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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


THIS SPACE OF WRITING


Stephen Mitchelmore has, over the years, in his blog, This Space, shown himself to be one of the acutest critics of contemporary writing anywhere. I do not always agree with him, but his work always makes me think and often helps me to understand.


Gabriel Josipovici, author and critic


For many years, Steve Mitchelmore has been a source of both inspiration and envy: introducing me not only to new writers but also to new ways of thinking.


John Self, blogger at The Asylum


It would be fulsome praise indeed to announce that This Space contains some of the very best writing in the literary blogosphere, but it would be more true to say that it contains some of the very finest writing on literature I’ve ever read anywhere.


Mark Thwaite, Head of Online at Foyles and editor of Ready Steady Book


This Space of Writing is such a lovely, luminous thing in my reading life.


Jen Craig, author of Panthers and the Museum of Fire


I’ve been an avid reader of Stephen Mitchelmore’s posts on This Space for well over a decade. He not only shows us what to read, but new ways to read. His insights and analysis always leave me inspired. This new collection is a reason to celebrate.


Todd Colby, author of Splash State


Stephen Mitchelmore is of the best minds of my generation and an inspiration.


Lee Rourke, author of The Canal


Stephen Mitchelmore was the first literary-critical blogger, and has remained the best. His blog, This Space, ten years in existence, and commanding a wide readership, contains exquisite long-form meditations on literary fiction of the kind only the blogosphere can allow. Gathered here, Mitchemore’s essays show a cumulative power, developing a philosophy of literature in a manner that recalls Blanchot’s The Space of Literature.


Lars Iyer, author of Spurious and Wittgenstein Jr
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Something Less (or More) than Literature


An Introduction by Lars Iyer


Ten years ago, on his blog This Space, Stephen Mitchelmore quoted Adam Phillips’s celebration of the marginality of poetry in Britain: “It’s freeing people actually to be able to work their own way. People are only going to be poets now if they really want to be. There’s no money in it and very little glamour.”




But it is not just poetry that is marginal in Britain; literature itself now occupies that position – shut out by multinational publishing conglomerates, by the near-disappearance of maverick publishers and magazines in which to showcase innovative work, and by a secure and complacent press. But then, as Phillips says, being shut out might be liberating too.





Granted, there remains a whole infrastructure to help the literary writer make sense of their endeavour: reviews, profiles and interviews in the broadsheets and, for the fortunate, lucrative publishing deals and well-attended launches. Not only that, new courses of study in creative writing are increasingly popular, leading to teaching positions and visiting professorships; there is a proliferation of literary festivals and literary prizes; and authors’ rooms are photographed for the newspaper. And, in a time of the declining prestige of literature and the decimation of the earnings of writers, who would begrudge authors the chance to meet admirers at literary festivals, or to find reassurance in their profiles and interviews, or to backslap writer-comrades in the review pages and to be backslapped in their turn? Who would be so churlish as to deny that teaching creative writing is a great way to get by in these difficult times?


Yet this supportive infrastructure, which continues to makes sense of literary writing, tends to reward a certain kind of book – if it is not a money-spinner, written for marketers’ projections of the common reader, then it must appeal to the judging panels of literary prizes, the contemporary arbiters of “good taste”. Prize panels typically favour ostensibly “serious” and “profound” books, and are suspicious of what they suspect to be “pretension” – the heavy hand is in; the light touch, out. Hence the triumph of clunky middlebrow narratives, as technically accomplished as they are paranoiacally uptight, guarding themselves from doubt, from openness through writerly accomplishment and through the cynicism and irony that are the mainstay of our times. This quintessentially British literary “good taste” is one of Steve’s great bugbears, being sure of itself to the point of smugness, and hardly so much as aware of the existence of other literary traditions, of literary works in translation, and of its own homegrown radicals.


It is therefore only by proceeding in the opposite direction to the literary market that the writer might discover an element of freedom. The problem is that such freedom is difficult, subjecting the author to the uncertainty so effectively disposed of by “good taste”. The abandonment of the middlebrow gold standard of literary work is to be exposed to the predicament that has faced every genuine writer since Romanticism, who must work without the safeguard of a tradition and therefore without a model of what literary writing should look like. “Last year’s words belong to last year’s language / And next year’s words await another voice” (T.S. Eliot). And it is not enough to shake off a whole order of good literary habits and good literary manners to find “another voice”. The real challenge is to transform the freedom-from established norms and traditional securities into a freedom-to “make it new”.


