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      ‘From this amphibious, ill-born mob began


	  That vain, ill-natured thing, an Englishman’




      Daniel Defoe, The True-Born Englishman, 1701
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INTRODUCTION




  The Amphibious Mob




  The English have always had a fierce sense of themselves. As they waded up the beaches, our ancestors were apparently shouting ‘Engla-Lond,

  Engla-Lond’, as if the World Cup had already started. In King Alfred’s day, women who adopted Danish hairstyles were attacked for being un-English. The Venerable Bede of Jarrow, in his

  Ecclesiastical History of the English People, finished as early as ad 731, laments the vices of his countrymen, notably sodomy, adultery and drunkenness, but also picks out their positives

  such as stoicism, telling the story of a fellow Tyneside monk bathing in a freezing river with blocks of ice all round him and someone calling from the bank that ‘it is wonderful how you can

  manage to bear such bitter cold’, to which the monk replies, like any true Geordie, ‘I have known it colder.’




  Further back still, according to the Roman historian Tacitus, our ancestors were already making their own suburbs, ‘refusing to have their houses set together like the Romans and

  preferring to live apart, dotted here and there where spring, plain or grove has taken their fancy, each leaving an open space round his house’. The point is not so much how accurate these

  stereotypes were but rather how, from very early times, observers were fascinated by the quiddities of the English.




  Modern historians do not care for this kind of thing. In the eyes of scholars as diverse as Eric Hobsbawm, Ernest Gellner and Linda Colley, national identity is mostly an artificial construct.

  According to Benedict Anderson, national communities don’t just grow, they have to be ‘imagined’. From a very different viewpoint, Hugh Trevor-Roper claimed that

  ‘Scottishness’ was largely invented by Sir Walter Scott. Colley argues in her influential Britons that you can see unmistakable evidence through the seventeenth, eighteenth and

  nineteenth centuries of politicians and propagandists pushing the idea of Britishness, for fear that the Union might founder without this ideological buttressing. Even so, Colley does not deny that

  the idea of Britain was knocking around way before the union of Parliaments in 1707 and even before the union of the Scottish and English Crowns in 1603. And if Britishness is not quite such a

  latecomer as all that, Englishness is something else.




  Patrick Wormald, that brilliant alcoholic depressive who lit up Anglo-Saxon history for all too brief a period before his early death, contends that a sense of Englishness was always present, as

  thick as the fog, as pervasive and pungent as the drains, long before the Norman Conquest and long after it, enduring through that conquest and then through all the twists and turns of the

  Reformation and Counter-Reformation: ‘the onus probandi lies on those who would deny that such a sense remained embedded in the bulk of the English population throughout this long period.

  Unless a sense of English identity had penetrated towards the roots of society, it is very difficult to understand how it survived at all.’ Wormald contends, not without passion, that

  ‘there is evidence of a remarkably precocious sense of common “Englishness” and not just in politically interested circles. It is arguable that it is because

  “Englishness” was first an ideal that the enterprise launched by Alfred, his children and his grandchildren was so successful.’




  In other words, the people in Wessex, Mercia and the rest were consciously and cussedly English for a long period before these territories were unified into a political realm called England,

  although that realm is itself remarkably ancient in both its boundaries and its monarchy, more ancient perhaps than any other significant realm in Europe, and more continuous if not unbroken in its

  duration. After the breaks – the Norman Conquest, the Commonwealth – the English simply re-emerged, not unaltered by the trauma but convinced that they were in essentials the same

  people they had been before.




  This persisting sense of identity has rarely been bolstered by any feelings of racial purity. The English might think of themselves as different, but they have not gone in for myths of a unique

  genetic origin. English churchmen believed that mankind developed from a single common ancestor, the theory of monogenesis, as opposed to polygenesis, the belief that men originated in separate

  races and that, as a consequence, the differences between those races were ineradicable and important. The most notorious English racialist, Houston Stewart Chamberlain (1855–1927), found so

  little support for his theories in England that he made his career in Germany and took German citizenship. Pseudo-scientific racial theories never stood up to the facts of common observation in

  this country. An English crowd looks so diverse – tall, short, blond, dark, ginger, blobby, aquiline, eyes of every colour.




  Quite early on, in fact, the English became proud of their mongrel heredity. Daniel Defoe’s satire, The True-Born Englishman (1701), was an instant and lasting bestseller which

  went through forty editions in as many years. In it, Defoe mocks those of his fellow countrymen who object to foreign-born rulers such as William of Orange. Who, after all, were our ancestors?

  ‘Auxiliaries and slaves of every nation’ who had followed in the baggage train of the Romans, then the plundering Saxons and Danes, followed by waves of Picts, Scots and Irishmen,

  finishing up with the Norman heavies:




  

    

      All these their barbarous offspring left behind




      The dregs of armies, they of all mankind.




      From this amphibious, ill-born mob began




      That vain, ill-natured thing an Englishman.


    


  




  As Jonathan Clark points out in Our Shadowed Present, the way the English usually described themselves was not ‘true-born’ but ‘free-born’. Their heritage was

  not genetic but political. The ‘amphibious mob’ prided itself not on its ancient bloodlines but on its ancient liberties.




  Of course they thought themselves not only different, but superior. Most nations do. But their claims to superiority were often tinged with self-mockery. In the heyday of Empire, the Victorian

  bourgeoisie guffawed at W. S. Gilbert’s parodies of patriotic ditties:




  

    

      He is an Englishman!




      For he himself has said it




      And it’s greatly to his credit




      That he is an Englishman!


    


  




  Gilbert even asserts ironically that there is an element of choice in the matter:




  

    

      In spite of all temptations




      To belong to other nations




      He remains an Englishman!


    


  




  Nor have the English been conspicuously pleased with their nation and themselves, except perhaps under the first Elizabeth and in the high Victorian age. More often the dominant tone of English

  discourse is one of regret, of nostalgia rather than self-congratulation. In Albion, his vast sprawling enquiry into the origins of the English imagination, Peter Ackroyd identifies Bede

  as the first English writer, typically brooding on ruins and relics of the past and already, in the early eighth century, exuding that melancholy characteristic of these rainswept islanders. If

  there is a theme common to English writers from Bede to Betjeman, it is this regret for the past. The best has already come and gone and will not come again. Shortly after the Norman Conquest, a

  scribe charmingly known as the Tremulous Hand of Worcester sighs over the demise of Old English: nobody teaches the language properly any more, the people are lost and wrecked.




  Only a gross imperialist like Cecil Rhodes would think of claiming that ‘to be an Englishman was to draw first prize in the lottery of life’. In any case, it was always possible to

  buy a lottery ticket. In fact, from Disraeli onwards, paeans to Englishness have so often come from historians and political writers who are not English by descent. The philosopher Sir Isaiah

  Berlin, who was born in Riga and as a child witnessed the Bolshevik Revolution from his parents’ apartment in St Petersburg, writes of the historian Sir Lewis Namier, born Ludwik Bernsztajn

  in Poland to a Jewish land agent who had converted to Catholicism:




  

    

      He was not disappointed in England. It took, as he had supposed, a humane, civilised and, above all, sober, undramatised, empirical view of life. Englishmen seemed to him to

      take account, more than most men, of the real ends of human life – pleasure, justice, power, freedom, glory, the sense of human solidarity which underlay both patriotism and adherence to

      tradition; above all they loathed abstract principles and general theories.


    


  




  From almost everything that Berlin wrote and said, it is clear that these are Berlin’s own sentiments too. It was, I think, his experience of England that helped to shape his crucial

  insight, that political theories and principles do not by nature fit neatly with one another and that wisdom consists in learning to live with the conflicts between them.




  In the writing of English history, it has so often been incomers who have constructed the most vivid pictures of the way we were. Who has inked in our image of the Tudors more forcefully than G.

  R. Elton, Sir Geoffrey Elton, born Gottfried Rudolf Ehrenberg in Prague? In the introduction to his little book The English (1992), Elton touchingly records: ‘I was well over

  seventeen years old when I landed in England on St Valentine’s Day in 1939, and I knew virtually nothing of that country, not even its language. Within a few months it dawned upon me that I

  had arrived in the country in which I ought to have been born.’




  What then are the characteristics of that country that were so immediately attractive to the young Ehrenberg? What makes or made it so enviable to be English, either by birth or by adoption? It

  is an inconvenient truth that just as our characteristics are not exclusive to us, neither are they unchanging. That sober, tolerant country which entranced Berlin, Namier and Elton had, three

  centuries earlier, been notorious for its sectarian ferocity and its terrible civil wars; one king had his head cut off, another was driven into exile. Fifty years later, the country was still

  being convulsed by violent uprisings in support of the exiled dynasty.




  Neither our sexual mores nor our religious habits are constant, either. If the Victorians were pious and prudish, the Georgians were unbuttoned and tepid in their devotions. As for our supposed

  aversion to sexual display, what about Shakespeare’s bawdry or the bare bosoms of Sir Peter Lely’s beauties? English phlegm was unknown to the hot-tempered gallants of Restoration

  England. The stiff upper lip seems more like a by-product of Empire than an enduring feature of the English face; it crumpled terminally at the funeral of Princess Diana. In the 1930s, English

  bohemians fled their suffocating homeland, or ‘Pudding Island’ as Lawrence Durrell called it, for a climate where they could take their clothes off and let their hair down. Now

  foreigners flood into London, because it seems to them the least inhibited metropolis on earth.




  Is there in fact any specific quality in life, or art or literature that we can pin down as intrinsically, enduringly and uniquely English? Ackroyd claims, for example, that the English have a

  special relationship to trees and hate seeing them cut down. Odd, seeing that we have cut down more of them than almost any other nation. Aren’t the Germans rather more notoriously in love

  with their forests, even naming their gâteaux after them? One of the most famous lines in French nursery rhymes laments that ‘we shall go no more to the woods, the laurels are cut

  down’.




