavities and formed on, it seemed, almost prehistoric, pterodactylian lines. The front of his pate was bald, but,

  starting in line with his ears, a great fan of unkempt black hair stood up; from out of large, eroded eyesockets, black shining eyes fixed Treece with a wet look that besought attention and

  interest. ‘Who?’ wondered Treece, pausing in his discourse. He had forgotten the man’s name and wondered whether he should, in fact, be here at all; he looked the sort of man who

  might have been passing the door and, seeing a tutorial about to start, had decided to participate. One could tell that he wanted to know. He was folded up tightly in a chair too small for

  him, but he held his head up high, fearless and brave, careless of the shoddy little receptacle that held him. The holes in his pullover disclosed a shirt with a pattern of heavy stripes.

  ‘Well, now,’ he kept saying judicially from time to time; occasionally he nodded his head with slow, approving motions. While he went on talking, Treece furtively consulted the pile of

  application forms left handy in a folder on his desk. Among the passport photographs pinned to their corners, he noticed one where the face of this disconcerting man peered fearlessly out, as if he

  was ready to have this one published in Time; the heavy light from above and the inferior photography emphasized the large bone structure of the cranium and the shape of his excessively

  large, wet mouth. The man’s name was Louis Bates, aged twenty-six. He had, the form revealed intriguingly, formerly been a teacher in a girls’ school. Then followed a gap of some time

  during which he had not apparently been employed, but elsewhere on the form a bit of a hint was given to the nature of this pause; his experience, he said, included six months’ library work

  in a mental hospital. Elsewhere, Bates had written, against the place marked Interests, in a large, European-style hand – ‘My interests are what the ultra-democrat would call

  “highbrow” or “longhair”.’ This was a curious mixture of the promising and the absurd. Treece, possessed, paused and looked again at Bates. The moment of interest was,

  it appeared, all that Bates had been waiting for for the last three-quarters of an hour. ‘Excuse,’ he said, wetting his lips with his tongue.




  Treece stopped, surprised. In a low, insistent, carefully modulated voice, Bates began to talk, taking quick advantage of the lull. ‘What do you mean, precisely, by organic?’ he

  demanded, taking up a point Treece had made a few moments before, and when Treece, a trifle disconcerted, did not answer immediately, he went on. ‘Well, it’s really no use our talking

  in the way we have been doing if the words we use mean something different to each of us . . . and nothing’, he added with a wet grin, ‘to some of us. It’s all very well using

  these coins, as long as we know what their value is, and agree on it. But do we?’




  These near-impertinences drew looks of mingled consternation and amusement from the other two students. Treece looked a trifle uncomfortable, as if he had been invited to the wrong sort of party

  and had now been asked to sing. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘but is this let’s-define-our-terms academicism really important at this early stage?’




  ‘Well, I think it is,’ said Bates, after considering this with a great appearance of sagacity.




  ‘Do you?’ said Treece. Generously, he felt, he granted the fact that Bates was simply trying to state a presence; I am here, was what this was all about, and, perhaps, I

  know all about logical positivism.




  ‘Well, is this ever irrelevant? When Coleridge called any aspect of Shakespeare’s work “organic”, he knew what he meant, and he left enough references elsewhere to make

  it clear what he meant when he used the word. We don’t. And in any case the word is debased currency, in my view, and has been ever since Coleridge. I mean, words are all very well, I grant

  you, and in the beginning was the word, which is to say that what thought is is articulation. Now it’s true that a play by Shakespeare can be described as “organic”, but if we

  consider that in, say, almost any one of the comedies, there is a large body of added matter that is, after all, apparently if not actually irrelevant to the main theme, the word doesn’t mean

  all that much until we’ve narrowed it down and clarified it. What are words for? How are words true? I mean, we want to know, don’t we?’




  Of course Bates should have gone to Nottingham, where all the members of the English Department have read Wittgenstein, Treece thought; the truth is, Treece had to admit, that I don’t want

  to get mixed up in this kind of thing. He said so. ‘What seems of most value to us all just now is a discussion on a simple level, accepting simple meanings.’




  ‘Well,’ said Bates, ‘let’s see what the others think.’ He looked about him. ‘What do people feel?’ he asked.