In Whatever Happened to Modernism? – a book that is a touchstone for Steve, and the subject of one of his richest essays (included below) – writer and critic Gabriel Josipovici assembles a counter-history of literary figures for whom received ways of writing were inadequate to their needs, figures who felt called to write but had to struggle to discover how they might respond to this call. Told backwards, with the emphasis on what they achieved subsequently, the careers of Kafka, Proust or Mann – writers so important to Steve – can seem all too monumental. As Josipovici reminds us, however, these figures lived their writing forwards, experiencing “the daily struggle, the daily uncertainty, the daily need for artistic and human choices in a world where there are no longer any guidelines for such choices”, negotiating, in their own way, the dilemma bestowed upon us by the infinite freedom to write that characterises our time.


But there is, I think, a difference between the great modernists and us. In our time, the prestige of literary writing has declined. The old elitist culture of high modernism, with its valiant vanguards taking a stand against bourgeois taste, seems ridiculous now. Literature can no longer be heroically oppositional when no one much cares about the battle. The reign of “good taste”, championed by broadsheet review sections and prize-giving panels, is so triumphant that it appears entirely natural. Indeed, we may be understood to live at the end of literary history, coming after a time in which literary writing might be something you fight over, might have real stakes, might actually matter. The literary writer is a diminished figure, her struggle against the middlebrow and against the market now judged as the hangover of old snobbery. Literary heroism is out of date.
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Samuel Beckett – another of Steve’s touchstone writers – when asked why he wrote, answered, “Bon qu’à ça”: “It’s all I’m good for”, or, “Because I’m good for nothing else”. The vocation of writing – once sublime, once glorious, the legitimate heir to religion as the most dignified search for meaning – has degraded into a gratuitous compulsion, an imperative that is emptied of its content and objective. As Jeff Fort notes, Beckett’s Bon qu’à ça “speaks of exclusivity … but precisely in the mode of abjection and default”, an abjection that is also comic, Fort continues, “precisely because we know what extraordinarily high stakes have been invested in the thing called literature, and in particular, what Beckett himself invested in it, which was virtually everything he had”.


And when Maurice Blanchot – another constant reference for Steve – was asked “Why do you write?”, this is how he replied:




I will borrow from Dr Martin Luther when, at Worms, he declared his unshakability: Here I stand, I cannot do otherwise. May God help me. Which I translate modestly: In the space of writing – writing, not writing – here I sit bent over, I cannot do otherwise and I await no help from the beneficent powers.





Blanchot’s writer is no Luther, sure in his faith and his mission. Rather, unsupported by the old grandiosity of literature and by the reassurances of tradition, Blanchot’s writer is humble, almost derisory. Once again, there is comic bathos to Blanchot’s pronouncement, when we reflect that his investment in literature was at least as great as Beckett’s.


And yet, not even Beckett and Blanchot may do as models for the literary writer now. Because, for Beckett and Blanchot, there is a joy in the response to the push or draw of writing, even a kind of hope. To tell stories (of a kind), to posit worlds (denuded worlds) in which events happen, to write criticism (in Blanchot’s case) which shows the author drawn into the uncanny and anonymous space of writing, is, for them, a kind of ecstasy. It is the ground of hope. “If he is ‘good for nothing but’ writing, it may also be that nothing is quite so good as writing”, Fort observes of Beckett.


In one of his earliest posts at This Space, Steve writes:




There is one reason that keeps me writing: hope. The hope that I might be able to write what I need to say because it could not be said in any other way.


That said, I am not writing.


There is also the hope of reading, which is much the same: to find, at last, the narrative that allows me to breathe and to step forward actually; not vicariously through a character or the author’s experience, but actually to step forward. The metaphor is the only means.


That said, I am not reading either.





What kind of hope is this, when the literary vocation has now shrunk, not merely to an empty compulsion, but to something that is, in the British context, even more risible than it was in Beckett’s and Blanchot’s France? For Beckett and Blanchot, there was at least still some prestige in the idea of literary writing. At least no superegoic voice was telling them to “come off it” in that all-too-British manner of deflating what is taken to be pretension.


One aspect of Steve’s freedom lies in the “no” he delivers to a smug and parochial literary culture. But the other, higher aspect lies in the “yes” of his hope, which releases him to search for words adequate to the needs of his criticism.
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Steve’s writing on This Space, from which this collection draws, has attended, from the start, to the predicament of the contemporary literary writer – the writer for whom literature is in some way a problem. Such a writer is stranded in what Maurice Blanchot calls “L’Espace littéraire”, the “space of literature”, a zone of dispossession and destitution, charged with strangeness and volatility. Indeed, this phrase of Blanchot – the title of one of his most famous books – could also be translated as The Remove of Literature, or even, more freely, as Literature’s Default. It is significant that for the title of the present book, Steve drops Blanchot’s word, “literature” altogether, as though the notion of literature itself were too prestigious, too imposing, for the uncertain and obscure practice to which he would attest.