  Even where one can identify some cultural trait that appears idiosyncratically English, there always seem to be exceptions. The ‘serpentine line of beauty’ recommended by Hogarth

  certainly does apply to the English tradition in gardening – all meanders and no straight lines – but can you apply it to English architecture, the single unique style of which we

  happen to call perpendicular? Our Georgian terraces are anything but serpentine, certainly not when compared with the fantastic curlicues of Bavarian rococo. On none of these supposedly English

  qualities – understatement and modesty, sexual unease, or enduring love of the eclectic and the countryside, aversion to order and straight lines – can the English claim exclusive

  copyright.




  But there are two ancient and continuing features of English culture which do have a solid claim to be peculiar and fundamental: the common law and the common language. The two are crucially

  interlinked, and between them, I would argue, are constitutive of Englishness.




  At first sight it may seem bizarre that the most famous – and best – description of what the English common law does should come from a poem. But then it’s a bizarre poem. It

  has no title. Alfred Tennyson simply begins with a question:




  

    

      You ask me, why, tho’ ill at ease,




      Within this region I subsist,




      Whose spirits falter in the mist,




      And languish for the purple seas.


    


  




  In other words, why the hell should he stay in England? And he answers himself with a paean to the liberty and tolerance of a country




  

    

      Where Freedom broadens slowly down




      From precedent to precedent.


    


  




  The common law is not the creation of a single glorious revolution or a single brilliant legal mind. It is the deposit of ages, the outcome of legal battles yesterday and long ago, of judgments

  since refined, enlarged and sometimes revoked by generation upon generation of judges. Some of its principles have endured for centuries. Large parts of Magna Carta – and the judgments based

  on the Great Charter – remained law until the late nineteenth century. Even today we still have the clauses about not selling, denying or delaying justice and not imprisoning or dispossessing

  anyone ‘save by the lawful judgment of his peers or by the law of the land’. The law against eavesdropping was part of English common law for nearly 600 years until it was tidied out of

  existence by the Law Commission in the 1960s – just when it was about to come in handy as a deterrent against phone hacking.




  We cannot leave Tennyson’s little poem without noting how, in typical English style, he undercuts his own grandiloquence in the final stanza:




  

    

      Yet waft me from the harbour-mouth,




      Wild wind! I seek a warmer sky,




      And I will see before I die




      The palms and temples of the South.


    


  




  The English common law may be a fine thing, but the English poet is off to sun himself in San Remo.




  The common law had from its beginnings a peculiarly intimate relationship with the English language, for one simple reason. Right from the start, almost everything that mattered in Anglo-Saxon

  England was written in English: law, poetry, history, medical advice, especially law. Everywhere else in Europe, Latin was the language of learned men doing their business. Not in England. And

  nowhere else produced such an abundance of written law as England in the centuries before the Norman Conquest. As Nicholas Vincent points out in his study of Magna Carta, Anglo-Saxon England,

  though not Norman France, was ‘a society already hard-wired with law’. Written codes of Anglo-Saxon law survive in numbers, perhaps from Ethelbert’s day, more reliably from

  Alfred’s. Elton was dazzled:




  

    

      Naturally, the laws being written down provide splendid information on the kind of society with which we are dealing. The first remarkable thing about them is the language

      in which they were originally composed. The kings and their advisers used the vernacular; unlike the rest of Western Europe they escaped the bureaucratic imposition of Latin.


    


  




  And even though the Norman conquerors rewrote the laws in Latin and conversed in French, English re-emerged as the elite language in the course of the thirteenth century, in

  tandem with the development of the common law.




  Elton points out that




  

    

      the fallow time proved to have been truly beneficial. Middle English is a distinctly more flexible language than Anglo-Saxon, grammatically simpler and with a markedly rich

      vocabulary including much borrowing from the temporary ascendancy languages. In this period the English language began its remarkable career as easily the most adaptable and most varied means

      of communication ever put together by man – much superior, it should be said, to Latin or even Greek, and far less hampered by rules than either French or German.


    


  




  For two centuries, the English language went underground officially, while remaining the language of the people. And those two centuries were the making of it. The language of

  Chaucer may be hard for us to read today, but it is essentially our language, in its grammar and syntax, its turn of phrase and much of its vocabulary too.




  And what a vocabulary it has. The English-French volume of my fat Harrap’s dictionary contains 1500 pages; the French-English volume a mere 900. The endless mingling (or, if you prefer,

  smorgasbord, gallimaufry, hotchpotch, mishmash, mosaic, kaleidoscope or omnium-gatherum) of borrowings – from Latin and Greek and the Germanic languages, from the Norse tongues and from the

  Romance ones, the haphazard inflow of terms from Arabic and Hindi and Yiddish and every variety of pidgin – contrasts so strongly with the minimal rules of syntax and grammar, the relative

  absence of declensions and conjugations.




  Unbounded richness and incomparable freedom. It’s a rare combination, and one which often bewilders those who are learning English as a foreign language and who search in vain for clear

  structures to guide them. Anyone who has learnt another language to any degree of rigour will be aware how unusual English is in the way it shrugs off even those rules it does profess, so that it

  is near impossible to be told ‘you can’t say that’. That, after all, is why Voltaire famously could not get on with Shakespeare: ‘he has neither regularity, nor propriety,

  nor art; in the midst of his sublimity he sometimes descends to grossness and in the most impressive scenes to buffoonery; his tragedy is chaos illuminated by a hundred shafts of light.’

  (Though we must remember that Voltaire’s friend Alexander Pope thought much the same, for the reaction against Shakespeare’s disorderliness was as much a matter of literary fashion as

  national difference.)




  The ascent of English as the first truly global language, far outstripping Latin even in its heyday, is a story of our own time. English today is our most universal export and passport. But long

  before that extraordinary event, language had shaped almost everything about us, our freewheeling cast of mind, our indifference to verbal propriety, our taste for eccentricity and serendipity, our

  wacky humour. It is a vagabond language open to the seven seas, a language fit for an amphibious mob.




  The English began with their language, and what they leave behind, long after their global empire has vanished and their global banks have gone bust, is their voices. The mongrel richness of the

  tongue generates an almost limitless individuality. With most of the people discussed in these pages you know who is talking after you have heard a couple of sentences. That may be what has sparked

  the English obsession with human quiddity, with what makes one person different from another, an obsession which so often turns English literature into life-writing and life-writing into literature

  in a way that can be unfamiliar and puzzling to speakers of other European languages. Nowhere else is the art of biography so revered; in France, by contrast, it is positively despised as no more

  than the higher gossip. But to us, telling the stories of English lives seems as good a way as any to tell the story of England.




  That at least is my excuse for parcelling up a collection of portraits which take the life and the work together, melding quite unashamedly biography and critique. Most of the subjects are

  English or at any rate British by birth or residence, some carry other passports, but all are voices in our conversation, and voices that deserve to be celebrated. For the English, biography is

  phonography.




  





  
VOICES IN OUR TIME




  Mild and easygoing, perhaps a little sluggish in the uptake: that is how the English like to picture themselves. Compared to other more

  ‘excitable’ nations, our minds and bodies seem to us (I’m joining the selfie here) to have a low cruising speed. Of the four medieval humours we identify with the phlegmatic. In

  fact phlegm used to be our prime export to the colonies, enabling the British to withstand the climate and the natives with equal fortitude. If we are good at being tolerant, which too we fancy we

  are, it is because it comes naturally to us, just as duckweed grows thicker where the stream runs slow.




  So it’s all the more of a shock to listen to those voices in our own time which have most resounded in our ears. I’m talking here of writers who were born between the outbreaks of

  the two world wars and who have flourished in the half-century after 1945. You might not think such diverse talents would share a common tone, but they do, even if you only notice it when you read

  them one after the other, just as a group medical inspection may bring out certain shared defects in the recruits, such as overweight or fallen arches. And it is a tone which is the opposite, a

  defiant, in-your-face opposite of the traditional self-image of the English.




  The writers who caught my attention are mordant, morose to the point of sour, intolerant, impatient, unforgiving. Their wit does not play or caress, it bites. Nor are they

  slow-spoken. On the contrary, they are quick on the draw, partly because most of them are in a chronic state of suppressed rage. If you were choosing a medieval humour to sum them up, it would be

  the choleric or the bilious.




  They vary in pace and temper, of course. Alan Bennett and W. G. Sebald have each perfected their peculiar strain of lugubrious lucubration, the Eeyore Tendency elevated to the condition of art.

  John Osborne and Kingsley Amis specialize in a high-voltage rant, which is more thoughtfully weighed and constructed than it seems. V. S. Naipaul and John le Carré pilot us through the

  deceptions, fractures and estrangements of the modern world. Hugh Trevor-Roper and Germaine Greer use feline bitchery to bolster their arguments about history and politics. But in one way or

  another, they are all angry.




  When the Angry Young Men were first spotted as the coming thing, they were explained or explained away as an irruption of the grammar-school-educated lower-middle class into the previously

  genteel world of English letters. But even if the AYM were ever a group in any serious sense, which they weren’t, the class explanation won’t do. Young men from similar backgrounds,

  such as H. G. Wells and Arnold Bennett, had broken through after the Great War, and they had been genial upbeat characters.




  The prevailing rancour, the sense of disappointment and disenchantment, the sense even of having been cheated, these were new. And they must surely have had something to do with the

  country’s knackered, bankrupt, irremediably shabby and reduced state. We had come down in the world, and we lacked the means, the energy, the self-confidence to climb out of the crater. In

  The Military Philosophers, Anthony Powell describes the feeling of letdown at the thanksgiving service in St Paul’s at the end of the war: ‘everyone was by now so tired. The

  country, there could be no doubt, was absolutely worn out.’