  Immediately all was embarrassment. Feet were shuffled, faces reddened, useless notes were consulted diligently. No one spoke; then Bates, who seemed unconcerned by, or completely insensitive to,

  the confusion, remarked, ‘Perhaps Mr Sykes will give us his opinion?’ Mr Sykes desperately fastened and unfastened his briefcase. ‘Mr Cocoran, then,’ said Louis.




  Treece heroically took command. ‘The point must, I suppose, be a matter for some concern,’ he said, ‘but let’s save it up for your literary criticism tutorials. Here

  it’s rather a diversion than anything else.’




  ‘Why?’ asked Louis Bates.




  Treece looked at him ominously.




  ‘I mean, isn’t it a matter wider than critical?’




  ‘No,’ said Treece. ‘And so, I think, back to Shakespeare.’




  ‘What happens when you cut off my head?’ demanded Bates and Treece wondered for a moment if he had actually threatened this aloud. ‘I’ll tell you,’ said Louis.

  ‘I die.’




  ‘I grant you,’ said Treece.




  ‘But if you merely cut off my feet,’ went on Bates triumphantly, ‘I live. Yet both are organic to me.’




  ‘That’s enough of that,’ said Treece.




  On the fringe of the hour, when the corridor outside echoed with the amplified sound of thunderous feet and barbarous whoopings, Professor Treece dismissed his tutorial. ‘Good afternoon,

  Professor, thank you very much,’ said Mr Sykes and Mr Cocoran, bumping into each other as they rose, wondering what sort of an impression they had made, and whether they had, perhaps, worn

  too bright a tie or shoes too fancily stitched. ‘Thank you very much, Professor,’ each repeated in turn, with little smiles, as they jammed side by side in the doorway.




  Louis Bates, meanwhile, sat firm in his chair, openly enjoying the performance, waiting for the jerky mood of embarrassment to subside. Then when the door was closed again, when Treece had taken

  his place at his desk once more and looked up questioningly across his papers, Louis commenced to speak, explaining in his carefully modulated tones just why he expected special treatment. He said

  that he hoped that Treece would not mind his taking him to task on the matter of the word ‘organic’, but he believed that it lay in the true function of the university to promote that

  interplay of view, that discussion and dispute, that cumulative narrowing down of possibilities that led to the formation of accurate opinion. The student could be, as it were (he said), the

  rubbing post for the thought of his teacher. Treece peered down at his desk and, picking up a pencil, drew great rotundities on a scrap of paper. Bates looked just the way a bassoon sounds –

  gruff, heavy footed, pompous. Let this be a lesson to you (thought Treece) not to have children after you’re forty; and with this came the uneasy recollection that he had only a year or so

  left. Him, Stuart Treece, forty! – why, he was just not built for it. Bates went on. He explained that he admired the tutorial atmosphere, though the resolute refusal of his colleagues to

  enrich discussion was a matter of some woe to him. He used that word – woe – right there in Treece’s office, and Treece supposed that it was the first time the word had

  been used there, in the ordinary passage of conversation, in forty years; one had this perpetual whiff of the Victorian when one talked to Bates. Bates now said that Treece would appreciate that

  he, Bates, was somewhat different from – indeed, he said, somewhat apart from – the other students in the University and suggested that the difference was, in part, one of maturity and

  energy of intellect. He went on to announce that, if Treece was prepared to cooperate, he could quite easily get a first. This was, he said, not sheer bravado on his part; on the contrary, he had

  come to the decision on a strict and critical assessment of skills and deficiencies. He reiterated his comment about the maturity and poise of his attitudes, adding that, moreover, he knew a bit

  about these degree examinations and had come to the conclusion that it was little more than a question of effort. What was necessary, he said, was that Treece and he should work together.

  ‘I must have someone to give my work direction,’ he said. ‘I see,’ said Treece.




  Bates’s manner of speaking was quiet and firm and therefore somewhat impressive; Treece was affected. ‘I happen to be a very good worker,’ Bates went on, with what Treece could

  only define as a coy smile, speaking quietly in order to efface any suggestion of bravura. ‘And there won’t be any distractions. I’m not bothered with the social side, you see,

  and it’s that, I think, that dissipates most people’s time and effort. Much leisure is required to consolidate friendships, so I shall regard them as an indulgence to be infrequently

  sated. Actually, as it happens, you know, I don’t exactly fit in here; I’m a lot older than the other students, and I come from a different social class, perhaps.’