There is another telling Blanchotian resonance in the title of Steve’s blog. Combine it with the name of his Tumblr, and you have the phrase, “this space of resonance”, used by Blanchot in a programmatic essay, “What is the Purpose of Criticism?” The critic, Blanchot argues, lets a kind of “nothingness” resonate in the literary work; the review is the “space of resonance” which shows how literary meaning is interrupted or sidelined – whether by uncertainties in the act of narration or by the outbreak of uncontrollable, transpersonal affects. For Blanchot, literary criticism can show us how literary works both posit structures of meaning – carefully rendered characters with which to identify and empathise, codified emotions, psychological depth, social expansiveness, detailed and convincing environments – and destabilise such structures. In this way, criticism responds to an element of literary works that is easily forgotten, especially when fiction is understood through the lens of realism. By letting the “nothingness” of the work resound, criticism shows us what lies beyond the shaping of meaningful events and the evocation of psychological depth. The apparent modesty of literary criticism – its secondariness with respect to its object; the fact that it remains occasional – does not, then, prevent it from becoming part of the unfolding of the literary work itself. The Blanchotian critic watches over what Steve has called “something less (or more) than literature” by attending to the condition of such writing, that is, to both the possibility and the impossibility of its meaning, holding these apart and tracing their interplay.


Steve has been watching over “this space of writing” since he began blogging at Spike Magazine’s Splinters in 2000. Indeed, Steve has a good claim on having been the first ever literary blogger – certainly he is one of the few who has continued to publish for so long. After a period of contributing to the collective blog, In Writing, in which he developed a longer, more ruminative blogging style, Steve started his own, solo-authored blog, on which he has published an extended review-essay every month or so for more than ten years.


Part of the impressiveness of this tenacity lies in the lowliness of its medium. I once introduced Steve to an editor for a well-known publishing firm, telling her about This Space and its followers. “So you’re a blog-o-naut”, she snorted, terribly amused, before she excused herself to speak to somebody more important. Of course, times have changed. There is now a respectability to online criticism, even a kind of professionalism. But that is itself a problem – online magazines can become little more than review conveyor belts, doing nothing to exploit the potential of the form. However, in solo, long-distance blogging, you still have a chance of being, like Phillips’s poet, answerable only to yourself and those readers who follow you.


This Space of Writing collects forty-four essays of varied length, culled from many more essays at the blog, and mostly focused on contemporary publications (including translations) of a very diverse range. Each essay was originally a dated blogpost, title in red, text in black, with photographs and other illustrations (some of which are reproduced below) breaking up the text, and followed by several (usually not particularly enlightening, and sometimes plain abusive) comments. There are hyperlinks, of course, and, at the bottom of the page, links to other literary blogs. But the essays are the thing: each one intense and demanding to be reread, often including what appears to be, but is never simply, personal anecdote, and characteristically touched with a rather dry humour.
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What are the protocols of a typical Mitchelmore essay? His review of Richard Ford’s Lay of the Land does not stop, as so many reviews of Ford do, by praising vivid characterisation and fine phrasing. Ford is certainly adept at creating a convincing and enjoyable “illusion of meaning”, giving us characters to empathise with, psychological depth and social expansiveness, but for Steve, Ford’s novels are more than “a report from the real world reflected through the craft of fiction”, since they contemplate the problem of fiction-writing itself – the relation to life and the world that the act of narration entails.


Ford’s Lay of the Land is part of a sequence of novels narrated by Frank Bascombe, whose writing career has stalled after the death of his young son. Bascombe gave up teaching creative writing on the ground that “the lie of literature and the liberal arts” is the spurious search for “transcendent themes in life”. Bascombe, on Steve’s account, means to stay with this world, to keep immanent. Yet the “desperate stoicism” of his narration, his “voice beyond defeat”, bespeaks a great uncertainty. The drift of the narrative, restlessly recounting one inconsequential event after another, seems, as it proceeds, to answer only to an empty necessity to speak – a hope to step forward in writing, which never quite secures the means to do so. In this way, Bascombe’s voice is thrown back on itself, on its enabling conditions, becoming a meditation on the difficulties of the act of narration itself, on the impossibility of shaping real life into story. Steve argues that what Ford shows above all in his novels is that “the nature of existence will remain unclear and will never be resolved into coherence”. Immanence is broken, without, for all that, opening on a larger transcendence.


