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“A loose sally of the mind; an irregular undigested piece; not a regularly and orderly composition.”


Dr Johnson’s definition of an essay
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Kazuo Ishiguro—“A master in the art of narration”


In December 2010, Kazuo Ishiguro accepted an invitation from myself and my co-tutor to speak to the students on the six-month ‘Writing a Novel’ course at the Faber Academy. It was a riveting two hours for the students and us tutors alike. During his talk, he offered access-all-areas to his thoughts on writing and his work practices, which was inspirational and which provoked a lot of discussion for weeks afterwards.


One of the key points dealt with was his use of the ‘unreliable narrator’—the literary trope for which he is perhaps best known. The point he made was that unreliable narrators are often a result of people reassessing their lives and the disappointment of them and, if the feeling of disappointment was too great, narrators might choose to leaven it in order to make it manageable. He went on to say that he auditions all his characters before deciding which one to offer the role of narrator. Imagine the Sherlock Holmes stories with Holmes himself as the narrator, he said—they just wouldn’t have worked. The point of the Holmes stories is that we are in the same boat as Watson with regard to the amount of information we have. Like Watson, we are in the dark most of the time. With regard to his own work, think of The Remains of the Day and how different it would have been had Miss Kenton narrated the story. Her self-awareness and emotional articulacy, which Stevens so obviously lacks, would have meant that the pleasure of the text would have to have come from some other place entirely. So, adopting different characters as narrators produces different kinds of books.


The other key point he made is that he feels each of his novels has grown out of its predecessor. He feels that writers have to learn ‘on the job’, but that they should treat every book as their masterpiece. There are a finite number of books in a writer, he said, so they need to pay attention to the shape and single impact of each narrative. Ishiguro clearly practices what he preaches: he has won the Booker Prize once—with The Remains of the Day—and no less than four of his six published novels have been shortlisted for Booker Prize. Four. No one (with the possible exception of Peter Carey) has had a greater hit rate at that particular prize and he is one of the most highly-regarded writers in the world. His advice and insight was so inspiring that my class and I decided to go away, revisit his work and have a mini-conference on it at the end of the course. To prepare for that, I thought it would be interesting to read his novels in the order he wrote them, which took me three months and which is one of the most rewarding reading experiences I’ve ever had.


The narrators of Ishiguro’s first three novels—A Pale View of Hills, An Artist of the Floating World and The Remains of the Day—all share a very profound unreliability. Etsuko, Ono and Stevens are all ordinary figures living in extraordinary times and places and, although the stories they tell are complex, the stories themselves feel curiously incomplete and their conclusions are highly ambiguous. These three narratives, all set just before or after the Second World War, are deeply embedded in their historical moments but their narrators choose, for whatever reason, to tell the story at a tangent to those moments in history. The impression is that Etsuko, Ono and Stevens are traumatised, and their sense of self as narrators is paralysed. Indeed, the sense is even stronger than that—it is as though these characters are ‘haunted’. It is almost as if, as individuals, they are not proper, rounded subjects but merely ghostly actors and performers inhabiting roles that are allocated to them by the context in which they find themselves. And yet, whatever was the cause of their original trauma remains absent from their account, either because it is beyond their ability to describe or because they cannot recall precisely. They are ghostly presences telling a story that is uncertain in its source, detail or outcome. The effects for the reader paying careful attention to how these stories are narrated are stunning.


Among those ‘And Now For Something Completely Different’ moments in an author’s career, perhaps none has been more dramatic than The Unconsoled, about which Ishiguro said: ‘The Unconsoled received a hail of abuse, but it was what I needed. I was ready to embrace controversy. I’d just had a bestselling novel [The Remains of the Day], won the Booker Prize and the film of it had just been nominated for eight Oscars. I could easily have continued producing well-shaped novels that would get kind reviews, but I felt if I was going to do something different and difficult, now was the time.’


What can one say about this novel? It is delightful yet frustrating. It doesn’t obey the laws of Euclidean geometry. Its forebear is clearly Kafka, and it shares certain similarities with Murakami’s wild-goose-chase novels, yet it is a one-off. I think the key to reading this novel is not to ask too many questions of it because, if you do, you can only expect to get the wrong answers. It is a Derrida-esque story of endless delay and deferral and is highly ‘overdetermined’ in the sense that its plot possesses a multiplicity of causes and suggests a plurality of meanings. Rather than searching for answers to questions that an implied reader imagines are being asked, it is perhaps more useful here to accept that there might simply be nothing to say. Avoiding such over-interpretation may hopefully lead to an ‘excess of wonder’, a position vis-á-vis the text that leads to an exciting awareness of our role in finding and joining in the play of meaning. Not least of these is an amusing running joke whereby certain places and many of the minor characters are named after footballers who have appeared in World Cup finals or who have appeared in Josef von Sternberg’s film, Der Blaue Engel.