  ‘Oh, I don’t know . . .’ said Treece.




  ‘Well,’ said Louis brusquely, indicating that he intended to come from a different social class from the others whether Treece liked it or not. ‘My father was a railwayman, and

  that was in the days when the railways were a form of puritanism. Hard work, honesty, thrift, clean living, self-restraint. Indulgence I’m suspicious of. I believe in application and

  self-training. I’m self-made. Now you have me in a nutshell.’




  Treece had to grant it to Bates – self-made was exactly what he looked; he might have been the finished product of a physical do-it-yourself kit. ‘Most of us are self-made,’

  said Treece, wondering as he said it whether this was precisely true. One of the depressing things about Bates, Treece was discovering, was a kind of hideous juxtaposition of taste and vulgarity, a

  native product for the self-made man. This is the way the world must end, Treece was beginning, these days, to think, in taste fragmenting and hanging on only in certain departments of the human

  soul. Fragmentary was clearly the right word for Bates; his spirit hung in tatters in the room before Treece, part good, part bad, and splendidly irreconcilable.




  ‘And’, Louis went on, ‘I’m a poor man; I’ve no money to spend on amusements; it all goes on books, what there is of it. Don’t misunderstand me and think

  I’m complaining; I’m not,’ he cried, casting an intense, soulful look in Treece’s direction, ‘I’m merely explaining the conditions that I live under. I mean,

  these are my terms, and they’re what I think will make me do well here. That’s my aim and intention, of course; or, to put it better, that would represent a proper statement or

  fulfilment of myself as I judge myself to be, if you see what I mean. What I say is that there won’t be anything – friendships or entertainments or affairs, you know, or anything like

  that – to stop me working.’ He said all this very quickly, as though to gloss over its essentially confessional content and give it the aspect of objectivity. His tone was a mixture of

  dejection and . . . could it be pride?




  Treece found himself growing nervous of an excess of self-exposure; some ingrained social mœurs was beginning to be offended. ‘Well, it’s as well to be aware of what one

  is about from the start,’ he said dismissingly.




  Bates seized on the comment as on a favour. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘it is, isn’t it?’ His assurance was far from shattered, however, and the unspoken contention that, in

  view of his hardy apprenticeship in a girls’ school, they were equals of each other, returned into view. ‘Actually,’ he said, ‘and I hope you can fit in on this, I

  don’t think I’ll be attending any lectures here, if you don’t mind. I gather that that’s an undergraduate privilege, and my reasons are very sound; my memory works visually

  rather than audially – you’ll be familiar with the phenomenon. So of course lectures, however good they may be, don’t register with me at all.’




  ‘But it’s a question of keeping up . . .’ said Treece.




  ‘Oh,’ said Bates, ‘I thought we’d settled that with our little treaty of cooperation.’ He rose to go. ‘And now,’ he said, ‘I’ve a few essays

  here that I’ve been doing which might clarify to you, if you’ve an odd moment, the actual nature of my powers . . .’ and he added, with a smile deprecating, modest, yet with a

  hint of a snigger, as if he knew he was clever to put it in just this way ‘. . . and my deficiencies.’




  When Louis Bates had gone, bowing his great head under the doorway, offering a last glimpse of trousers frayed at the bottom and of worn heels, Professor Treece felt as if he had, up to now,

  been living in a dream which had now exploded. He recognized Louis Bates as essentially a burden, a personal problem with whom he had to come to grips. What he saw – had to see –

  in Bates was man as essentially the buffoon, the creature who couldn’t be taken seriously. He mirrored in himself all that was absurd; he postured, he strutted, he affected. Yet at the same

  time good sense and taste had to be granted to him. The whole problem was presented for Treece in the sheaf of essays which Treece now found himself reading. Instead of the usual freshman work,

  which called Pope, with error and not alas with subtlety, a Romantic, said his poetry was ‘charming’, and, if the author of the piece had found him, borrowed heavily from Dr Samuel