Alas, as Steve argues, Ford does not have the nerve to carry through this aesthetic vision, shoehorning “event glamour” into the final pages of The Lay of the Land. There is a terrorist attack, a narrative climax that is supposed to wrap everything up and make sense of what has gone before. Ford cannot resist the temptation, as Steve says, “to fabricate meaning, to provide a telos for the interminable”. This is what makes his work so warmly received in the mainstream press – we want our fiction to make sense, to confirm the order of our world. But what Steve shows is that Bascombe’s voice ultimately prevents this reassurance, since it gives presence to the empty and powerless insistence of what cannot be contained by coherent narrative. Thus, Steve reads Ford against his critics and against himself, affirming an openness in the Bascombe novels that makes them much more than fine examples of literary realism.


These themes arise again in Steve’s provocative account of David Foster Wallace’s suicide. Foster Wallace’s human tragedy, Steve suggests, is the result of a failed literary ambition – a thwarted hope “that everything could be contained in a book, unified by narrative”, that “a novel might become the world, exceeding the limits of the self”. For Steve, Foster Wallace’s 1088-page Infinite Jest was an attempt at just such a novel, a novel to make sense of the flux of the world. And his next attempt, The Pale King, destroyed its author, who died of his failure to write a book that could be the world.


A book can never be the world – the question of how to resist literary uprightness, literary closedness, is therefore crucial, certainly for Steve’s criticism, which, of recent times, directs us to the volumes of Knausgaard’s My Struggle as responding, more than any others in our time, to the challenge of the writer’s freedom. Steve highlights the recurrence of pseudo-epiphanal scenes in Knausgaard’s work, each of which shows “the promise and terror of an imminent revelation, which never in fact occurs”. These “frustrated epiphanies, without message, each a scintillating blank”, these “offerings of transcendence”, point to no final realisation. They resolve nothing, add up to nothing. But, in their very accumulation over the vast stretches of Knausgaard’s prose, they progressively unsettle the sense that My Struggle is a simple autobiographical recounting. For Steve, Knausgaard eschews what Foster Wallace killed himself to accomplish, embracing instead a creative uncertainty, a “letting go” that his critics have missed in their praise for the verisimilitude of his work.
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I am an absolutely happy individual, a man who is by nature taciturn yet determined; irritations last only a few hours apiece; after one of them I walk around outside, I read a well-turned sentence, I look at a painting of some German or other-European martyr qua philosopher, and I am once again in my element.





These lines, taken from a letter by Thomas Bernhard, for me conjure up the image of Steve in his “non-writer’s room”, laptop open on his desk, a book under review by its side, a block of Icelandic lava nearby, typing away, never irritated for too long by the latest philistinism of broadsheet criticism, by the vicissitudes of his beloved Portsmouth FC, by the horrors of neoliberal politics. I imagine Steve, sat bent over, as absolutely happy as the author I believe he regards as the greatest legatee of modernism, good for nothing but writing because there may still be nothing as good as writing, and because he is unable to do otherwise.





“The sea closes up, and so does the land”


I wanted to get an early copy of The Lay of the Land, the final book of Richard Ford’s Frank Bascombe trilogy, in order to post a review to coincide with all the others. Now, sometime after the event, with the arrival of my copy delayed and all the full-page reviews read, absorbed and the consensus set, it seems there’s nothing to add. The trilogy is “an exhaustive look at the inner life of an American Everyman” (Slate), not unlike John Updike’s Rabbit series (The Daily Telegraph), the distinction here being Ford writes in a “richly textured, rolling and poetic” first person (The Times) contrasting with Updike’s free indirect style, all of which combines to make Bascombe “our unlikely Virgil, guiding us through the modern American purgatory” (The Washington Post), though the final volume does become a little bloated (The Guardian) because Ford has “failed to give him a compelling story” (The Telegraph, again). And that’s pretty much it really. Yet not one review asks the question I had hoped to address before everyone else, the question whose answer I think helps to explain the unique quality of this trilogy, the question burning into each and every page: why is Frank Bascombe writing this?


The reviews take it for granted that this is a novel like any other, only much better than most. But right from the start Bascombe consigns his literary career to the past. He won’t be writing a novel again. What he is writing now will be something much less than that. It will be enough for him to speak in “a voice that is really mine”. The manuscript of his first novel got lost in the post and, soon after, he wrote a collection of stories which were published and well received. The film rights were then sold for a lot of money. Using that foundation, he settled down to write another novel. Halfway through, his son died, and so did the novel. “I don’t expect to retrieve it unless something I cannot now imagine happens.” The ambiguity of that unimaginable something resonates throughout The Sportswriter. It suggests that the novel must find a connection to life that it now apparently lacks.