When We Were Orphans is my particular favourite of the novels. As a result of his thoughts on the Sherlock Holmes stories, perhaps Ishiguro was keen to attempt a novel narrated from the detective’s point of view, but we remain in the dark as ever regarding how Christopher Banks actually solves any crimes. Indeed, in place of being aligned with a narrator who can never quite grasp the reasoning process of the great detective (e.g. Watson), our perspective is shifted to a detective-narrator whose subjectivity and emotion often overwhelm the rational aspects of his role as detective. Banks’s narrative has all the trappings of the detective story, but none of the internal logic. He is another ghostly, haunted narrator, an actor who wrongly interprets the reality around him. Like Stevens, Banks is unable to grasp the political complexity of Britain’s position in the 1930s. Banks and Stevens are both confronted by the slow realisation that their social roles impose a restricted perspective on reality, one which limits their worldview and contributes to their lack of self-awareness and the sense of puzzlement they instil in others.


Along with The Remains of the Day, Ishiguro’s sixth novel—Never Let Me Go—is his most commercially successful and it was also made into a well-liked film. Both novels also share a similar mode of narration in that both stories are narrated as though being spoken rather than written. There are no lines in either book that would not sound out of place if recited. There is no ‘artfulness’ in the narration (indeed, Ishiguro told us that he goes to great lengths to make sure that every word in his books can be easily translated). However, the narrator of Never Let Me Go—Kathy H—is not so much an unreliable narrator, as an inadequate narrator. Unlike Stevens, she does not keep her feelings hidden but she is instead openly puzzling about feelings that have not been made clear to her. The reader feels this narratorial flatness very keenly and it was interesting to hear Ishiguro himself tell us that he had, in fact, abandoned Never Let Me Go not once, but twice. In the novel’s first manifestation, the young people in the novel were students and it wasn’t until, many years later, he heard a radio piece on cloning that he hit upon the idea of turning the students into clones. The novel then miraculously came to life.


For me, however, it’s the least interesting of his novels, precisely because the narrator is less unreliable than usual. My favourite novels of his are those that are set in the Far East. They are the ones that play with unreliable narration to the most startling, dazzling effect. After moving through the upper echelons of pre-war English society, the strange, dislocated vistas of an unnamed Eastern European state and a dystopian vision of the near future, and even after having spent most of his life in the UK, one senses that a greater part of his narrative heart still beats somewhere in the Orient.


Originally posted on Faber’s Thought Fox blog, August 2012.





Alice Munro—“On the darker side of humanity”


Alice Munro’s stories have always presented us with dazzling pictures of post-war North American life, but the dramatic tensions in them rest on the way her characters have always belied that North American dream. The lighter the surface texture, the darker the shadows. In her latest collection of stories, Munro’s prose takes on even darker gleamings.


The title story of her new collection, The Love of a Good Woman, has a brutal homicide lying deep within a family life. It begins with three boys finding a car in a local lake with a drowned man inside. The man is the town’s optometrist, a gentle, well-loved figure. Structured almost as a mystery, the story shifts its point of view until the enigma surrounding his bleak, humane death is unearthed. The manner in which this story ends is characteristic of the collection as a whole. There is a sense of inevitability to it, not as a consequence of a decision made but exactly the opposite. These characters are not in control of their lives, and they are subject to contingency and circumstance. They drift, dream and wonder what is happening to them.


“Before the Change” is an epistolary story written by a woman to ‘R’, a man who rejected her when she gave birth to his child. While she is staying with her father, she gradually finds out that her father is running an illegal abortion house. After she has helped him with a particularly grisly termination, she tells him about her child, which she gave away for adoption. ‘So isn’t that ironic’, she says. This woman, like many of her father’s patients, remains anonymous throughout the story. Her experience of childbirth has left her feeling that ‘dying and living were both irrelevant notions, like favorite movies’. She recalls ballads learned at school with eponymous titles such as “Patrick Spens” and “Solomon Grundy”. Upon hearing his daughter’s news, the father has a massive coronary and dies—irony is collapsed and emptiness sweeps in.


The depth and scope of these stories is impressive. With modernist ease, Munro scrambles time according to the demands of characterisation. Almost every sentence in each story probes the recesses of character like a tendril, linking ‘a well-peopled and untranslatable past’ to the mute present and, perhaps, a lonely future.


“Jakarta”, for example, begins with two young women, Kath and Sonje, having an argument on a beach. Kath is hesitant and unfulfilled with her husband Kent, while Sonje lives with a Marxist radical called Cottar. At first, it is Kath’s story, centred on her fascination with and fear of Sonje and Cottar’s open relationship. Kent, by contrast, is portrayed as a leaden conservative.


Decades later, Kent takes his young girlfriend to visit Sonje and we quickly learn that Kent is a widower and that Cottar has died of a tropical disease in Jakarta. The story now becomes Sonje’s, as she details a theory to Kent that Cottar is not in fact dead. Lastly, the story becomes Kent’s, with his admission to us that Kath is not dead either, and may have run off with Cottar. Told in a series of flashforwards and flashbacks, the net result is a four-way relationship founded on uncertainty and discontent.


An added dimension to all this is Munro’s careful patterning of character to mood and setting. Environment and atmosphere are fleshed out by perception. A woman, who has not yet registered her departure from her family, sees a truck while waiting to cross a road. ‘But not just a truck—there’s large bleak fact coming at her. And it has not arrived out of nowhere.’