  Johnson on the evident supposition that Treece had not yet tapped this mine of critical opinion, Bates on Pope was not lacking in assurance. The essay was almost good enough for Partisan

  Review; if any other student had written it, Treece would have concluded that this was where he had got it from. But the Batesian mood was so firmly there that Treece had no doubts. He went on

  to another essay, which held that the main theme in English literature was ‘the escape from reality into morality’; this, said the essay, was the reason for the contemporary decline in

  the novel, for the novelist of today lacked (he excepted E. M. Forster, ‘our old figurehead’, as he called him) the training in moral stature. Let us look to the Americans, moral

  pragmatists all, cried the last line of this manifesto. A third essay pleaded for a reconsideration of Shaw, because, in his work, morality ceases to be morality and beomes art. Treece, who was

  always hideously afraid that he was overlooking and mishandling some sort of genius, perhaps a sort that hadn’t been discovered yet (genius and stupidity have so much in common that the

  problem bobbed up constantly), read on and grew increasingly nervous.




  II




  ‘Towns’, Professor de Thule, head of the history department, used often to say (it was practically his one intellectual proposition), ‘are the dynamic image of

  ourselves as social entities’; to this Professor Treece used often wearily to reply, ‘Obviously.’ But what could one say of the provincial city in which the University stood? It

  was just bric-à-brac. Chaste up to the late eighteenth century, it had given itself to all comers during the industrial revolution. There were, indeed, parts of the town in which one felt a

  real sense of place; but most of the time one felt a sense of anywhere. Treece had amused himself over the few years he had lived there by trying, a little at a time, to unravel the little

  threads of puritanism, for to his London mind, provincialism and puritanism were the same thing. It was sheer Tawney; religion, and the rise of capitalism. Gradually the place for him began to

  emerge as an entity; he found he could say, in certain moods, in the new intellectual tradition, Why, I like it here. Though the eighteenth century was his period, and he found it attuned happily

  to his disposition, he found himself getting more and more a Betjemanesque frisson from Victoriana. As business and nonconformity boomed, the former market town had erected Victorian Gothic

  churches, a Victorian Gothic town hall, an Albert Hall for quiet concerts and methodist services, a temperance union hall, a mechanics institute, a prison, and a well-appointed lunatic asylum.

  ‘Why doesn’t Betjeman come and live here?’ people asked when they saw the place. As for the University, which had still been a university college even when Treece was

  appointed to his chair, it was frequently mistaken for the railway station and was in fact closely modelled on St Pancras. The pile had, in fact, a curious history. When, in a riot of Victorian

  self-help, the town had finally decided that it wanted a university, it had provided it with all that vision, that capacity for making do, that practicality which had been the basis of the

  town’s business success. Its founders had obtained its cloistered halls for next to nothing. The town lunatic asylum was proving too small to accommodate those unable to stand up to the

  rigours of the new world, and a larger building was planned. It was not big enough for an asylum, then; but it was big enough for a university college. So, as Treece frankly admitted, it became an

  asylum of another kind; great wits are thus to madness near allied. There were still bars over the windows; there was nowhere you could hang yourself. The place sat, with its red-brick spires and

  towers, with its Gothic slit windows and its battlements (‘At least it’s easily defended, if it should ever come to that,’ said Professor de Thule practically) on

  Institution Road, between the reception centre and the geriatric hospital. If I retain an image of these Groves of Macadam when I am gone, thought Treece, it will be of old men in worn suits

  picking up cigarette ends in the forecourt. ‘It’s lucky we’re all sophisticated,’ Treece always told his visitors, ‘or we shouldn’t like it a bit.’




  When Treece arrived at the University the next morning, the first person he saw in the main hall of the building was Louis Bates. The hall, which smelled noxiously of floor polish, was filled

  with ‘freshers’, trying to find out how to register. This was true, Treece observed, in both senses of the word: how the problem hovered in the air, do we establish terribly, terribly

  interesting university personalities for ourselves? ‘Essen sie?’ someone asked near him, very affectedly. Most of the students were fat little girls, fresh from school and

  pubic-looking. Bates stood in a corner, looking like a renounced undertaker, talking to an evangelist from the Christian Union. ‘I just want a straight answer, yes or no,’ he was

  saying, ‘is this a bounded, or boundless, universe?’