The implications of Bascombe’s abandonment of creative writing have themselves been ignored by the experts. Recently, James Wood said “the major struggle in American fiction today is over the question of realism”, yet from the reception of the trilogy one would imagine the struggle is over already. Writing is a report from the real world directed through the craft of fiction and Richard Ford has written such a book. That’s it. Frank Bascombe, however, isn’t so sure, and Wood’s question is thereby placed not over realism, nor even over fiction, but writing itself.


Readers of The Sportswriter will recall that Bascombe puts the end of his literary career down not just to Ralph’s death but also to “dreaminess”, a rare euphemism for this plain speaker. It never becomes clear what dreaminess is exactly, as only its apparently harmless symptoms are ever described (“taking a long-term interest in the weather”). Despite this, Frank is clear that dreaminess is to be avoided. He reckons it precipitated the break-up of his marriage. Redemption of a kind, however, came with a job on a sports magazine.




If sportswriting teaches you anything, and there is much truth to it as well as plenty of lies, it is that for your life to be worth anything you must sooner or later face the possibility of terrible, searing regret. Though you must also manage to avoid it or your life will be ruined.





Like many other readers back in the late 1980s, I was very taken with Bascombe’s voice. Indeed, reading those words again prompts a nostalgic reverie. I recalled that it was like a layer of bluff and deceit had been removed from fiction. No more wild imaginative flights of fancy, I thought, no more card-shark plot teasings, no more broad canvases “taking on” the 20th Century. Instead, here was a voice from beyond defeat. I was so taken with its desolate stoicism that I read the novel three times in as many years. There is an irony in such returns.




If there’s another thing sportswriting teaches you, it is that there are no transcendent themes in life. In all cases things are here and they’re over, and that has to be enough. The other was a lie of literature and the liberal arts.





I returned because Frank Bascombe’s voice promised a transcendence of fiction. After all, it is fiction’s basic promise: to give meaning to life. As one reads a book or watches a film, that is what one enjoys, the illusion of meaning. But sooner or later it ends and one is exposed again to blank freedom. One can divide readers of modern fiction into two groups depending on the response to this experience: those who “devour” books so that blankness is elided for as long as possible, and those who wish books could include that experience of the blank in the work itself. Richard Ford certainly includes it. Frank Bascombe’s disillusion with the pleasures of the imagination defines the person he has become, the story he has to tell and the way he tells it. But of course his condemnation of literature is still literature and one of the most celebrated examples of recent years. It promises meaning still. The irony gives the trilogy its uncomfortable dynamic. In principle, Frank Bascombe could write on and never stop. Every moment of his day can be described in detail. Literature is Frank’s useless freedom; he drifts, bobbing up and down on an endless ocean. To criticise him for bloating his narrative is insensitive to his predicament.


The search for land, where literature meets life, was the theme of Frank’s lost novel he called Night Wing. He wrote it after lying in an army hospital bed thinking about “nothing but dying”. It tells of a young southerner who “goes to New Orleans and loses himself into a hazy world of sex and drugs and rumoured gunrunning” – another kind of dying, another transcendence of the self. Frank then tries to live it himself, travelling on his disability money from the army. But, after staring at “women and the oil derricks”, he goes to Mexico “to write stories like a real writer”. Everything is about finding the real.


Despite his rejection of literature, Frank’s regular resort to it demonstrates this chronic trust in writing. In the opening scene of The Sportswriter he reads Roethke’s poem Meditation over his son’s grave, yet stops after the first line. Later, he describes otherwise inexplicable meetings with mystic Mrs Miller, a “reader-advisor” whom he claims not to take seriously yet still pays to see. In Independence Day, he recommends Ralph Waldo Emerson’s Self-Reliance to his troubled son Paul, who promptly rips out a page that impresses him. Frank’s mixture of horror and acceptance is that ambivalence in one moment. After all, which part of the essay is going to help? The whole thing together or one sentence? Why be precious if it helps Paul? The boy’s insensitivity is just an extreme version of Frank’s ambivalence. While he reveres the text, he too wishes to rip the book to pieces.


It’s an ambivalence that Frank sees all around him. There’s his old poet buddy Bert Brisker who couldn’t write anymore so “substituted getting drunk as a donkey, shacking up with his students and convincing them how important poetry was by bonking the living daylights out of them in its name”. There’s the deeply unhappy Peggy Connover floundering in her life while carefully constructing a Great Books course. And then, worst of all, there’s Frank’s Divorcee Club colleague, the sleepless Walter Luckett, writing a novel one minute, a suicide note the next. Even sportswriting is not immune. Interviewees expect the sportswriter to make things better “because they don’t think it’s got worse”. All of which is soon played out in the great set-piece meeting with Herb Wallagher. After small talk, Frank finds that the crippled football star wants to talk about his own desperation with his condition rather than provide the inspirational, feel-good story of his post-football life. So Frank calls time:




“I’ve got all I need for a good story. And it’s getting pretty chilly out here.”