  In such a shattered city the only answer was the wrecker’s ball. Out of the ruins there comes an earsplitting series of blasts and wails, the scorching sound of strips

  being torn off and pretences being ripped away, and above all the sound of laughter. This must be the funniest bunch of writers ever to be working at the same time in England. The laughter is by

  turns derisive, vulgar, delicate, coarse, sublime, sour and very occasionally sweet. And it is irresistible.




  What is marked too is the virtual absence of hope. There is no looking forward, only a vigilant raging against the present, and now and then a guarded, almost furtive looking back to the days,

  if not of innocence, of a life that was somehow more genuine: for Alan Bennett his parents’ butcher’s shop in Leeds, for V. S. Naipaul the carefree saunter along Miguel Street; for Hugh

  Trevor-Roper and Derek Jackson the headlong gallop across the hunting field; even, surprisingly, for Germaine Greer the simple life of an Italian village where women had a natural and honoured

  place, even if it wasn’t anything like the place she wanted for them.




  





  
KINGSLEY AMIS: THE CRAVING MACHINE




  What is it about fruit? There is no more searing passage in the memoirs of Auberon Waugh than the bit when three bananas reach the Waugh household

  in the worst days of post-war austerity and Evelyn Waugh places all three on his own plate, then before the anguished eyes of his three children ladles on cream, which was almost unprocurable, and

  sugar, which was heavily rationed, and scoffs the lot. So in all the 900-odd pages of Zachary Leader’s marvellous The Life of Kingsley Amis there is nothing that chills the blood

  more than the moment when Hilly Amis’s eight-year-old son Jaime reaches for the one peach in a fruit bowl otherwise containing only oranges, apples and grapes and Kingsley shouts, in a voice

  described by his son Martin as ‘like a man hailing a cab across the length of Oxford Circus during a downpour on Christmas Eve’, ‘HEY! That’s my peach.’




  Behind the sacred monster’s mask lurks a monstrous baby, an insatiable craving machine. There is a line which appears in Take a Girl Like You, but which was also uttered by

  Kingsley himself as he and some friends pulled up at a fried-clam joint on the way to the Newport Jazz Festival: ‘Oh good, I want more than my share before anyone else has had any.’

  Just as Kingsley would later tell the ‘That’s my peach!’ story against himself, so he was constantly working his own episodes of unbridled selfishness into

  his fiction. In his last book, The Biographer’s Moustache, the novelist tells his biographer, ‘These days the public like to think of an artist as a, as a shit known to behave

  in ways they would shrink from.’ To which the biographer, maddened by his subject, retorts at the end of the book, ‘You’re not a reluctant shit and certainly not an unconscious

  shit, you’re a self-congratulatory shit.’




  Amis was perfectly aware that he had, in the words of his poem ‘Coming of Age’, ‘played his part so well / that he started living it, / His trick of camouflage no longer a

  trick.’ He had worked up his public persona so effectively that he became a natural choice for an up-market fabrics campaign – ‘Very Kingsley Amis, Very Sanderson’. Yet now

  and then he was plaintive about the costs of the impersonation. Why did he sit for twenty minutes in the bar at the Garrick and nobody come near him? His drinking partner, the naval historian

  Richard Hough, replied, ‘Kingsley, doesn’t it strike you that it could be because you can be so f***ing curmudgeonly?’ Again, one is reminded of Evelyn Waugh sitting looking like

  a stuck pig in the bar at White’s and glaring at each incomer, then complaining about nobody talking to him and the club going downhill.




  The rage needed fuelling, of course. Throughout most of his later life, Amis was on a bottle of whisky a day, not to mention any available liqueurs, plus a ferocious assortment of drugs: Frumil

  for his swollen legs, verapamil for his heart, Brufen for pain, allopurinol for gout, Senokot and lactulose for constipation. The more he turned drink into a hobby like jazz or science fiction, the

  more he drank. Travelling through Mexico, he insisted on carrying with him a sort of mobile cocktail bar containing tequila, gin, vodka and Campari, plus fruit juices, lemons, tomato juice,

  cucumber and Tabasco. Wine was always a lesser interest though not a lesser intake. The first GP or General Principle of his book On Drink is: ‘Up to a point

  (i.e. short of offering your guests one of those Balkan plonks marketed as wine, Cyprus sherry, poteen and the like), go for quantity rather than quality.’ I can’t remember which Amis

  character it is who pats the fresh bottle that the waiter has just brought and murmurs happily, ‘Nice and full.’ Continuity of supply was a constant anxiety. He always liked to see

  where the next drink was coming from.




  All this took its toll. As early as 1956 when he was only in his thirties, he was passing out cold after lunch or dinner, and in the 1970s often went upstairs to bed on all fours, though he

  never missed a morning at the typewriter. Yet it would be facile to imagine that it was the drink that somehow did for him morally. Like Waugh, he had a cruel streak long before he was seriously

  soused – it was an integral part of their comic genius. Both writers had fathers who were jovial, sentimental good sports. In Amis, as in Waugh, the savage gene skipped a generation.

  Kingsley’s father, William Amis, had ‘a talent for physical clowning and mimicry that made him, on his day, one of the funniest men I have known’, but he also had ‘a rowdy

  babyish streak in him which caused him, when perfectly sober, to pretend to be a foreigner or deaf in trains and pubs’.




  In theory, not so very different from Kingsley’s lifelong habit of delighting his audience with imitations of squawky radios and trains going through tunnels. It was his imitation in the

  quad at St John’s College, Oxford, of a man falling down after being shot that made Philip Larkin, who had not met Amis before, think ‘for the first time I felt myself in the presence

  of a talent greater than my own’. At Amis’s memorial service, Martin played a tape of his father’s celebrated party piece of FDR addressing his British allies over a faulty

  short-wave radio. The tape itself proved faulty, and so Martin relentlessly played it again – an episode straight out of a novel by either Amis. But William Amis’s turns were all too

  often facetious – and for this, like Arthur Waugh, he was not to be forgiven, or not in his lifetime:




  

    

      I’m sorry you had to die




      To make me sorry




      You’re not here now.


    


  




  Nor were the fits of howling and night terrors that woke Kingsley in his later years a new development. As a young signals officer, he had splashed on to the Normandy beachhead only a month

  after D-Day – his first trip abroad – but he had always been subject to what we now call panic attacks. From childhood he had suffered screaming fits. When he was eighteen and the City

  of London School had been evacuated to Marlborough, his housemaster’s wife had to comfort him in the middle of the night when these fits woke him up. When his first wife Hilly was about to

  have their third child, he was frightened to go to the callbox by himself to summon the midwife and had to take Martin with him. Martin was then aged four. After his second wife, the novelist

  Elizabeth Jane Howard, left him, he was petrified of being alone and his children had to organize a rota of Dadsitters. He was so terrified of finding himself in an empty tube train that when he

  and Jane were living out in Barnet, he would choose to travel in the rush hour for his sorties to the Garrick Club.




  This sensitivity was immediately obvious when you met him and made him even more attractive. As the pictures in this generously produced biography show, he was dazzlingly handsome as a young man

  and all his life he had a charming voice, hesitant but not diffident, and somehow confidential as though he was talking to you alone. He seemed quite extraordinarily natural in a way that made

  other people in the room seem loud or forced, and as John Bayley, who met him first at Oxford, pointed out, ‘The natural Amis stayed with him all his life alongside the other one.’




  Nor were these qualities superficial or put on. He was a tactful consoler and capable of great generosity to people in trouble. Although his household at Barnet already contained at least eight

  assorted adults – they also entertained on a heroic scale – he readily assented when Jane invited the dying C. Day-Lewis and his wife Jill Balcon to come and live

  with them, despite the fact that he didn’t much like Day-Lewis and Jane had once had a brief fling with him.




  Sometimes this generosity hardened into an ossified bar code: he was pernickety that everyone should stand his round and behave like a good fellow. It was an offence against the laws of

  hospitality to say to a lunch guest, ‘Shall we go straight in?’ There was no keener member of the 1400 Club at the Garrick, composed of those barflies who thought it poor form to sit

  down before 2 p.m. Like Richard Burton, he believed that ‘the man who drinks on his own’ was scarcely human.




  But until his very last years his company still left a glow. And when he arrived in Swansea as a young lecturer with Hilly and their small children, they hit the place like a tornado, laying

  waste both the campus and the crachach in the Uplands district. Kingsley set about a programme of screwings that would have been enough to construct an ocean liner. Hilly followed in his wake, but

  hers was only a cottage industry in comparison with Kingsley’s mass seduction. At Saturday-night parties he would ask every woman present to come outside and visit his greenhouse – an

  implausible pretext considering his well-advertised dislike of gardens and gardening – and one by one they would return dishevelled but with a wild, furtive triumph in their eyes.




  Drink and sex were his passions. The extraordinary thing is that he could not believe that one might have an impact on the other. When his powers began to fail, he consulted a series of sex

  therapists (as well as regular shrinks to treat his night fears) and even consented, like the hero of Jake’s Thing, to wear a ‘nocturnal mensurator’, a device for

  measuring penile tumescence. It never seems to have occurred to him that he might be suffering from an entirely normal case of brewer’s droop.




  Both in his letters to Larkin and to Robert Conquest, there is, it cannot be denied, a callous tone about his references to women. To Larkin, for example: ‘The only

  reason I like girls is that I want to f*** them.’ When trying to reconcile Hilly: ‘The successive application of tears and pork sword had brought hubby right back into the

  picture’ – while at the same time denouncing Hilly (who was bringing up three children and doing everything for Kingsley without him lifting a finger in any direction) for ‘her

  laziness, her continuous peevishness with the children, her utter lack of interest in anything whatsoever’. Soon he was able to report triumphantly, ‘I have more or less got my wife

  back. As a consequence (though I can quite see how you can’t quite see how this can be so), I have got my girlfriend back too.’