  Treece went up to the Senior Common Room and bought himself a cup of coffee. He sat down in a chair and began to read Encounter, which as usual was full of articles about Japan. ‘Do

  you know you can get twenty-five non-proprietary aspirins for fourpence at Boots’?’ cried Dr Viola Masefield, who lectured in the department in Elizabethan drama, coming to the door.

  She delved in her shoulder bag, which was as big as a newsboy’s satchel, for the little tickets that one bought coffee with. ‘Isn’t it a ramp?’ Treece admired Viola’s

  indignations. She was always full of protest about ramps, and overcharging, and overcrowding in houses, and lack of toilet facilities at the bus station: her principles were always directed

  against tangible objects, whereas Treece’s, these days, could fix on nothing save unresolvable complexities. Viola had taken her degree at Leicester and then had come here; she didn’t

  know anybody, and to her London was a big place where it was easy to get lost once you got away from the British Museum. Viola’s reactions to problems and to people were violent and

  immediate, as Treece was well aware; people who met her for the first time sometimes used the word ‘sophisticated’ to describe her, because her manner was bright and when she smoked it

  was through a long jade holder, but those who knew her better were aware that this was the last word for Viola, for even simple female cunning of the type that’s given to every sheltered

  country girl was missing in Viola’s case; this itself was her charm. Treece therefore thought he should give a warning to Viola about Louis Bates, who was in one of her tutorial groups.

  ‘Viola,’ he said, ‘can I have a word . . .?’ ‘Just a minute,’ said Viola, ‘I want to wee-wee’; and she was off, swinging her dirndl skirt like

  something that had just come off-stage from a performance of The Bartered Bride.




  ‘I hope it goes well for her,’ murmured the man in the armchair next to Treece’s, looking up from the Women’s Sunday Mirror. He was a sociologist whom Treece

  remembered as a post-graduate student; then he had been a slim, dark-haired, very English young man who played football for a university team and wanted an MG sports car. Now all that had changed;

  he wore green, German double-breasted raincoats (all his clothes were double-breasted; indeed, said Viola Masefield once, I think he must be double-breasted), carried large briefcases made

  of wide-grained red leather, and cultivated a Central European accent; most of the best sociologists were, as he said, from Mittel-Europa.




  ‘I’m catching up on the ephemera,’ said the sociologist, whose name was Jenkins (he hated it, because it didn’t end in ‘heim’), noticing that Treece was

  looking curiously at his reading matter.




  ‘You’re lucky,’ said Treece. ‘It must be nice to be a sociologist and be able to read anything.’




  ‘It’s terrible,’ said Jenkins with feeling. ‘There are times when I begin to think that vot we need is a benevolent fascism. I have a television set,’ he went on,

  leaning forward confidingly. ‘I think I am perhaps the only man in this University with a television set, and I sit there all night and watch it. You know, this is the great culture-leveller;

  all over England people watch this stuff and go away and take the same image of the world, and themselves, and standards of value along with them. Oh, and it’s terrible. All those people . .

  . I hope they know what it is they’re doing. I wish I didn’t have to watch it. I wish I could get away.’




  ‘How was America?’ said Treece. Jenkins had just returned from a year at the University of Chicago, or Colorado, or California (faculties of sociology in America drift about like

  flocks of birds; you wake up one morning and find the ones you are interested in have risen from their perches and have settled again, en masse, at the other side of the continent), where he

  had been, financed by a Rockefeller Scholarship, in order to find something out about a new discipline called Group Dynamics.




  ‘I suppose you’re glad to be back,’ said Treece.




  ‘I don’t quite know,’ said Jenkins. ‘It’s like coming back home, looking for England, and finding America again. Is it I that have changed, or is it England? I

  suppose it’s me; I always thought England was so much more reactionary than it is. It seems so proletarian. All the shops are chain-stores, all the local societies are ironed out; soon it

  won’t be necessary for us to go to America. It will all be here.’ Jenkins looked round furtively, as if he were saying something that shouldn’t get back. ‘Sometimes I

  feel like a traitor to sociology. Sometimes I want things as they were. We are making the world nice, you know,’ said Jenkins, ‘for all people except ourselves. Once, I can’t help

  remembering, we used to think people like us were important. Now we’re just a little group of disordered citizens with no social role in the society we live in.’