“You’re full of shit, Frank,” Herb says, smiling across the empty boat dock. On the lake a pair of ducks flies low across the surface, fast and slicing. They make an abrupt turn, then skin into the shiny water and become invisible. “Oh Frank, you’re really full of shit.”





As Herb cries for help from his wheelchair, Frank is eyeing the distant freedom of ducks, and very affecting it is too; Frank sees what Herb sees. But of course that poetic, dreamy observation has no impact on his behaviour. It’s a purely literary moment. Frank’s readers browsing the sports magazine, however, will experience something uplifting about Herb. For them literature’s promise remains pleasantly in place. So rather than having abandoned the falsification of fiction, Frank has merely displaced it with sports. He’s still dreaming.


Not that this is always a bad thing. Sometimes disengagement is necessary. Looking back to the time after their son’s death, Frank and his wife found solace in the “irresistible” life offered in shopping catalogues; real life by mail order. Regret for the loss of that other life is detectable in one of the special treats of the trilogy: Frank’s outrageous descriptions of people according to their lifestyle and consumer tastes. Most seminarians in Haddam are not Bible-pounders but “sharp-eyed liberal Ivy League types with bony, tanned-leg second wives … who’ll stand toe to toe with you at cocktail parties, drink scotch and talk about their timeshare condos in Telluride”. His real-estate assistant Mike began his career “taking orders for digital themocators and moleskin pants from housewives in Pompton Plaines and Bridgeton”. Consumerism is the new transcendence. If one has doubts over one’s life or career, don’t despair: “lease a new Z-car, buy a condo in Snowmass, learn to fly your own Beach Bonanza, maybe take instruction at violin making”. It’s also a major feature of his ambivalence. Envy and contempt compete for dominance in these oddly melancholic formulations. Frank watches the driver in “the red Mercedes with a Victorian manse in its future, or a high-roller suite at Bally’s” and it’s unclear whether he wants to be that driver or hates the idea.


It’s one curiosity of the trilogy that we never witness Frank actually buying anything other than food and drink. He doesn’t even express a consumer’s temptation. Perhaps his most conspicuous possession – purchased between novels – is a Chevrolet Suburban, a large, bland car. Even if it is a utility rather than a lifestyle choice, he also climbs in to disappear into the world of activity to which it alludes. Not that he can disappear. Or rather, that disappearance implies only one thing. Frank gets a glimpse when, in Independence Day, he visits his girlfriend Sally Caldwell at her beach-side house. She’s yet to arrive, so he stands on the porch and gazes at “the quiet, underused stretch of beach, the silent, absolute Atlantic and the gray-blue sky”:




Here is human hum in the barely moving air and surf-sigh, the low scrim of radio notes and water subsiding over words spoken in whispers. Something in it moves me as though to a tear (but not quite); some sensation that I have been here, or nearby, been at dire pains here time-ago and am here now again, sharing the air just as then. Only nothing signifies, nothing gives a nod. The sea closes up, and so does the land.





This sounds like the dreaminess described in The Sportswriter, when fiction became a negative force, destroying his marriage. Then he had to stop writing and turn back to life. But here he is, ten years on, having ditched all creative writing, including sportswriting, still experiencing dreaminess. Frank defined it then, without definition, as a state of “suspended recognition”. Perhaps it remains unrecognised. For how can one recognise death? Nothing signifies. “You don’t seem to be somebody who knows he’s going to die”, Walter Luckett told him, and he was probably right. Frank has never been able to close the distance between himself and life. Life, and therefore death, is elsewhere. He looks back at his marriage as the time when he had a definitive connection. Now he meets his ex-wife and is “forever the hunch-shouldered, grinning census taker at the door; she, the one living the genuine life”. Ann is a long-suffering ex-wife. Frank wishes they were still together. “You can’t live life over again”, she tells him. “Yes, I know”, he replies. “I didn’t know if you really did know that”, she adds. And nor does he. But he says the opposite. After all, it would be impolitic to deny rational truth. Yet he feels that might indeed be what he’s trying to do. The disjunction between his feelings and his behaviour is watched with pain or horror by readers. But what are his feelings after all? We’re not sure. It’s a question he asks himself. One weekend, close to living the genuine life, he escapes to Detroit hotel alone with the comely Vicki Arcenault. Surely this is where he can leave literature behind and live life to the full?




And I feel exactly what at this debarking moment? At least a hundred things at once, all competing to take the moment and make it their own, reduce undramatic life to gritty, knowable kernel.