  Nor did Elizabeth Jane Howard fare much better. When she eventually walked out on him, he explained to Larkin: ‘She did it partly to punish me for stopping wanting to fuck her and partly

  because she realised I didn’t like her much. Well, I liked her as much as you could like anyone totally wrapped up in themselves and unable to tolerate the slightest competition or anything a

  raving lunatic could see as opposition and having to have their own way in everything all the time.’




  Well, it takes one.




  Curious perhaps that he chose her in the first place. Many people found her affected and, though very beautiful, not all that easy to get on with. She did not herself deny that she was awkward

  and self-centred. To pursue her career as a writer, she had more or less abandoned her only child, her daughter by her first husband, the naturalist Peter Scott, but when married to Kingsley she

  worked night and day to look after the large, untidy household, drove him everywhere, dealt with all the repairs and accounts and acted as the most dutiful of stepmothers, all of which left little

  or no time for her own writing.




  For someone who took such an intense interest in people’s quirks, Kingsley often seemed indifferent to what people were actually like. He tolerated company at the Garrick Club that other

  members fled from. He would make regular excursions to Swansea to drink in the Bristol Channel Yacht Club with the solicitor Stuart Thomas, described by some as ‘one of

  the most unpleasant men I have ever met’ and eventually expelled from the Yacht Club on grounds of ‘general horribleness’.




  But then, as Zachary Leader points out, the desire to irritate and annoy animated Amis himself all his life, and hobnobbing with other curmudgeons was part of it. He liked to give offence in his

  books too, by putting in recognizable portraits of people he knew, like Peter Quennell’s wife Marilyn or the old devils he drank with in Swansea. In embarking on a new project, for example

  his Ian Fleming pastiche Colonel Sun, he liked to think how much it would annoy intellectual lefties. Baiting was a pastime, ranking only slightly behind drink and sex. Nor did he restrict

  his venom to people who could stand up to him. He could be cruel to some shy stranger who made an ill-phrased remark or had an unfortunate laugh.




  It was sometimes as though his reservoirs of sensitivity were concentrated on his writing. All his delicacy of touch went into the run of the sentence. Surprisingly, although Zac Leader is a

  professor of English literature rather than a biographer by trade (he also did an exemplary edition of the Amis letters), the one gap in this otherwise beautifully balanced, affectionate, unsparing

  and unfailingly accurate portrait is any discussion of Amis’s style in its heyday. Rightly, Leader points out that late Amis can be almost as orotund and impenetrable as the late Henry James

  – a comparison which would have annoyed Amis greatly. Anthony Powell thought that in The Folks That Live on the Hill, for example, the determination not to be pretentious develops

  into a sort of pretentiousness.




  But all memorable styles tend to become parodies of themselves in the end. And Amis’s style is certainly memorable. To me it is one of the most original and infectious styles in

  twentieth-century English writing, comparable in its impact to that of Joyce or Hemingway, though not recognized as such, or not by academics, because of Amis’s dislike of their carry-on. The

  way he writes arises out of what Stephen Potter would call his ordinarychapmanship, but it is only the starting point to declare, as Amis does in what is taken to be the

  Manifesto of the Movement poets, ‘Nobody wants any more poems about philosophers or paintings or novelists or art galleries or mythology or foreign cities.’ What Amis does is not only

  to represent ordinary blokes and (less successfully) blokesses but to catch the way their minds run on, correcting their first thoughts, doubling back, trying to render what exactly it is that they

  are thinking. More complicating still is that Amis is at the same time setting down how the author is trying to describe and then describe better, more exactly, more vividly what the characters are

  doing or saying or looking like. So that at its best you feel a thrilling sense of actually being there as the text is being created. Amis was famous for liking unshowy immediacy in books. All his

  life he preferred the sort of book which began ‘a shot rang out’. He hated writers like Bellow and Nabokov for their distinguished style which ‘usually turns out in practice to

  mean a high idiosyncratic noise level in the writing, with plenty of rumble and wow from imagery, syntax and diction’. Yet he was at pains to point out that immediate didn’t mean

  simple. Paradise Lost was the greatest poem in our language, but it was difficult as well as being immediate. Amis was himself engaged in something which was much more difficult than it

  looked. When it works, a comic joy spreads over every page, even when he is writing about death and decay as he is in Ending Up or The Old Devils.




  To the end Kingsley remained the spoilt only child who believes that the universe ought to be organized for his benefit and is furious whenever he discovers it isn’t. ‘You

  atheist?’ the Russian poet Yevgeny Yevtushenko asked him. ‘Well, yes,’ Amis replied, ‘but it’s more that I hate Him’ – resented the competition, I suppose.

  And it is this combination of indignation and eloquence that puts him up there with Swift and all those other monsters we hate to love.




  





  
ALAN BENNETT: AGAINST SPLOTHER




  ‘I’ve got great faith in the corner of the eye.’ Alan Bennett is talking about the picture by the eighteenth-century Welsh artist

  Thomas Jones of some towels drying on a balcony in Naples. It is an utterly ordinary, unremarkable scene, a piece of background, but in its freshness, its irresistible thereness, it jumps off the

  wall. Jones only painted a handful of these little sketches, devoting the rest of his life to muddy historical paintings and pleasant but standard-issue landscapes. Alan Bennett by contrast has

  devoted his life to freezing the corner-of-the-eye moment, so that it seems not only touching and funny but somehow grand, far grander in fact than the bombastic rodomontades of high literature

  which by comparison come out looking like so much ‘splother’, to use the lovely word much employed by Walter and Lilian Bennett, Alan’s mam and dad, to dismiss anything smacking

  of ostentation, pretension and fuss.




  So it is that Bennett wants this huge collection of his writings over the past ten years to be thought of as occupying no loftier niche than those old children’s annuals issued each

  Christmas by Dandy or Beano and packed with strip cartoons, stories and games. In such an easy-going format, his title sequence – essentially a memoir

  of his parents and his aunties Kathleen and Myra – stands out in all its laconic brilliance. Untold Stories is every bit as touching and funny as you would expect, but you are also

  left in no doubt about the, well, nobility is the only word for it, of the lives led by Mam and Dad, lives so restricted and inconspicuous by the world’s standards. I have read nothing in

  recent fiction to rival the precision and power of the accounts of Mam’s descent first into depression and then later into a dementia of sorts and, towards the end of the memoir, of finding

  Kathleen’s body in the undergrowth beside the M6 after she had run away from Lancaster Moor Hospital.




  When Untold Stories was serialized in the Daily Telegraph, a reader wrote in complaining that the description of how old ladies in such hospitals and care homes were neglected

  and so gently starved to death was exaggerated and unfair. As it happened, only a week later I read in The Times the report of a coroner’s scorching criticism when precisely this had

  happened to a 91-year-old woman in a Manchester hospital. As I am writing this, another such case of slow starvation in a care home is reported in today’s paper.




  At the same time Bennett insists always upon his mother’s jauntiness as soon as she has recovered her spirits. He never ceases to rejoice in the bravura of her denunciations:

  ‘Tangerine! I wouldn’t have tangerine curtains if you paid me.’ Or of the blood-red figure of the Buddha that Aunty Myra brings back from the Far East: ‘I don’t care

  if it is a god, I am not having it on the sideboard with a belly-button that size.’




  In fact, he shares Mam’s distaste and unerring eye for the common. ‘It would do as a definition of what’s gone wrong in England in the last 20 years that it’s got more

  common’, and he remarks resignedly that ‘it’s a sign of my age that the shoe shops seem nowadays to be staffed by sluts, indifferent and unhelpful and with none of that matronly

  dignity’. He deplores the Dianafication of public emotion and, when he hears that the Queen is finally to broadcast to the nation after Diana’s death, remarks

  sourly in his diary, ‘I’m only surprised that Her Majesty hasn’t had to submit to a phone-in.’ When John Major sends the Stone of Scone up North in the vain hope of

  pacifying the Scots, Bennett comments that ‘the Coronation Chair is left looking like an empty commode’. So, although he thinks of himself as a lifelong leftie, wants to see public

  schools abolished and worries about the future of the National Health Service, he emerges as an unregenerate small-c conservative, the grumpiest of grumpy old men. We catch him gorging himself on

  the journals of Anthony Powell and James Lees-Milne, his own diaries coming increasingly to resemble theirs, not least in his adoption of the elaborate Powellian participial clause moored alongside

  the main sentence. If encountered in someone else’s book, the abysmal standard of proofreading in Untold Stories would certainly have provoked a tart comment (two publishers do not

  seem to be better than one). My favourite typo is Bennett’s reference to an appointment with ‘a complimentary health clinic in Harley Street’. Fat chance in that avenue of

  conspicuous extortion.




  This appointment precedes the chemotherapy he undergoes for bowel cancer in 1997, an experience recounted in the closing piece, ‘An Average Rock Bun’ – according to the doctor,

  the size of the tumour in question. At the time, Bennett tells us, he refrained from talking about his illness, otherwise he might have died from embarrassment, but now that he is in the pink again

  (although the initial odds against survival were poor), he gives us a cheerfully uninhibited account of the whole business.




  This is typical of his lifelong struggle with embarrassment. He backs in and out of the limelight, always just in time, he hopes, to escape looking pleased with himself, like some never-ending

  game of Grandmother’s Footsteps. When the list of those who have turned down knighthoods is leaked to the newspapers, he finds himself noting how he is sometimes placed rather low down on the

  list of refuseniks and sometimes not mentioned at all. In the same way, he wouldn’t want anyone to think that putting Mam’s condition down to Alzheimer’s was

  jumping on a bandwagon. He has a similar reaction when asked to appear on television after Gielgud’s death: ‘Reluctant to jump on the bandwagon, particularly when the bandwagon is a

  hearse.’