  ‘You’re the first sociologist that I’ve met who ever felt guilty about it,’ said Treece.




  ‘Quite,’ said Jenkins. ‘I begin to wonder myself – just who are we working for? What is a university for? I mean, should we be advancing and developing the processes of

  middle-class business morality? Surely we ought to be protesting against them. All this social engineering . . . I’m not sure it’s as good as I want it to be. Let me tell you about

  Group Dynamics; that’s what I’m trying to get them to start up here, you know.’




  ‘What is it?’ said Treece.




  ‘It’s a study of the social abrasions that are in-built into every group situation. You know how you feel uncomfortable at parties if you’ve forgotten to fasten your flies?

  Well, that’s Group Dynamics. It’s a new field. At Chicago we were doing experiments to show that the physical constitution of rooms had a big effect on the people who used them. We were

  doing some experiments with conferences for the Pentagon. You know how at conferences it’s usual to use two tables set in a T shape? Well, we were able to prove that certain seats at the

  table were actually dead seats and that because of various factors – not being able to see the chairman’s face in order to observe his reaction, and so on – the people sitting in

  them were virtually excluded from useful participation in the conference. A similar problem arose with the entry of people into the room; we found that some had to come in first and others last . .

  . well, we knew that, of course; but we found that this tended to dramatize latent status problems. That is, people uncertain about their status in relation to others present were made aware of the

  quandary when it came to the problem of whether to enter the room first, or in the middle, or last. So, you see, we were able to make some useful recommendations; but the feeling that’s left

  is that if only social engineering can get around to enough things, life will be a bowl of cherries.’




  Treece said: ‘I hope you don’t mind my asking this, but what were the recommendations you made?’




  ‘The recommendations?’ asked Jenkins. ‘Well, actually what we recommended was that conferences should use a circular table, and a circular room, and a separate door in the wall

  for each participant. I don’t know whether the Pentagon are actually using this yet, but I fancy they will.’




  ‘I see,’ said Treece. ‘I see.’ He turned and looked round the room, with a mystified and oddly tired eye; if all the chairs had been filled with horses, instead of with

  lecturers and professors taking coffee in their matitudinal quiet, it would have seemed no odder to him than the conversation from which he had just emerged, as from some long black tunnel. Are

  there then, he asked with a mind that seemed over the last few minutes to have grown quaintly old-fashioned, in the cast of some babarian confronted with Athens at its heyday, are there then people

  who do that and call it thought?




  III




  On the previous evening, the Vice-Chancellor of the University, a stout, well-meaning man, full of bonhomie, was walking homewards through the darkness, wondering what

  else one had to do in order to get a knighthood, when a pane of glass shattered in the wall beside him. The Vice-Chancellor looked up, surprised, nervous, and in the broken window a

  frightened black face appeared. ‘How do you do, sir,’ said the face. ‘I am in prison in the toilet.’ ‘Who are you?’ said the Vice-Chancellor.

  ‘Eborebelosa,’ said the black face. ‘Are you a student here?’ ‘Yes, indeed,’ said Eborebelosa.




  It was late at night; the Vice-Chancellor had, as he used to put it, been working late at the office (he was by training a businessman, and he always claimed that academics were woolly-minded

  and ‘had no business methods’; he had hundreds; he had nothing but). There was no one else on the premises. The Vice-Chancellor got out his keys and went back into the darkened

  building. He went to the men’s toilet; the porter, as his duties bade him, had locked the door. Unused to a quandary of this sort, the Vice-Chancellor did not know where to lay his hands on a

  suitable key (he afterwards discovered that a master key which he had in his pocket fitted this, as every other door in the University) and he set to work with a paper clip. In a few moments the

  door was open. Inside, Mr Eborebelosa was in one of the cubicles, seated on the bowl, his white eyes rolling with fright. ‘Who is to blame for this?’ ‘Society,’ said Mr

  Eborebelosa. ‘Whose student are you?’ asked the Vice-Chancellor, trying another tack. ‘Professor Treece,’ said Mr Eborebelosa. ‘Then go and see him tomorrow,’

  said the Vice-Chancellor. The automatic flush worked, with a great rush of waters, on the urinals, and Mr Eborebelosa gave a little sob. Trapped there in the dark, among these regular

  regurgitations of water, he had clearly undergone a terrifying experience.