This, of course, is a minor but pernicious lie of literature, that at times like these, after significant or disappointing divulgences, at arrivals or departures of obvious importance, when touchdowns are scored, knock-outs recorded, loved ones buried, orgasms notched, that at such times we are any of us altogether in an emotion, that we are within ourselves and not able to detect other emotions we might also be feeling, or be about to feel, or prefer to feel. If it’s literature’s job to tell the truth about these moments, it usually fails.





It’s not a matter of living life over again for Frank but of living it in the first place. How can one live the life promised by literature, where things are clear, where people live undivided lives? He knows that “living life to the full” is a literary notion. But how can one let go of such illusions? Vicki dumps him because his dividedness emerges in his actions. He tells her that she is the love of his life, then goes through her handbag when she’s asleep. He frames it as a desire to get closer to her but, for some reason, she sees it differently. She’d rather he behaved like the leading man in the romantic novel also in her handbag.


While all this makes for the traditional discomforting comedy of modern relationships, and could be read as merely that, it’s also a painful revelation of mutual isolation and its implications beyond the local pleasure of reading. It’s a revelation that depends on our uncertainty, our distance. In other words, even though Frank is narrating, we don’t really know why he does what he does, just as he isn’t sure why Vicki isn’t so keen to marry him. Still, some critics remain unaware of the irony. Scott Raab of Esquire magazine puts the relative failure of the trilogy down to Ford’s inability to convince us that Bascombe ever really buried a child. It’s “too hard to forget that Richard Ford has never been a dad”. So even though the novel undermines the hope of fiction, particularly realistic fiction, by making us experience its limits and becomes as much an obstacle to communication as a means – Ford has failed because the reader retains that hope!


To demonstrate literary reasons for his critique, Raab might have used evidence of real writers writing about real lost children. He might have even limited the sample to Frank’s favourite writers.




In the death of my son, now more than two years ago, I seem to have lost a beautiful estate, – no more. I cannot get it nearer to me. If tomorrow I should be informed of the bankruptcy of my principal debtors, the loss of my property would be a great inconvenience to me, perhaps, for many years; but it would leave me as it found me, – neither better nor worse. So is it with this calamity: it does not touch me: some thing which I fancied was a part of me, which could not be torn away without tearing me, nor enlarged without enriching me, falls off from me, and leaves no scar. It was caducous. I grieve that grief can teach me nothing, nor carry me one step into real nature.





Perhaps Raab will accept that Emerson lost a son even if the author is describing an experience, a lack, shared by Bascombe. That is, grief in a lack of grief; a lack we call, in this case, a trilogy.


The melancholy resolve of Experience, the essay from which this famous passage comes, is a neat contrast to the healthy confidence of Self-Reliance, the essay Frank recommended to his living son. It’s a contrast we can also see in the trilogy:




People grieve and bemoan themselves, but it is not half so bad with them as they say. There are moods in which we court suffering, in the hope that here, at least, we shall find reality, sharp peaks and edges of truth. But it turns out to be scene-painting and counterfeit. The only thing grief has taught me, is to know how shallow it is.





That’s Emerson again but it could easily be Frank.


Stefanie Hollmichel has written a sensitive appraisal of Experience for her blog So Many Books. What’s instructive here is the response from her readers: “Emerson waxes disingenuous”, insists one, following Scott Raab’s scepticism. “I have great trouble believing Emerson was not deeply and permanently moved by the death of his son”. Another observes that Emerson seems to be writing two essays at once: “the ostensibly intellectual one that attempts to master experience, and the subterranean, grief-stricken one … It’s like Emerson doesn’t want to admit how much experience can hurt and damage, because to do so would be to render impotent the analytical thought that means so much to him.”


While that dual-essay observation is spot on – for Emerson and for Ford – its suggestion of a subtle self-deception is not. That doubleness is the necessary means for its admittance into the essay and the trilogy. Emerson’s words attest to the emotional poverty not so much of the intellect but of writing. After all, how might that subterranean grief manifest in words? He might gnash and wail with expressive heat to impress those who assume words have a direct line to the heart, but Emerson knows it would betray the cold discovery made as he writes and as we read.




[Grief] plays about the surface, and never introduces me into the reality, for contact with which, we would even pay the costly price of sons and lovers. Was it Boscovich who found out that bodies never come in contact? Well, souls never touch their objects. An innavigable sea washes with silent waves between us and the things we aim at and converse with. Grief too will make us idealists.





While Emerson is accused of intellectualism, denying his feelings, buttoning himself up against reality, his critics, their emotions so much more in-tune with the real world, so safe from the impact of analytical thought, resist the implications of his painfully painless ambivalence. Their hope for literature must remain unchallenged.