  ‘Our Alan’s like us, shy,’ Mam would say, meaning it as a virtue. ‘Sly’ is Bennett’s own verdict on himself. A bit of both, really. He is unashamed of his

  fastidiousness, content to have ‘come out’ (I cannot remember whether the inverted commas are mine or his or whether he uses the phrase at all) and delighted to have settled down with a

  partner who is half his age, but he still finds the uninhibited talk of all-male gatherings both tedious and embarrassing. Unashamed too of his long stretches of moony chastity when younger. Like

  Wilfred Thesiger in the desert, ‘I could go for months, years indeed, on virtually no dates at all. No quarter could have been emptier than my twenties.’ Yet of that decade and more of

  unrequited affection, he says in retrospect, ‘It isn’t an education which I would have elected to undergo, but nor do I wish it away, then or now.’




  His unflinching watchfulness preserves him from easy slurping on remorse and regret. The illusion that he is some kind of cuddly national treasure cannot survive reading more than a couple of

  pages of this bumper compendium. He is about as cuddly as a Swiss army knife, old-fashioned in design and fits nicely in the pocket, but equipped with a ferocious variety of attachments for slicing

  through, gouging out and cutting down to size.




  One by one, the tin gods are tapped and found hollow: ‘Never comfortable with (and never unaware of) Saul Bellow’s style, which puts an almost treacly patina on the prose’;

  ‘I persevere with Sebald, but the contrivance of it, particularly his un-peopling of the landscape, never fails to irritate’; ‘re-reading Berenson I find him both intolerable and

  silly’. Ruminating on the famous shrinks who might have something to say about Mam’s condition – R. D. Laing, Thomas Szasz, Freud, Oliver Sacks – he tends to find them

  posturing, if not irrelevant, and unhealthily drawn to patients who make a good story – ‘mistake your wife for a hat and the doctor will never be away from your

  bedside’.




  Even the merchants of literary gloom with whom he is sometimes bracketed do not escape. He finds Barbara Pym lowering to read, and in re-examining Larkin’s verse, which he is often asked

  to give readings of (as though he were the nearest living substitute for the poet), he repeatedly discovers a cheap, hectoring note – ‘the despair is too easy’. For all his

  well-advertised lack of airs and graces, Larkin has his own brand of splother.




  I cannot think of another writer whose judgments are quite so steely, so genuinely unimpressed by reputation. But then in anything Bennett takes on there is a self-confidence which is

  nonetheless formidable because it is concealed under this carapace of modesty. It will be done his way or not at all. His plays, for example, offer only minimal homage to the gross contrivances of

  the stage; they explore an idea – a mad king, an old-fashioned schoolmaster – in a discursive, dwelling style which doesn’t seem to be going anywhere much. According to the

  conventional preconceptions, this ought to be box-office poison, but never is. Talking Heads deliberately affronts the telly producer’s taboo – that the viewer cannot tolerate

  prolonged exposure to a single face and voice. The irony is that, although this concentration is just how the playlets make their remarkable effect, one does miss something and that something is

  Bennett’s own voice, those kindly, tired, gravelly tones, so thoughtful, so eternally self-critical, for it is that voice which redeems his characters from condescension and caricature.




  Untold Stories, for its part, says boo to the notion that a serious writer’s anthology should be a ruthless culling of his best work. This is a Christmas allsorts, jam-packed with

  delights. Only the reminiscences of theatrical productions are for me as tedious as I always find such things, no matter what the play or the players. I would not cross the road to hear William

  Shakespeare himself telling the story of Twelfth Night’s first night. The rest of it – the rambles round art galleries and out-of-the-way medieval

  churches, the acerbic commentaries on modern life, the vivid recollections of the Leeds of his youth – is pure pleasure, a marvellous meander you dread to see the final bend of. Even so, I

  might be tempted to lift out ‘Untold Stories’ from Untold Stories and preserve it separately for the nation, because it is something else, a work of art, and without a drop of

  splother in it.




  





  
MURIEL SPARK: THE GO-AWAY BIRD




  There is no plaque yet on No. 13 Baldwin Crescent, otherwise known as ‘Dunedin’. There ought to be. For on the top floor of this shabby

  yellow-brick house, hidden away between the Camberwell New Road and gloomy Myatt’s Fields, Muriel Spark wrote most of the four or five novels for which we’ll remember her. She was as

  happy in leafy, run-down Baldwin Crescent as she ever had been or was to be in her long, tense, proud, unforgiving life. She did, it is true, make an excursion to her childhood Edinburgh home to

  reimmerse herself in the speech of Morningside while she wrote The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie in four weeks. But all her other masterpieces – Memento Mori, The Ballad of Peckham

  Rye, The Bachelors and much of The Girls of Slender Means – were written within a glorious period of only five years in her two attic rooms in Camberwell. After she left, she

  never lived in Britain again.




  Because she was so stunningly original and burst upon the leaden post-war scene with such a delicious sizzle, as though this was the first time we could afford proper fireworks again, it is easy

  to forget how beautifully rooted in their settings those early books are. She had only just begun writing novels at the age of thirty-nine, having thought of herself till then as a poet. Yet in

  a few masterly lines she gets up for us the clapped-out pubs and factories of Peckham and the boozy gangs wandering across the Rye as indelibly as she does the corridors of

  Marcia Blaine School for Girls and the Princess May of Teck Club, based, quite closely, on her times at James Gillespie’s High School for Girls and the Helena Club in Lancaster Gate

  respectively. She was a realist before she was a surrealist. As Fleur Talbot, her alter ego novelist heroine in Loitering with Intent, says: ‘When I first started writing, people

  used to say my novels were exaggerated. They never were exaggerated, merely aspects of realism.’




  When her books ran thin, as they began to do all too soon after her golden flowering, it was because they no longer had much solid ground to take off from. These later stories were derived not

  from life but from the glossies and newspapers and film mags. They became as insubstantial and shadowy as those late paintings by Sickert that he worked up from newspaper photographs.




  It is hard to read the early novels without an inappropriately seraphic smile breaking out on one’s face like the ghoul at the weepie in the Charles Addams cartoon. By contrast, I find her

  later books strangely hard to get through, though they are just as short, 50,000 words or so. It is like trying to operate an apparently simple gadget which has been supplied without some vital

  part though you cannot identify what it is. Those little macabre jumps into the future no longer take your breath away: ‘She will be found tomorrow dead from multiple stab wounds.’ The

  little nudges to the reader are no longer so winning: ‘Who knows her thoughts? Who can tell?’ Even the most devoted fan may feel like whispering ‘Who cares?’




  I cannot help feeling that her exile from her material was part of the trouble. By then she was too famous for anyone to tell her anything. In any case, she was never one to admit error, except

  in her choice of men (‘I was a bad picker’). On the contrary, she claimed grandly that ‘it was Edinburgh that bred within me the condition of exiledom. It has ceased to become a

  fate, it has become a calling’, the calling of the real artist, just as it had been the calling of other high priests of modernism, such as Eliot, Joyce and Auden.




  Yet it is also true that she simply could not get on with people and places for very long. As Martin Stannard shows in this massive biography, which is simultaneously inspiriting and

  dispiriting, for years ‘her only intimate relation to other human beings had been with her readers’. After leaving London, she moved between New York and Rome, travelling all over the

  place in between, accompanied by an ever-changing cast of gay cavaliers, some kind-hearted and solicitous for her welfare, others catty and freakish like the bizarre Baron Brian de Breffny, a

  Mormon genealogist who was the son of a London cabbie or possibly bookie. She never liked to warm her hands too long at any one camp fire.




  But her gay friendships lasted better than most of those with her fellow writers. Ved Mehta said ‘She went through people like pieces of Kleenex’. In Muriel’s own brief and

  sunny memoir, Curriculum Vitae, she claims that ‘I am a hoarder of two things: documents and trusted friends’. In reality, by the end she had accumulated a mountain of paper

  recording every transaction in her life but scarcely a single old friend, except her charming and level-headed companion Penelope Jardine, in whose Tuscan priest-house she lodged for her last

  twenty years and more, only once or twice threatening to decamp or at least to stop paying her share of the expenses. Her devoted publisher, Alan Maclean, she eventually wrote off as ‘an

  indescribably filthy liar’. Of the poet and critic Derek Stanford, a queer fish admittedly but the only man she seriously loved and wanted to marry, her closing words were ‘I hate the

  man’s guts’. Her conversation became as brittle as her books, snapping off a topic the moment she tired of it, leaving her audience with a feeling of inadequacy.




  At her death in April 2006, she was brewing up for a monster row with Stannard, describing the draft of his biography as ‘based on negative rhetoric and terribly mean and hostile and very

  poorly written’. In fact it is perfectly well written, sometimes rather witty and painstakingly based on all the documents she gave him the run of. The worst you could

  accuse him of is now and then flinching from Muriel’s own plain speech. He refers, for example, to her ‘street-slang annotation’ on an enquiry from a reader and her

  ‘scribbling something uncomplimentary’ on a whingeing letter from Stanford, without spelling out what she actually wrote.




  Above all, Stannard demonstrates with unfailing sympathy why she armed herself with such an adamantine carapace. She had come through a terrible mixture of relentless poverty, recurrent bad luck

  and dogging ill health. She needed all the defences she could muster to protect her reputation and her self-confidence. Her father, Barney Camberg, was a fitter and mechanical engineer at the North

  British Rubber Company all his life. As a member of the kingly tribe of Cohens, he went first into the synagogue, but he was looked down on for not being in business like the rest of the Edinburgh

  Jewish community.




  Muriel described herself as a Gentile Jewess, which was to lead to a literally blood feud with her only child Robin, who insisted on being barmitzvahed, claiming that he was fully Jewish because

  his grandmother, Barney’s wife Cissy, was also Jewish by maternal descent. Muriel fiercely disputed this. Stannard does his best to unravel the truth of the matter. But whichever of them was

  right, it scarcely excuses Muriel’s festering contempt for her son or her eventually cutting him out of her will at the end of her life, just as she had cut him out at the beginning by

  leaving him behind in Rhodesia at the age of five when she fled her mad and violent husband, Solly Spark. She had married Solly at the age of nineteen to get away from her family, scarcely knowing

  him and soon wishing she never had. Quoting the title of her famous story, Muriel remarked, accurately enough, ‘I was really myself a Go-Away Bird’. She diagnosed herself as not the

  marrying type. As Stannard puts it nicely, her pram was always to remain in someone else’s hall.