  As Treece was leaving the Senior Common Room after his tête-à-tête with Jenkins, the Vice-Chancellor appeared in the doorway (with the Vice-Chancellor all doorways looked too small; he

  was tall as well as fat and, for him, doorways were a challenge) and told Treece this whole story . . . or almost all of it, for however could he admit to anyone that it was possible to open the

  locked doors of the University with a paper clip? Moreover, that morning he had talked to the porter and had discovered that Eborebelosa spent his days closeted in the toilets; no sooner had the

  cleaners turned him out of one cubicle than he bobbed up in another; no sooner had he been put out of one door than he popped in by another. The toilets were checked before they were locked; but

  who could foresee wilful self-incarceration? ‘Talk to him,’ said the Vice-Chancellor. ‘Find out whether he’s refusing to face up to the reality of the world, or whether

  he’s got a weak bladder.’




  Treece knew Eborebelosa; he had been sent over from West Africa to be educated and groomed at the expense, he explained to Treece on the first day, of a terrorist society devoted to driving out

  the British. He was to study English language, sociology, economics, and chemistry, paying particular attention to the making of gunpowder and time-fuses. Since he retailed this information so

  openly, Treece found himself set with him in one of those hazy relationships of cultural quandary, where nothing said and nothing done seems believable because the specific cultural context for the

  form of behaviour, the way of speech, is lacking. Treece knew that he and Pontius Pilate were brothers under the skin; if he had lived in Jerusalem and met the Son of God he would have said, with

  monumental fairness, with no wish to be illiberal or to suggest that the foreigner was in any way inferior to ourselves: ‘Well, perhaps he is and perhaps he isn’t, but you really

  can’t expect me to tell; perhaps they’re all like this; I just don’t know the cultural background.’ He was quite prepared to help Mr Eborebelosa be a terrorist, if

  that really was his fulfilment, and people out there seriously felt they had to be terrorists; but surely, in any case, reason would prevail and he’d work in a post office or a government

  building, creating rather than destroying.




  Treece returned to his office, which in the earlier dispensation had been one of the padded cells; it was splendidly warm in winter. It was not, alas, a homely room; the Lippo Lippi

  reproduction and the bundle of dirty laundry that Treece had forgotten to take home could do little to mitigate the essential starkness of the place. Presently there was a little knock at the door

  and, since no one responded to Treece’s hail of ‘Come in’, he went himself to open it. Mr Eborebelosa stood there, with his eyes turned up to heaven. Treece led him to a chair and

  sat him down.




  ‘Now, look, Mr Eborebelosa. Please understand, all we want to do is to help you.’ He looked up; this evoked no response. ‘But you’ll have to tell me what is the matter,

  won’t you, if I’m to do that?’ Treece was uneasily aware that his tone was that of a man who had been reading from Dr Spock’s book on baby care. At times like this he

  didn’t like himself; there must be better personae, but he never found one.




  ‘Now, tell me, why do you hide in the lavatories?’ he went on. ‘Well, it’s silly, isn’t it? You can’t go on hiding in lavatories all your life, can you? How

  many public lavatories are there in your country?’ Eborebelosa was not roused even by this sally. ‘Probably not many. You’ll be hard put to it, won’t you? Or is it just

  because you’re in England that you hide in public lavatories?’ Eborebelosa shifted uncomfortably; and Treece suspected, with unease, that he was expecting the familiar argument about

  his coming over here and exploiting the advantages of the Welfare State. Treece, further, was beginning to wonder whether something unsavoury and morbid did not lie at the bottom of it all; perhaps

  he liked the smell, or something. ‘Are you afraid of something? If so, you must tell me, and we’ll put it right. Are you unhappy?’




  Eborebelosa nodded his head in quick movements.




  ‘Why?’ went on Treece. ‘What’s troubling you?’




  ‘I am despised by all,’ he said suddenly in a deep clipped voice. People laughed at him, he said, because he was black and the other Negroes in the University did not like him

  because he was the son of a chief. He asked them for presents and they wouldn’t bring him any.
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