The implications for Frank’s resistance of Emerson’s apparent failure are significant. If Emerson cannot convince writing in the experience of personal defeat, then what hope for Frank Bascombe or, more pertinently, Richard Ford writing fiction? Like Emerson, Ford has made his work subject to the experience of distance. He has gone further and displaced his voice into that of a fictional character. It’s a brave decision as both he and Frank live in a culture where plain fact carries a superstitious aura. The incorrigible denial of Emerson’s and Ford’s creativity appears in a memorable set piece in the middle of The Lay of the Land. Frank has driven to meet Wade Arcenault, Vicki’s elderly father, to watch the demolition of a convention hall. There are grandstands for the event-hungry public and the demolition crew put on a dramatic show for them. As they wait for the big bang, Frank tries to be polite when responding to Wade’s harangues about finding himself another woman. “I guess we might as well think our life’s the way it is ’cause that’s how we want it, Wade”.




“Haw!” replies Wade, “That’s in your brain.”


“That’s where a lot of stuff goes on.”


“Think, think, thinky, think. In your life it does. Not mine.” Wade gives my door a fearsome, dismissive bang shut.





That’s Wade’s creativity in that bang, right there! From our vantage point, we also get the allusion to events beyond Thanksgiving 2000, events that other novels have used to mitigate their dreamy separation. But it too is only a controlled demolition; it too courts suffering. Naïve readers imagine themselves impaled on sharp peaks and edges of truth as they watch reruns of jets flying into towers, but they’re too forever on the grandstand chomping hotdogs. When Frank gets back to the car park, the rear window of his Suburban has been smashed. Reality is always off-stage, stirring the frustrated imagination.


The Lay of the Land began with similar noises off. Frank recalls his reaction to a news item about a murder. The story upsets his hard-won equilibrium. Once again we follow him as he tries to accommodate the idea of reality into his everyday existence. Each novel covers the same ground. The career-moves from novelist to sportswriter and then to selling real estate were merely attempts to make literature present in the world. If sportswriting mitigated literature’s remove as a form of self-help, then selling houses turned books into bricks and mortar. Frank calls realty “the profession of possibility”, something he could easily also call writing novels. In the early days of his realty career, “getting people into the homes they (and the economy) wanted themselves to be in (at least for a while)” meant a lot to him. But those parentheses indicate the usual shortfall. Nothing much has changed. He’s still writing of “constantly feeling offshore” and “experiencing the need for an extra beat”.


He now has to contend with prostate cancer; something that may have made its home in his body yet still remains an idea. His rambling narrative toward or away from coming to terms with his condition takes him through a Thanksgiving weekend. In the first two novels it was Easter and July 4th respectively; each of them holidays, an exposure to freedom. Ford’s problem in the final volume is how to resolve that freedom without relying on the false meaning toward which the novel inevitably takes us. But significantly, Frank’s wish to have done with the imagination isn’t as strong as it has been. Now he seems keener just to speak plainly to his fellow Americans. His night-time reading is a collection of great American speeches. On the night before the big Thanksgiving meal, he wants to get into bed to read the Gettysburg Address “out loud to no one”. His visitors keep him from that ideal. He’s also writing a letter to the President, which he’ll never send. Everything he does delays the conclusion: meeting a businessman to discuss investment in a “parcel” of land, visiting a lonely stranger as part of a “sponsoring” programme, getting into a feeble fight at a bar, driving up to the hospital where Ralph died. There are many more and all very engaging if you’ve invested time with Frank and want to find out what happens to him. Otherwise, it can all seem rather pointless, part of that branch of contemporary fiction relying on characterisation and fancy phrasing (“I idled down Seminary Street, abstracted and empty in the lemony vapor of suburban eventide”) to make up for a lack of traditional action. Unfortunately, Ford doesn’t have the courage of the novel’s lack of conviction because, late on, he shoe-horns event-glamour into the narrative. There’s a terrorist assault on the hospital and, later, a murderous robbery. This has almost happened before at the end of The Sportswriter, when Frank drove into the aftermath of a motel murder. Then it could be mitigated as emphasis of Frank’s lonely remove from the world of action; here the events seem grafted on to punctuate the trilogy. They provide a temporary mask of plot to disguise the ambivalence which gives the overall narrative its unusual presence. At the end, having been through so much, and yet so little, Frank feels compelled to announce that the extra beat is “to live, to live, to live it out”. Yet that too is a literary expression. For Frank, for Richard Ford and for us, the extra beat is writing. We have been here before. The sea closes up and so does the land.
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