  When she went to Edinburgh in later years, she stayed, not with Cissy and Robin, but with the high sheriff or at the North British Hotel. On her last visit, she did not

  bother to see her son who was only a ten-minute walk away. Robin’s life was nothing to be ashamed of. He had risen in the Civil Service to become chief clerk to the Scottish Law Commission,

  then resigned to become a well-regarded painter. But Muriel would concede nothing to him: he was only stoking up the row about their Jewishness because he wanted publicity for his lousy paintings

  which he couldn’t sell.




  Not that she found life much easier back in London when she first set up as an independent woman earning her own living. She was turfed out of her job at the Poetry Society by a claque of

  querulous poets. Publisher after publisher whom she worked for or submitted work to went bust, and one went to prison. She was outstandingly industrious and competent – the publisher Peter

  Owen described her as ‘the best bloody secretary I ever had’. But nothing much went right for her, certainly not the weak and cowardly men she fell in with. Like Evelyn Waugh, she began

  to suffer from hallucinations, and for the same reason, addiction to chloral in his case, Dexedrine in hers (Waugh became a loyal admirer and told her he thought The Comforters was much

  better than Pinfold). After reviewing The Confidential Clerk, she got it into her head that T. S. Eliot was sending her threatening messages, encoding them in the theatre

  programme and in the play itself, and then going on to pose as a window cleaner to spy on her friends.




  A little earlier, she had been baptized and confirmed, first as an Anglican, then as a Catholic, and she began the practice of retiring now and then to places of retreat like Allington Castle to

  restore her balance. At one point, she thought of becoming a nun. The Church remained a comfort and an anchor to her, a bulwark against the materialist philistines, although the joy that she had

  experienced on first reading Newman’s Apologia inevitably dried up a bit. Towards the end of her life she rarely went to church, except at Easter. She was, notoriously, more

  interested in theology than in morality. But she denied that her books were amoral or inhuman. They were simply true to life as everyone knew it really was but did not like to

  say. ‘I love all my characters; when I’m writing about them I love them most intensely, like a cat loves a bird.’




  Certainly no writer could have been in person more like her books: exuberant and stony-hearted, switching without any sort of notice from charming and flirtatious to chilly and dismissive. You

  never knew where you were with her, and that’s how she liked it. She picked up the trick from Dame Edith Sitwell, whom she greatly admired as another woman who didn’t give a damn about

  anyone or anything except art and the Catholic Church: ‘My dear, you must acquire a pair of lorgnettes, focus the glasses on that man and sit looking at him through them as if he were an

  insect. Just look and look.’




  And she did. It was just about the only piece of advice she ever took from anyone.




  





  
V. S. NAIPAUL: NO HOME FOR MR BISWAS




  Does man qualify as a migratory species? Or are human migrations too random, violent and erratic? Seen from some more placid planet which counts in

  centuries, Earth must look like one long rush hour: empires waxing and waning, Goths and Vandals sweeping across the steppes, Vikings and Normans across the seas, pioneers, pilgrims, settlers,

  convicts, slaves and indentured labourers all moving vast distances under varying compulsions.




  Yet in literature, migration does not crop up all that often. There are plenty of books about strangers arriving and unsettling established communities; there are also books set in imperial or

  colonial worlds, about the struggle to convert or dominate alien lands and alien peoples. But there is rather less writing of quality about the experience of being unsettled. Even writers who use a

  foreigner to represent The Outsider tend to use him mainly for un-local colour; Joyce chooses Bloom for Ulysses, not because he is interested in what it was like to be Jewish in Dublin at

  the turn of the century but because he is interested in Dublin and in being Irish at the turn of the century.




  Perhaps this is not so odd: writers like to write about substance not absence. The gaps in the substance are to be deplored, not explored; gappiness is a testing, elusive

  kind of subject. And then there is the political aspect. To describe the unsettled individual and the half-made society, or the immigrant society mimicking some other society, is not the way to

  easy popularity. How much more attractive to celebrate the rich diversity of English life, or to hymn the struggles of Azania to realize itself as a nation. Writers, especially in the twentieth

  century, have stood in an extremely uneasy relationship towards both nationality and socialism; the better ones tending to fall for fascism, the less good being equally deluded about communism;

  both sorts ill at ease with the Immigrant – the pro-fascists tending to brutish abuse (Pound, Eliot and co.), the pro-socialists pretending that nationality was a trivial accident which time

  and revolution would dissolve.




  V. S. Naipaul’s work is therefore remarkable in several ways; that he has written first and last, for nearly thirty years, about unsettled individuals and unsettled societies –

  which, after all, comprise a large proportion of the world’s population – without at any point deviating into the sentimental or the didactic, and without falling for any of the

  comfortable cure-alls that will soothe or explain away the realities: not religion, or socialism, or capitalist development, or indeed political enthusiasm of any sort. He never fails to take

  careful aim. His scorn withers its victims without parching the surrounding landscape; his pity for the helpless and the bewildered does not drench the continent; and his capacity for farce is

  reined in, sometimes too much so for the reader who is constantly hoping for every page to be as funny as the funniest pages of A House for Mr Biswas. There is a continuing fineness of

  discrimination at work, an unwavering seriousness of purpose; temptations to take the easy scores are always resisted. This all makes him sound dry and getting drier; yet there is a glorious free

  swing about his late-ish masterpiece, A Bend in the River – a triumphant proof that he has not lost the art of letting go.




  Finding the Centre is a relaxation of another sort. In these two ‘personal narratives’, Naipaul deviates from his usual retiring, almost mannered

  impersonality to offer what he calls a ‘Prologue to an Autobiography’, followed by a piece – ‘The Crocodiles of Yamoussoukro’ – which shows the writer

  ‘going about one side of his business’ in a manner which has become familiar to us; here Naipaul is in the Ivory Coast, but the technique is the same as that which he has practised in

  India, the West Indies, the Middle East, the Congo and elsewhere:




  

    

      To arrive at a place without knowing anyone there, and sometimes without an introduction; to learn how to move among strangers for the short time one could afford to be

      among them; to hold oneself in constant readiness for adventure or revelation; to allow oneself to be carried along, up to a point, by accidents; and consciously to follow up other impulses

      – that could be as creative and imaginative a procedure as the writing that came after.


    


  




  Naipaul finds this kind of travel-work glamorous. He also finds it demanding and exhausting (to the rooted homebody, it sounds a bit bleak too). Yet if the process uses him up, he also uses up

  the place:




  

    

      I travel to discover other states of mind. And if for this intellectual adventure I go to places where people live restricted lives, it is because my curiosity is still

      dictated in part by my colonial Trinidad background. I go to places which, however alien, connect in some way with what I already know. When my curiosity has been satisfied, when there are no

      more surprises, the intellectual adventure is over and I become anxious to leave.


    


  




  I was reminded of the life of a professional player of some highly lucrative sport, tennis or golf perhaps: the same round of hotels and airports; the same kind of meetings with the hangers-on

  and the officials connected with the game, the equivalent of the expatriates and diplomats of whom Naipaul sees a good deal, and who are usually very helpful to him; and also

  the same need to keep one’s game in good shape, not to go slack or go native, and to stick to the orange juice. As the player has to practise to retain the pure arc of his swing, so Naipaul

  has to keep his rootlessness in trim. When the game is over, the player moves on.




  This kind of wilful detachment makes some readers uncomfortable; it sticks out so flagrantly against the general mucking-in and joining-up.




  David Hare’s play A Map of the World, not one of his best, stars Roshan Seth as an author who is unmistakably modelled on Naipaul – witty, fastidious, uncompromising. The

  character is not treated wholly unfairly – although, towards the end, the play, like many plays, loses its way – and is given the best lines, certainly better than those given to the

  other rather disillusioned characters who are milling around the milieu of the same Third World conference. Still, the impression is left that a writer, or indeed any person, who does not associate

  himself wholeheartedly with the struggles of the Third World is a dubious character or, at the very least, poses a moral question.




  This familiar misunderstanding about literature is widely shared by politicians and public persons of all sorts. The fallacy is that political commitment indicates warmth and humanity, while

  detachment is the sign of a cold fish and a dead soul. Yet what could be colder and deader than to shovel so many ill-assorted and ill-used beings into some huge makeshift bin of ideology or

  nationality? By paying attention to them as individuals, the author gives proper value to the diversity and poignancy of their experience; to say that he immortalizes their plight is not to say

  that he is indifferent to it.




  Sometimes the only thing shared by such people is a sense of loss. Even those who prospered in the West Indies, like Naipaul’s grandfather, often continued to think of India as the real

  place and Trinidad as ‘the interlude, the illusion’. When the SS Ganges arrived at Calcutta in 1932 with a thousand unhappy Indians who had served out

  their indentures in Trinidad, the ship was stormed by hundreds of other Indians who had been previously repatriated and now wanted to be taken back to Trinidad.




  This autobiographical fragment is dominated by the story of Naipaul’s father, a story which he fully discovered only in 1970, seventeen years after his father’s death. An English

  journalist, Gault MacGowan, brought out to modernize the Trinidad Guardian, had encouraged Naipaul’s father to become a sprightly reporter writing in an up-to-the-minute Fleet Street

  style. Then MacGowan left the island, Naipaul’s father was reduced to a stringer, fell ill and had a nervous breakdown lasting years, becoming a listless wanderer, dependent on his

  wife’s family. What had happened? From press cuttings Naipaul pieced the story together: his father had written a report mocking the superstition of local Hindus who were sacrificing goats to

  guard their cattle against paralytic rabies instead of having them vaccinated; he received an anonymous threatening letter in Hindi ordering him to perform the very same ceremony which he had

  criticized or he would die within a week. After blustering defiance in the columns of the Guardian, he then yielded to his terror, less of divine retribution than of the violent feuding

  gangs on the island, and performed the ritual sacrifice. His image of himself as a modern-minded, rational man collapsed. Caught between the borrowed ways and the inherited ways, the new home and

  the old home, the present and the past, life is an endless series of catches; there is no permanent lodge or purchase, no home for Mr Biswas.