Munro has often been hailed as a great short story writer—and there is a strong sense that she is working hard with the form, pushing it to make it do more than usual. This superb collection gives credence to that claim—she is a writer at her peak.


Financial Times, January 1999.





Rupert Thomson—“Grim lives tangled in the city”


Rupert Thomson’s Soft is a book about the brightness of colour, about heightened awareness—where the winter wind smells like ‘knives’, vodka wraps your brain in ‘silver’ and the pages of holiday brochures are as ‘slippery as fish’.


Kwench! is a new orange-coloured soft drink that young Jimmy Lyle is employed to advertise. Through a series of events—a conversation overheard on the London underground, a present of some weird jelly babies—Jimmy hits on the idea of subliminal suggestion. His boss, the shady Connor, likes the idea, elbows Jimmy out of the picture and sets up a polysomnography programme to indoctrinate his volunteer victims.


One of those victims is Glade, a dreamy 23-year-old waitress who is more than happy to be paid to sleep. When she is released from the clinic, though, she starts seeing orange everywhere. She collects orange things in boxes and dyes her hair orange. She turns sicker and madder before our eyes, and when a journalist makes allegations of impropriety against Jimmy’s company on her behalf, the Kwench! campaign goes into fallout.


Hired to ‘take care’ of Glade is Barker, a washed-up forty-something bouncer newly arrived in London. The city we see through his eyes is unbearably grim, but we experience it through images that are hypnotic and only just this side of reality. We sense his rootlessness and resignation as he moves around the city, trying to eke out a living. Neon signs, remote control buttons and slogans all leap off the page and act as interstices of hopelessness. His is an impressive, downbeat portrayal.


Perhaps most impressive of all is the novel’s chronology. It is with Barker that we start, then we move on to Glade and her problematic relationship with a lawyer living in Miami, and finally on to Jimmy and his affair with a synchro swimmer. If it sounds tortuous, it isn’t—the points of view move smoothly and boldly, with several brief flashbacks supplying background information. Thomson handles the novel’s London specificity very well, transforming off-kilter landscapes into the exotic and hyper real and the prose style—hallucinatory, sensual and gripping—is a dream.


Originally published in the Financial Times, March 1998.





Keith Ridgway’s Hawthorn & Child & Denis Johnson’s Train Dreams



Two books published in 2012 stood out for me. The first is Keith Ridgway’s Hawthorn & Child, which is challenging and exhilarating in equal measure. The novel starts out as a police procedural with a shooting in north London but, rather than develop that story, the subsequent sections follow the tangential paths of a cocky driver/pickpocket and his young love, an anonymous psychiatric patient, a gay orgy in a sauna, Estator, Prince of Wolves… Rarely does a novel make the reader work so hard to follow the action and fill in the gaps. The dog-leg narrative gathers together ideas that it cannot contain, leaking all the time, spilling story and seemingly making no sense. Rather than trying to present a conventional story, the novel works on the reader as a kind of ‘consciousness’, powered by dark matter and mental disorder. I saw Ridgway read from his novel recently and I hadn’t realised how funny it is, too, in a jet-black kind of way. Hawthorn & Child won’t be to everyone’s taste but, as a contemporary novel, it pushes the form harder than anything else I’ve read and is pretty much where it’s at.


The other book that leapt out at me this year was Denis Johnson’s Train Dreams. This short novel couldn’t be more different to Hawthorn & Child in terms of story and style. As straight and true as the spruce trees that feature so heavily in it, the book’s short, linear narrative rockets through the long life of Robert Grainier, a logman working in the 1910–20s on the construction of America’s great mid-west railroads. The book begins with a group of railwaymen trying to throw a Chinaman off a bridge spanning the Moyea River and thereafter follows Grainier’s life of love, loss, natural disaster and solitude. One of the most striking scenes is with a child who may or may not have been brought up by wolves; another is the ending, set in a travelling show, which is one of the strangest and most transformative endings you’re ever likely to read.


Originally posted on Faber’s Thought Fox blog, December 2012.





Keith Douglas—“Into battle through the looking glass”


My grandfather, Captain Alexander Greig, served in North Africa during the Second World War. He fought in the battle of El Alamein with the 8th Army, one of the divisions affectionately known as the ‘Desert Rats’. I have a picture of him in uniform sitting on a camel. My grandfather died when I was a small child and I don’t remember him, but every time we visited my Nana, I would look at his small collection of books that she kept in a locked glass cabinet. These books were mostly about Rommel and my Nana told me that my grandfather always expressed enormous respect for the German field marshal. Ever since then, the word ‘Alamein’ has had a tremendous significance in my family.


So, when I came across a copy of Alamein to Zem Zem in a secondhand bookshop more than 20 years ago, I immediately bought it. I knew of and loved Keith Douglas the poet, but had no idea he had written a memoir of his wartime experiences, and what a stunning memoir it is—written immediately after the events it depicts, Douglas’s prose is lucid and direct and sounds so fresh that it feels as though it could have been written yesterday. It is entirely free of that kind of dated English language we now associate with contemporary works such as Noël Coward’s Brief Encounter or Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited.
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