  In the Ivory Coast, celebrated as the most successful former colony in black Africa, Naipaul finds something different: a glimpse of an African Africa, an Africa which ‘has always been in

  its own eyes complete, achieved, bursting with its own powers’. Something like this, a similar religious feeling, was, fleetingly, at the back of many of the slave revolts in the Caribbean.

  The idea of African completeness endures in various Caribbean religious cults; and touches the politics of the region. Many of the recent political movements in the black

  Caribbean have had a millenarian, ecstatic, purely African side. Naipaul rather indulges this feeling, finding in the feeding of the crocodiles round the president’s palace not only a tourist

  sight but also a sinister, mysterious rite touched with the magic and power which the president doubtless intended it to have. For Africans, we are told, the real world is the world of the night,

  the world of ghosts and magic; the world of the day, the Western world, seems rather childish to them; and when the Europeans go, their world will go with them.




  Here I think Naipaul strains for effect a little. After all, a Chinese official touring Britain who strayed off the M4 and lost his way and found himself watching Lord Bath’s lions being

  fed, then took refuge from the weather in a tin hut with a cross on its roof and there happened to find an old man in a long robe mumbling in Latin and placing small fragments of bread on the

  tongues of his followers – such a highly rational person might well feel somewhat uneasy as the West Country rain drummed on the corrugated iron roof. The idea of spiritual completeness is

  not confined to Africa. Country people almost everywhere have, or used to have, much the same feelings of amused superiority as they contemplated the childish scurryings of townees with their

  childish fads. The sight of a stain on the wall of a modern flat in Abidjan where the rain has penetrated reminds the narrator of something an expatriate has said to him earlier: ‘Africa

  seeps through’. But in that sense, England seeps through too. So do most places. In ‘The Crocodiles of Yamoussoukro’ we have in fact been quietly, unconsciously carried over the

  border which divides reporting from creating, the setting down of experience from the working up of material, journalism from art. Yet the working up of mumbo jumbo (in the strict sense of that

  term) is essential to Naipaul’s narrative; for the mumbo jumbo is the background to the people he is really dealing with – the expatriates, the marginal, the displaced, the

  half-Europeans; this mixture of excitement and fear is what lures them to the edge of the jungle and keeps them there. It is their story which is to be told.




  And storytelling is the driving force of Naipaul’s work: ‘any attempt at narrative can give value to an experience which might otherwise evaporate away.’ It is precisely the

  inconsequential which most needs consequences; the story that has no point or twist which most needs a beginning, middle and an end. The narrative impetus dignifies, sharpens, intensifies effects,

  whether of pathos or humour. Narrative and simplicity. How beautifully and clearly Naipaul starts his autobiographical fragment by telling the story of how he wrote Miguel Street, a

  collection of Trinidad tales which has the carefree fluency of so many of his first books: he was sitting in a gloomy office in the BBC; he describes the room and he sets down the first sentence he

  tapped out on the old typewriter and the magical feeling of having written it: ‘Every morning when he got up Hat would sit on the banister of his back verandah and shout across, “What

  happening there, Bogart?”’




  I read Miguel Street years ago; that first sentence brings it all back in a rush, and to recall the rush of pleasure is to present as moral a justification as any, if justification were

  needed, which it isn’t.




  





  
HUGH TREVOR-ROPER: THE VOLTAIRE OF ST ALDATE’S




  Ah Oxford! Welcome to the City of Dreadful Spite, otherwise known as Malice Springs, the permanent Number One on the Bitch List. Not since the

  vituperative pamphleteers of the English Civil War has there been a community so dedicated to character assassination as the dons of Oxford. Living on the same staircase, dining side by side, night

  after night, term after term, dries up the milk of human kindness. Here is Hugh Trevor-Roper, Regius Professor of Modern History for twenty-three years, describing C. S. Lewis, a Fellow of Magdalen

  College for nearly thirty:




  

    

      Envisage (if you can) a man who combines the face and figure of a hog-reeve or earth-stopper with the mind and thought of a Desert Father of the fifth century, preoccupied

      with meditations of inelegant theological obscenity: a powerful mind warped by erudite philistinism, blackened by systematic bigotry, and directed by a positive detestation of such profane

      frivolities as art, literature and (of course) poetry: a purple-faced bachelor and misogynist, living alone in rooms of inconceivable hideousness, secretly consuming vast quantities of his favourite dish – beefsteak-and-kidney-pudding; periodically trembling at the mere apprehension of a feminine footfall; and all the while distilling his morbid and

      illiberal thoughts into volumes of bestselling prurient religiosity.


    


  




  But the vitriol flows both ways. Here is the classical scholar Sir Maurice Bowra, Warden of Wadham for thirty-two years, writing to Evelyn Waugh in 1947: ‘Trevor-Roper is a fearful man,

  shortsighted, with dripping eyes, shows off all the time, sucks up to me, boasts, is far from poor owing to his awful book [The Last Days of Hitler] on every page of which there is a

  howler.’




  In Oxford, popular success in the outside world is the unforgivable sin. Thus for Trevor-Roper the bestselling A. L. Rowse is ‘typical of modern Oxford historians. There is neither breadth

  nor depth in him. He is provincial – a good provincial journalist.’ Later in this selection of his letters to the great art historian Bernard Berenson, he describes Rowse as ‘a

  Cornish peasant with the character of a mediaeval village usurer’.




  On and on it goes. Herbert Butterfield was ‘a very undistinguished historian’, while the great refugee classicist Eduard Fraenkel was ‘a German of the most boring kind’.

  Berenson would no doubt be delighted to hear that the mesmerizing Slade lecturer on art, Edgar Wind, was ‘a charlatan of something akin to genius’, and Arnold Toynbee was ‘the

  Apostle of the Half-Baked’.




  Even Trevor-Roper’s friends sometimes wearied of this relentless battering. The publisher Hamish Hamilton wrote to Berenson after a weekend with the Duchess of Buccleuch, ‘Hugh

  Trevor-Roper was there, and we found ourselves wondering if one so young and gifted ought to spend quite so much time hating people. He has hardly a charitable word for anyone, and seems to relish

  the discomfiture even of those he is supposed to like.’




  Although not much of a one for introspection, Trevor-Roper could identify clearly enough the influences that had put lead in his bludgeon. He found his father, a workaholic physician, aloof

  and unresponsive. His mother, from a Belfast linen family, was cold, humourless and snobbish. ‘Ours was a grim household without warmth, or affection, or encouragement,

  or interest.’ Until extreme old age, he retained a weirdly boyish skin – the impression of youthful irresponsibility heightened by the chuckles that would break out at the news of some

  comical mishap to a butt or rival. His Christ Church friend, the economist Roy Harrod, claimed that Trevor-Roper had once undergone extensive cosmetic surgery after a riding accident or car smash

  (I forget which) but that sometimes, in the light cast obliquely by the candles in Christ Church Hall, it was possible to catch a glimpse of the old face underneath, twisted and wrinkled by years

  of backbiting.




  His gestures were awkward, as though he had only just learnt them, and he appeared stiff and uneasy beside his exuberantly gay brother Pat, a distinguished and convivial eye surgeon, so

  convivial in fact that one sometimes trembled for the first patient of the morning after – not that Hugh was much beside him, for like Berenson he shied away from the claims of family life.

  When at the age of forty he married Field Marshal Haig’s daughter Alexandra (‘Xandra’), who was seven years older, he grumbled constantly about how her three children interfered

  with his timetable. Nor did Alexandra receive much of a welcome from the Berenson ménage at I Tatti. The sage recorded in his diary, ‘Youngish woman with wooden angular profile, Celtic

  blonde colouring, fairly good figure, no interest or talk to entitle her to frequent us or to be travelling with Hugh.’ His judgment after a later visit by the Trevor-Ropers was barely less

  chilly: ‘She looked haggard and years older than Hugh, but very well dressed and is not by any means as stupid and dazed as she looks.’




  Berenson was eighty-two when they first met in July 1947; Trevor-Roper only thirty-three. They could not therefore enjoy that instinctive understanding which irradiates the correspondence of

  people who were young together, like Kingsley Amis and Philip Larkin or Evelyn Waugh and Nancy Mitford. What they shared were conservative sympathies in culture and politics,

  a reverence for the liberalism of Erasmus and Burckhardt, a distaste for organized religion in general and the Roman Catholic Church in particular, and above all a taste for gossip, though one

  sometimes wonders when Trevor-Roper is retailing a titbit about some Fellow of Merton or Belgravia hostess whether Berenson had a clue who he was talking about. Berenson himself admitted, ‘I

  have but a tangential relationship to my younger friends; they do not think of me as one of themselves.’




  So to some extent these letters are a performance to entertain an old man, comparable to, though much richer and cattier than, Rupert Hart-Davis’s letters to George Lyttelton. They are

  superbly edited. Richard Davenport-Hines’s introduction is so crisp and perceptive that it sometimes makes the actual letters seem a little plodding. His footnotes, too, are an unobtrusive

  delight, informing us for example that Berenson’s sister Senda Abbott introduced basketball as a team sport for women and that Randal, 8th and last Earl of Berkeley, was ‘a world expert

  on osmosis and the only man at that time to be simultaneously a Fellow of the Royal Society and a Master of Foxhounds’. I like the ‘at that time’, as though at other periods there

  might have been half-a-dozen chaps who had brought off the double.




  It is to a footnote, too, that we owe the information that at lunch at I Tatti, Thomas Pakenham, then aged nineteen or twenty, ‘asked loudly and inconveniently how the money had been made

  to pay for such grandeur’. The answer to that interesting question is given here. The unstoppable art dealer Joseph Duveen began by paying Berenson a commission of 10 per cent on the sale

  price of paintings for which BB had provided an attribution. These huge pourboires netted more than $80,000 in 1909 alone. Berenson lamented, ‘I have become a society-lounger and

  money-grubber and God knows what, I do not like it at all and mean to wrench myself away as soon as possible.’ But far from wrenching away, he ratcheted up his fee to an almost incredible 25

  per cent and remained in cahoots with Joe Duveen until 1937, and then after the war transferred his services to Georges Wildenstein.




  Imprisoned in this dubiously acquired splendour (for how could he not bend just a little to Joe’s insistence that this one really was a Titian or a Bellini?), he envied what he saw as

  Trevor-Roper’s insouciant independence amid the dreaming spires, just as Trevor-Roper longed for the grace and calm of I Tatti’s fountains and cypresses, hating Oxford’s squabbles

  and intrigues, which so consumed his energies. The dreary company of embittered old men was at odds with the Oxford he liked to believe in, ‘a gay sceptical tolerant enquiring unshockable

  world’. ‘I made a careful computation the other day which satisfies me that there are in this university only 19 intelligent people, of whom six are hermits or otherwise unsuitable for

  social life and eight are so social that they can never be found, always being in Paris, London or some such place.’ And their idleness was often on a heroic scale, fully matching the sloth

  of Oxford professors in the days of his hero Edward Gibbon: ‘We now have in this university seven professors of history, only one of whom has ever written so much as one book on a historical

  subject, and two of whom have never even committed so much as a single antiquarian review.’




  For both men, conversation was the thing. In Berenson’s words, ‘the give and take of talk has been from my earliest years and remains the crowning joy of my life’. He thought

  Trevor-Roper a good talker, a fine historian, but above all a superb letter-writer. Davenport-Hines calls him ‘the greatest letter-writer of his generation, a letter-writer whose irony, grace

  and knowledge make him the twentieth-century equivalent of Madame de Sévigné or Horace Walpole’. After The Last Days of Hitler, Trevor-Roper’s second post-war

  masterpiece was, we are told, his correspondence.




  On the evidence of this volume I don’t quite think so, although his enormous correspondence with friends of his own age might give a different impression. Certainly his judgments of

  character are often piercing, and his vignettes can be terrific; for example, his description of calling on Jan Masaryk, the Czech foreign minister, a few weeks before the

  communist coup in Prague after which Masaryk threw himself or was thrown out of the window of his ministry:




  

    

      He was alleged to be ill, but I think it was an illness of convenience, for he seemed in excellent form when I found him, lying in bed in a vast and luxurious apartment of

      the Czernin Palace. He was writing private letters in violet ink and reading Gogol’s Dead Souls, and the elaborate canon of the bells of the Capuchin Loreto drifted in through

      the curtains, and he made elaborate jokes in brisk brogue, and all the time he was leaving the foreign policy of Czechoslovakia to his communist under-secretary.


    


  




  But the repeated use of ‘lower-middle-class’ as a pejorative epithet, indeed the whole faintly camp apparatus of snobbery, becomes wearisome. And the mock-heroic accounts of those

  Lilliputian Oxford sagas – the election of the professor of poetry, the battle to install Macmillan as chancellor of the university – do drag on a bit. They are more amusingly told in

  the cod seventeenth-century despatches which Trevor-Roper contributed to the Spectator under the byline of ‘Mercurius Oxonensis’. On each page there is some arresting thought

  or phrase, and I turned each page eagerly, but something is missing; not so much the occasional patch of human warmth, though that would be nice, as the unguarded confidence, the stray glimpse into

  the soul. Even the famous Gibbonian irony sometimes sounds a little forced. In its insidious way, ultimately Oxford got to him. Gibbon, after all, lasted only fourteen months at Magdalen –

  ‘the fourteen months the most idle and unprofitable of my whole life’. Trevor-Roper stayed there nearly half a century.




  He remains inimitable, I think, not so much as a letter-writer but as the author of short, telling historical essays which transform the way we look at a subject; and inimitable, too, as a

  frondeur who cannot see a fallacy without setting out to expose it, or a fraudulent claim without stamping on it with both feet. He was the greatest debunker of his age.

  The Last Days of Hitler remains a masterpiece of contemporary history, never equalled or supplanted, not merely because of its high narrative verve and the acute brilliance of its

  portraits of the ghastly dramatis personae, but because it established once and for all what actually happened. After it was published, no one could seriously maintain that Hitler was still alive

  and had been spirited away to Moscow or Buenos Aires.




  Trevor-Roper’s relentless pursuit of his victims may sometimes look like sheer malice: for example, in his campaign to convince Fernand Braudel and the other Annales historians (whom he

  greatly admired) that as a historian Lawrence Stone was a charlatan. But I do think that Stone was, if not a charlatan, at best perniciously mistaken about sixteenth- and seventeenth-century social

  history, and, since he was so fashionable on both sides of the Atlantic, only the most hard-driving campaign had any chance of unseating him.




  Again, when Count Bernadotte, the UN mediator in Palestine, was assassinated by the Stern Gang in 1948, he achieved the status of a martyr-hero. It was a thankless task, but one which

  Trevor-Roper undertook with his usual relish, to prove that it was Himmler’s masseur Felix Kersten and not Bernadotte who had been primarily responsible for rescuing 20,000 prisoners from

  Nazi concentration camps, and that in fact Bernadotte, as an official of the Red Cross, had been responsible only for arranging the transport and, what’s more, had initially refused to take

  any Jews, confiding to Himmler that he shared his racial views.




  In a small way, I once saw Trevor-Roper in action on one of these skirmishes. He had lighted upon an infinitely obscure organization called the Society for Anglo-Chinese Understanding, which had

  become a communist front, broadcasting reports of Chairman Mao’s bottomless benevolence and allegiance to high liberal principles and kept going by the usual stage army

  of stooges led by the famous Cambridge scientist Joseph Needham. Hugh assembled a rival stage army of capitalist stooges, including me, and I can still remember his mad gleam of triumph at

  SACU’s ill-attended AGM as our lot took control. Zero tolerance for the intolerable was his motto. Appeasers beware, from Munich to Mao. He was the Voltaire of St Aldate’s.




  All this – the battling with l’infâme, the canvassing of rural deans to vote this way, or that, the dining with duchesses, and, of course, the incessant correspondence

  – took up time which soberer spirits said should have been devoted to composing major historical works. Although he published any number of reviews, essays and pasquinades, although he

  travelled everywhere and met everyone, was he not ultimately vulnerable to the same charge as those other Oxford historians he derided for failing to put something substantial together? Would he

  not have done better to settle down in real scholarly seclusion rather than fritter his time and his reputation in authenticating forged Hitler diaries for Rupert Murdoch or, as Master of

  Peterhouse, Cambridge, in his late sixties, trying to quell a bunch of dons who made his old Oxford enemies look positively sweet-natured and ingenuous? Whatever became of his major work on the

  rule of Robert Cecil? Or of his vast book on the Puritan Revolution (he wrote 600 pages, tore them up, rewrote them and then what?)? Or of his life of Cromwell in three volumes?




  Well, we miss them all, but I don’t think we miss their effects, because, by and large, the causes for which he battled with such ferocious glee have come out on top, in the Cold War no

  less than in the English Civil War. In politics as in historiography, the Marxists and the marxisants have been routed. It is easy to forget how their premises and arguments were once taken for

  granted and how quirky and perverse seemed those who spoke out against them. But then looking quirky and perverse was something Hugh Trevor-Roper never minded.




  





  
W. G. SEBALD: A MASTER SHROUDED IN MIST




  At the end of the 1960s, three young lecturers arrived at the University of East Anglia: Malcolm Bradbury, Lorna Sage and, from south Germany by

  way of Manchester, W. G. Sebald, always known as Max. All three were to spend the rest of their lives teaching there, and they all died rather young within about a year of one another. Each

  produced at least one memorable book, Bradbury’s The History Man, Lorna Sage’s Bad Blood and Sebald’s The Emigrants. Each had a huge knowledge and

  understanding of literature of all kinds. These reservoirs of sympathy did not, however, extend very far into human relations. As is not unknown among academics cooped up together for years on end,

  they did not get on. For Lorna at least, this antipathy became as pleasurable a drug as the cigarettes which fed her emphysema. It was impossible to be in her company for five minutes without her

  exploding into gurgles of indignation about the latest tiresomeness of Malcolm or Max. This puzzled me, as both her colleagues seemed quite affable, positively genial in the case of Bradbury and

  mild, even shy in the case of Sebald. Yet her irritation did alert me to the possibility that Sebald might not be quite as easy to pin down as he seemed.




  This is not, as some critics have said, because his writing is hard to categorize. On the contrary, Sebald’s style of atmospheric rumination – part

  autobiographical, part anecdotal and historical – has long been a well-loved genre in European writing. Indeed he quite often glances back to his predecessors: Rousseau’s reveries,

  Sterne’s ramblings, Sir Thomas Browne’s Urn Burial and Burton’s The Anatomy of Melancholy. Sebald’s half-dozen prose works, all published in the last ten

  years of his life, are not essays exactly and they are certainly not novels, although Sebald’s Austerlitz is couched in that form. Sebald himself said ‘My medium is prose, not

  the novel.’ For quite a few writers today, he is now acknowledged as ‘probably the greatest intellect and voice of the late 20th century’, to quote Antony Beevor, or ‘the

  most significant European writer to have emerged in the last decade’, in the view of one TLS reviewer. ‘Is literary greatness still possible?’ Susan Sontag asks and

  immediately replies that ‘one of the few answers available to English-language readers is the work of W. G. Sebald’.
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